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THE STORY SO FAR…


GUNMETAL GODS

A grizzled veteran of scores of battles, KEVAH the janissary is summoned out of retirement by SHAH MURAD of the Kingdom of Sirm, who fears the royal capital Kostany will soon be besieged by an army of paladins from the rival Holy Imperium of Crucis. To bolster the city’s defenses, Kevah trains a militia and begrudgingly accepts his spirited adopted daughter MELODI as the first enlistee. Ever since his wife LUNARA disappeared ten years ago, his daughter has remained the one most precious to him.

Meanwhile, the enemy army led by a zealot named MICAH prepares to siege Kostany, which the Ethosian faith covet as the holy city where their god the ARCHANGEL descended. Micah has hated the Sirmians ever since Sirmian raiders kidnapped his daughter fifteen years ago, and he has not seen her since. A sorceress named ASCHERE guides Micah and his army through Labyrinthos, a mystical, magical tunnel by which one can travel between distant lands in a few hours, and so they invade the city weeks earlier than anticipated.

A stunned Kevah leads the defense, but the fast-firing guns of the invaders — devised with the help of an ingenious Silklander engineer named JAUZ — prove unstoppable. Micah slaughters the Shah’s house, slits Melodi’s throat, and throws Kevah off the sea walls.

The daughter of the Shah, a zabadar horse-warrior named SADIE, seeks allies to retake the city. She enlists Kevah, who just like her, is burning for revenge. Together they travel to the new Sirmian capital of Lyskar to regroup with Sadie’s brother, who has been declared the new shah. But the true power is with GRAND VIZIER EBRA, who fears Sadie’s claim to the throne and imprisons her.

An outraged Kevah frees Sadie with the help of a disgruntled, though enigmatic former (or perhaps current) spymaster of Micah’s named AICARD, and a sorcerer named MAGUS VAYA, who has the power to command the jinn that control the wind. Ebra declares Kevah and Sadie outlaws. They must now watch their back as well as front.

Near Kostany, zabadar warriors loyal to the Shah have scorched the farmland, so Micah leads his army to fight them. During the battle, Micah is injured and his arm is amputated. The fever brought on by his injuries leaves him paralyzed, and his lieutenants scheme to take over. To shore up his power, Micah forces the imperator’s daughter, a faithful young girl named CELENE, to marry him. But because Micah’s injuries are so terrible, this ploy proves fruitless.

In the darkest part of the night, an ancient jinn named AHRIYYA offers to heal Micah and grant him a destructive gunmetal hand to replace the one he lost, in exchange for his seed. Despite the sin involved, Micah copulates with Ahriyya. Reinvigorated, he and Aschere summon a fireball from the heavens to burn the traitors who tried to take over while he was bedridden.

Aschere offers him even more destructive powers, but to gain them he must abandon his faith in the Archangel and embrace the primordial creator god, whom she calls HAWWA — THE DREAMER. This is a step too far for Micah, who clings to the faith of his birth and raising. As punishment, the Dreamer strips his powers and resurrects the hated IMPERATOR HERACLIUS. Seeing this resurrection as a miracle, Micah’s disloyal army flock to Heraclius, who orders Micah to kneel. Micah refuses to submit and Heraclius throws him in the dungeon.

Meanwhile, a crazed sorceress named MAGUS AGNEYA, who has the power to command jinn that control fire, attacks Kevah and Magus Vaya. Agneya kills Vaya, but Kevah manages to kill Agneya. By doing so, Kevah gains both their masks — which gives him the ability to command the jinn of the Jann and Efreet tribes — who control wind and fire respectively — though he doesn’t know how to use these powers yet. The blessings of the masks return Kevah to a youthful appearance, as if he were twenty years old again, and stops him from aging. He also gains the ability to see unseen creatures, such as jinn and angels.

Kevah and Sadie journey to the coast to entreat with an admiral named REDBEARD who has a large army. But Grand Vizier Ebra lies in wait and attacks with a force of horsemen, led by a gholam general named Kichak from the neighboring Kingdom of Alanya. Unbowed, Kevah fights them head on and upon routing them plunders many guns and horses. At the same time, Sadie convinces Redbeard to join them by offering her hand in marriage.

Bolstered by allies and fresh supplies, Kevah and Sadie march toward Kostany. Kevah gains an unlikely ally in the form of a jinn named KINN, who helps Kevah capture Celene, the imperator’s daughter and girl Micah forced into marriage, to hold as ransom.

Kevah tries to convince the Crucian Imperator, a man named JOSIAS, to help him by offering to return his daughter. But this ploy fails because the newly resurrected Imperator Heraclius has already taken over. Heraclius lures Kevah toward the walls of Kostany and captures him, imprisoning him in the cell next to Micah.

Heraclius wins the battle and pursues Sadie’s retreating allies deep into the plains. With their backs at the impassible Syr Darya River, Sadie and the Sirmian army are forced to make a last stand. Heraclius captures her and begins stoning her to death for spectacle.

All hope is lost, until Sadie’s old enemy Grand Vizier Ebra flanks Heraclius’ overextended lines. With the help of CROWN PRINCE KYARS and tens of thousands of gholam slave soldiers from the Kingdom of Alanya, they defeat the Crucian army. Shah Murad — now freed — beheads Heraclius for harming his daughter, while Sadie remains near death from the stoning.

Back in Kostany, Aschere visits Kevah and Micah in the dungeon. Kevah is shocked when he sets eyes on his wife who disappeared ten years ago, the woman he knew as Lunara, but who has now become Aschere. She claims that her love for Kevah was meaningless and beckons him to serve the Dreamer, but Kevah bitterly refuses. Aschere then leaves and returns to Labyrinthos. Micah also learns that Melodi, Kevah’s adopted daughter whom he killed the day he invaded Kostany, was his in fact his daughter who was kidnapped fifteen years ago.

Kevah and Micah escape from their jail cells with the help of Aicard. An enraged Kevah finally gets the chance to avenge his adopted daughter. He stabs Micah in the kidney, but before he can slit his throat, Ahriyya whisks Micah away into Labyrinthos, heals him, and grants him the power to use his gunmetal hand back — apparently because Micah is the father of the child in her womb.

Though the victorious Sirmian army reclaims Kostany, Sadie succumbs to her injuries. Kevah realizes he loved Sadie and rages at her demise. Knowing that the Dreamer can bring back the dead, he enters Labyrinthos to pursue Aschere, but instead runs into Micah. In a climactic battle of guns versus magic, Kevah shoots Micah, but fails to finish him off. As Micah escapes out of Labyrinthos toward what he thinks is a monastery, he is shot by a young boy with green eyes, who belongs to a band of Crucian mercenaries.

Kevah finds Aschere in the bowels of Labyrinthos. She offers to have the Dreamer resurrect Sadie if he will agree to serve the darkness as the prophesied Opener — the foretold harbinger of the end of the world. Kevah will do anything to bring Sadie back and feels he has no recourse. To prove his service, Aschere orders him to destroy Kostany by summoning the Archangel out of a godly and mysterious black hole in space called THE BLOOD STAR. As the Archangel controlled by Kevah hovers over Kostany and charges a giant sword with destructive energy, Kevah realizes that Sadie would not want this. He changes his mind and stabs his wife to death. By doing so, he gains her mask and the ability to command the Marid tribe of jinn, who control ice. Part of the Archangel then explodes into thousands of gunmetal pieces, while the rest is absorbed back into the Blood Star.

The GODDESS LAT, worshipped by the Latian faith practiced in the kingdoms of Sirm, Alanya, and Kashan, is pleased that Kevah killed the apostle of the Dreamer. She offers to revive Sadie, if Kevah will agree to travel to the Holy City of Zelthuriya and serve her instead by achieving fanaa — a mystical state in which one annihilates their selfish desires. He agrees and so Lat revives Sadie, and the two enjoy a few weeks of travel and enjoyment before Kevah leaves to serve Lat.

CONQUEROR’S BLOOD

One year passes after the events of Gunmetal Gods. Kevah is fasting and meditating in Zelthuriya, but is unable to make progress toward fanaa, the mystical annihilation of the self that will help grant him the power to utilize his three masks and command the following jinn tribes:

·      The Marid tribe who control ice, led by the Sultana MARADA

·      The Efreet tribe who control fire, led by the Sultan EBLAS

·      The Jann tribe who control wind, led by an unknown sultan

A half-day’s ride south, in the glorious city of Qandbajar, Seat of the Seluqal Kingdom of Alanya, the machinations of Hawwa the Dreamer and her followers stir a new conflict.

A scheming angel named MAROT, revered as one of the Twelve Great Angels by Ethosians, resurrects ZEDRA, an ancient and powerful blood sorceress, in the body of NORA, an innocent young woman whom Marot saved from death at the hands of raiders.

Marot tricks Zedra by making her believe that he is CHISTI, the holy man revered by all Latians as the founder of their faith. He tasks Zedra with bringing back an ancient tribe known as the Children, who descended from Chisti but were annihilated when the current dynastic rulers of Sirm, Alanya, and Kashan — the Seluqal House — conquered the western half of the continent. This event finalized a split in the Latian religion into two sects: the Path of the Children, who still revere the now long-gone tribe, and the Path of the Saints, who compose the majority of Latians and revere various holy men and women throughout history instead of the Children.

Zedra is also descended from the Children, though Nora is not, and thanks to Marot’s tricks, she does not realize that she’s been brought back in a different body to her original one.

To advance his scheme, Marot impregnates Zedra and sends her into the harem of Kyars, the Crown Prince of Alanya. Kyars, having copulated with Zedra many times, believes the child to be his own, and thus names him as his successor in the line to the throne. Zedra, believing the child to be Chisti’s son, will do everything to ensure he takes the throne, as this will fulfill her aim to bring back the dynasty of the Children.

Meanwhile, a woman named CYRA is up to her own schemes. By leveraging the power of her ascendent Sylgiz tribe, she convinces TAMAZ, the Shah of Alanya, to marry her to Crown Prince Kyars, thus making her Sultana of Sultanas, one of the most powerful women in Alanya.

Desiring this position for herself and fearing that Cyra’s ambitions will hinder her plans, Zedra enacts a bloodwriting spell to take over Cyra’s body. She then uses Cyra’s hands to stab Shah Tamaz to death, while the eyes of everyone watch. To her mind, this means that Kyars will become Shah, and being the mother of his only son, she will become the most powerful woman in Alanya and be better placed to direct affairs toward her goal of ensuring her infant son becomes the next Shah.

Cyra barely manages to regain her body and flee Qandbajar with the help of another blood sorcerer named ESHE, who is trying to figure out who or what is behind the vile plot ensnaring Alanya. On the back of a camel, he takes Cyra to Zelthuriya to meet with Kevah, whom he places much hope in.

Kevah, bored of sitting around in a dusty shrine for an entire year, is moved by Cyra’s story and agrees to help her clear her name and expose the true evil. However, the Disciples of Chisti, the Latian order who guard Zelthuriya, refuse to aid her, especially after one of their sheikhas, a young bloodrune-covered woman named RUHI, convinces them that Cyra is a liar and a sinner. Despite their rejection, Cyra, Kevah, and Eshe travel to Qandbajar to uncover the menace.

During the journey, Marada, Sultana of the Marid, appears in the sky and submits to Kevah — despite his lack of fanaa — giving him the power to command the ice jinn. At the same time, the angel Marot lures Cyra into the mysterious and much-feared Palace of Bones, where she is granted the power of starwriting magic, just like Aschere, with the help of a new black-on-black eye that lets her see stars up close.

Zedra, meanwhile, enlists the aid of two unlikely allies: the Crucian princess Celene, who escaped Sirm but was captured by slavers, and the resurrected Sirmian princess Sadie, who is trying to live a carefree life and has come to Qandbajar for an archery tournament. They don’t realize Zedra was behind the plot to murder Shah Tamaz, and are won over by her charming demeanor and her claims that she wants to avenge Tamaz and uncover the evildoers causing havoc in the kingdom.

But now Marot is using both Zedra and Cyra to enact his mysterious scheme, and so leads them into greater and greater conflict.

At the same time, Tamaz’s brother, MANSUR, arrives in Qandbajar to claim the throne. Kyars beheads him, causing much bad blood between him and Mansur’s children.

Zedra convinces KATO, the commander of the Alanyan gholam slave soldiers, that Cyra is the devious schemer behind the plot to bring chaos to Alanya. She also convinces Kyars of the same, despite that Cyra is his wife by law.

But she fails to enlist the aid of the Philosophers, a mighty group of scholars who reverse-engineered Micah the Metal’s fast-firing guns, and who seem to have their own agenda. For completely mysterious reasons, the Philosophers kidnap Eshe and force him to copy down a book called The Melody of Flowers. Soon after, they release Eshe and suddenly disappear from their tower, nowhere to be found.

Meanwhile, Cyra convinces the khagan of the powerful Jotrid tribe to aid her — a childhood friend of hers named PASHANG. Pashang has had visions about her ever since he encountered Marot in the Deep Waste, many years ago, and so eagerly helps her.

Cyra and Zedra’s respective sides collide during a battle between the Jotrids and gholam in the desert. Kato and his gholam defeat Pashang and his Jotrids, while the angel Marot himself defeats the jinn sultana Marada, leaving Kevah powerless. All seems lost until the Goddess Lat, protector of the land, appears in the sky and destroys Marot with a scepter that emits a scathing aurora of light.

Though Marot is dead, the gholam are closing in on Cyra and are about to kill her. So Cyra uses her starwriting powers to summon Hawwa’s hand from the Blood Star. Hawwa’s hand crushes Lat — the god of all Latians — then uses Lat’s blood to enact a blood sorcery spell. This spell makes all the gholam explode into a lake of blood, and begins a curse known as the blood plague, which will over many decades cause all the water and living tissue in the kingdom to turn into blood.

Cyra wins, though by summoning the blood plague and murdering Lat, it is Marot and ultimately Hawwa the Dreamer who have truly won, since Lat was protecting the land from Hawwa.

Cyra kills Zedra by expelling her from Nora’s body — though Nora still retains Zedra’s magical powers. Fortunately for Cyra, the innocent girl doesn’t know how to use them. Cyra imprisons her in the palace along with her infant son, who is the literal child of Marot and carries special blood known as god’s blood, which could come in handy.

Cyra conquers Qandbajar, and seats herself and Pashang on the throne, uniting their tribes in marriage. She also summons her own Sylgiz tribe to join in her new confederation to rule Alanya, even agreeing to share power with her cruel cousin GOKBERK — whom she despises — since she needs the manpower.

But despite defeating Zedra, her enemy has left a strong impression on her, and so have the Dreamer and Marot.

To distinguish her own rule from that of the Seluqal House, Cyra declares that the Path of the Children will now be the only sect permitted in Alanya, forbidding the Path of the Saints followed by a majority of the people. A Philosopher and scholar named WAFIQ, who claims to have memorized all the sayings of the Children, becomes the religious leader of her new Alanya.

Though Celene served Zedra, she is convinced that Marot — one of the Twelve Angels revered in her faith — wants her to now serve Cyra, and so eagerly becomes Cyra’s pawn while denying that Marot is dead.

Eshe is disgusted by how Cyra summoned Hawwa’s hand and brought a blood plague to Alanya. He devotes his time to curing the blood plague, but wants nothing to do with Cyra, despite having strong romantic feelings for her.

Cyra, who reciprocates those feelings, is heartbroken, but accepts it, since she is now married to Pashang anyway.

Kevah realizes he made a terrible mistake by supporting Cyra. He aligns with Kyars and Sadie to form a resistance against Cyra’s new order.

ELDER EPOCH

The hundred-thousand-man army of CRUCIAN IMPERATOR BASIL THE BREAKER besieges Holy Zelthuriya, the final bastion of the Latian faith, to fulfill the Ethosian prophecy of the Opener, who will conquer the whole east for the Faith. As they build the trench works, Imperator Basil is especially proud of the hard work his son and heir DORAN is doing to further the cause. Unfortunately for them, a blood cloud appears and immerses Basil, Doran, and the entire army. They vanish within its folds, sparing the Latians and ending Crucian domination of Alanya for the foreseeable future.

Six hundred years later, as Cyra and her Sylgiz-Jotrid Alliance struggle to manage Qandbajar, Kevah and Kyars plot her downfall within the safety of Holy Zelthuriya — with the hope of restoring the Path of the Saints to Qandbajar and ending the Sylgiz-Jotrid threat. Kevah also spends time with Sadie, who has fallen into despair after witnessing Lat being crushed by Hawwa’s hand, yet who still wants to help. To bolster his own position, Kyars attempts to mend relations with his cousins, who were aggrieved by his execution of their father, Mansur. But his attempts fail when the eldest of them, HURRAN, undermines all his arguments by pointing out that he and his siblings have the larger army.

Meanwhile, Cyra is busy meeting Celene, Gokberk, Wafiq, Pashang, and other important notables at her fractious court. She hatches a scheme to draw Kyars’ gholam out of Zelthuriya and into an open battle by attacking the yearly festival of the Abyad tribes. At the same time, Kevah flies to Kostany with Ruhi, who despises Cyra, to convince Shah Murad to ally with Kyars. He succeeds, and Grand Vizier Ebra gifts him with an impenetrable suit of gunmetal armor molded from the remnants of the Archangel — after it appeared over Kostany and exploded — as well as an all-destroying sword, which Kevah names Black Rose.

Cyra launches her attack on the Abyads outside Holy Zelthuriya just as Kevah and Ruhi return. Kevah intervenes, resisting every attack thanks to his impenetrable black armor and cleaving enemy after enemy with Black Rose. In desperation, Cyra prays to Hawwa for victory.

Hawwa summons the blood cloud containing Imperator Basil and his hundred-thousand-man army into Holy Zelthuriya. The Crucians slay or capture everyone in the city, except for Shah Kyars, Kato, ABUNAISAROS, and other Kyars loyalists, who manage to barricade themselves in the Shrine of Chisti.

But the blood cloud itself remains over the holy city. Within the cloud are eldritch monsters, the sight of which drive many of Basil’s men to madness or to gouge their own eyes. Worse, these monsters will not allow Basil and his army to permanently leave. And even if they could leave, Cyra and her army remain camped outside of the city. Worst of all, Basil’s son Doran is missing.

Basil enters into an agreement with Cyra: in exchange for the heads of Kyars and Kato, Cyra will permit Basil and his army to depart. But the monsters in the cloud prove to be a far greater problem. Even worse than the monsters is a scheming jinn named SAURVA, who claims to be Basil’s half human, half-dev daughter. Saurva gives Basil The Melody of Micah and compels him to revive Micah the Metal, enter the Shrine of Chisti, and locate the Gate. Basil, wary of becoming a tool to a scheming dev, refuses.

Saurva gives The Melody of Aschere to Cyra and asks her to bring back Aschere, who she claims will teach Cyra how to use her starwriting powers. And she’ll need them because Kevah is coming for her. With the help of his impenetrable angel armor and sword, Kevah hunts down as many Sylgiz and Jotrid riders as he can on his way to Holy Zelthuriya, where he intends to rescue Kyars and locate Sadie, who has been missing since the arrival of Basil.

Just in time, Saurva gifts Basil an angel tear dagger, which is the only material that can break through Kevah’s angel armor. Basil confronts Kevah, and wary of having yet another enemy, he permits Kevah to enter the Shrine of Chisti so Kevah can speak with Kyars and learn Sadie’s whereabouts.

Kevah resolves to bring an army to free Kyars. Upon leaving the shrine, he is attacked by a Fallen Angel. One touch of the Fallen Angel causes Kevah to see strange visions. Kinn manages to save him by taking him to the Valley of Fire, where resides the Efreet tribe of jinn. Their sultan Eblas pledges to aid Kevah and provides him with a fire jinn named ZABAN. Kevah then travels to Dorud to speak with GRAND VIZIER BARKAM. Before the meeting, he orders his fire jinn to kill Pashang and Cyra’s mother, but only if no Abyads are harmed in the process.

Meanwhile, Cyra captures Sadie, who had been trying to help the Abyads. At first, she tries to speak with her to understand Sadie and Kevah’s defiance but concludes that they’ll never see eye to eye. Zaban burns Cyra’s mother to death but fails to kill Pashang. As Cyra’s mother lays dying, she makes a final prayer for Cyra’s ascension.

In Dorud, Kevah meets with Barkam and CROWN PRINCE FARIS, who prove to be unhelpful, so Kevah travels to Merva to meet with Mansur’s children, who had earlier rebuked Kyars. It is there that he encounters the army of SHAH BABUR OF KASHAN, who have come to take Merva for themselves. Using the powers of his fire jinn to put on a spectacle, Kevah strongarms Shah Babur into marching to Holy Zelthuriya to defeat Cyra and the Sylgiz-Jotrid Alliance.

Meanwhile in Zelthuriya, Basil makes a temporary peace with Kyars and both attempt to escape through the hidden northern passage. A Fallen Angel bars their path, making escape impossible. Basil sees his son Doran, who has been turned to stone yet can still talk. Doran warns his father that the Fallen Angels will not allow him to leave.

Now more desperate than ever, Basil implores Cyra to ask Kevah to help them escape the blood cloud, since Kevah possesses a sword that can destroy all materials. He sends his strategist MARKOS outside the blood cloud with the tear dagger, which he gifts to Cyra as a sign of good will, along with a note to Cyra telling her to forbid Markos from ever returning, in the hope that it may save him from the blood cloud. But Markos’ gaze lingers too long on a Fallen Angel, and he is forced to pluck out his own eyes – though he still manages to deliver the letter and the dagger to Cyra.

Cyra is in no mood to help Basil nor communicate with Kevah. Incensed and in mourning at the loss of her mother, she tortures Sadie by forcing her to stare at the Fallen Angels in the blood cloud, until Sadie agrees to touch the bloodrune within the Melody of Aschere. When she does so, her eyes turn green and the dead sorceress Aschere (also known as Lunara) takes over her body.

Kevah attacks the Sylgiz-Jotrid Alliance with fire magic but is stabbed in the back with a tear dagger by Pashang, though he does manage to learn about the revival of Aschere in Sadie’s body. Kinn flies him back to Merva, where he is saved from near death by Eshe and his bloodwriting powers. Kevah also reunites with Aicard, who tells him about the Sargosan presence in the East Islands, a chain of islands south of Kashan that are rich with spices and other goods. It seems the Sargosans — who are technically a client kingdom of Crucis but who now appear to be stronger than Crucis itself — have allied with a faction from Talitos, the undiscovered land beyond the sea mists, to oppose an alliance between Kashan and the mighty Empire of Silk. The two sides are now competing for suzerainty over these islands.

Aicard also tells Kevah about his mysterious past. He relates to him memories of living on an island covered with pyramids and surrounded by strange, godlike beings. The people living on the island would be forced to climb these pyramids and would be sacrificed to these beings once they reached the top. However, after Aicard was sacrificed, he didn’t die — instead, his soul transmigrated into another body, his current one. Aicard still does not understand his past life, but he believes the people from Talitos might, and so he goes off to the East Islands to investigate what is going on there.

In Zelthuriya, Basil and his men are contending with even greater perils. The blood cloud is making them sick, increasing the pressure of the blood in their bodies — especially behind their eyes. This is causing many men to go blind or even die. And that’s not even the worst thing: blood tulips are growing out of the skin of many men, a sign of impending death. Basil watches his right-hand man, TOMAS, die from this flower sickness. And then Doran, his son, returns to his side, though he is vomiting blood. Saurva tells Basil he must take Doran into the Shrine of Chisti, and then she will end the blood cloud’s presence over Zelthuriya. Basil reluctantly agrees, and Saurva inspires Eshe with the discovery of how to lift the blood cloud.

Lunara, now inhabiting Sadie’s body, decides to address some unfinished business since her death. She takes Cyra through Labyrinthos and out into the Sirmian city of Tagkalay, which is under the control of a rebel janissary sultan named ARSALAN. Along with his sister NADIA, the four of them make common cause against the Seluqals. Arsalan even gifts Cyra more tear blades, claiming that the Sirmians have produced many angel metal armor and swords and affirming that only the Tear of the Archangel can cut through them.

Nadia also talks about the Elder Epoch, a time when angels and jinn dwelled upon the egg that is threatening to hatch and end the world. Cyra and Lunara then return to face the forces of Shah Babur.

But Shah Babur is about to spring several surprises. First, he crowns Hurran as the Shah of Alanya, undermining Kyars, which greatly angers Kevah. Instead of submitting to the decision, Kevah decides to break away from Shah Babur and save Kyars himself. With the help of his magi, HAYTHAM and SINA – who command the jinn tribes of lightning and water – Babur also conquers Qandbajar, setting Cyra back immensely.

Basil takes Doran inside the Shrine of Chisti. Doran attacks a healer and uses bloodwriting to phase through a wall, taking Basil with him. The two enter a hidden area of the shrine and then descend below it, into its darkest chamber. There they find a door that cannot be opened until Doran literally fuses with it, sacrificing his own life. With his dying breaths, he tells Basil that he is indeed the prophesied Opener.

In that room, Basil meets a strange man who claims he’s been trapped there for one thousand years. This man is THE GATE, and he is also revealed to be both Saint Chisti and the Ethosian angel CESSIEL. He traps Basil in the room and escapes.

The army of Shah Babur and the Sylgiz-Jotrid horde prepare to clash outside the blood cloud that covers Holy Zelthuriya. Pashang is injured trying to drive some of Babur’s allies away from an important choke point. As Pashang lays dying, Eshe appears and offers to save him in exchange for the life of Nora’s infant son, whose God’s Blood he needs to remove the blood cloud covering Zelthuriya. Cyra agrees despite Nora’s desperate pleas. Eshe then sacrifices Nora’s son and the blood cloud is finally lifted. But something worse has replaced it: a giant angel with a spiderlike body named MALAK. The angel now stands over Zelthuriya, though only those whose sight can pierce the veil can see it.

Kevah forces his way into Zelthuriya to rescue Kyars but is wounded by a tear dagger to the back. Along the way, he reunites with Eshe, and the two fight together against Basil’s forces to reach the shrine. They are eventually captured, though Kevah manages to make a deal with HERAKON, who is now in command after Basil went missing in the shrine. In exchange for his freedom, Kevah will convince Shah Babur to release the Crucians and allow them free passage to whatever land they wish. With this deal made, Herakon allows Kevah to go free.

Shah Babur’s army attacks Cyra’s camp, apparently routing her forces. But Cyra discovers the power of her mother’s prayer for ascension: she now has Chisti’s Blood in her veins instead of Conqueror’s Blood, which means she is the Children. Bolstered by this miraculous discovery and full of zeal, she sends thousands of warriors through Labyrinthos to hit Babur from behind. This trick works, and Babur’s forces are obliterated.

Cyra briefly meets Kevah, and the two agree to make peace and not attack each other so long as Cyra allows Shah Kyars to go free and Kevah leaves Lunara alone. Cyra then marches into Zelthuriya, where she reluctantly allows Shah Kyars to abdicate and go into exile in Sirm. She also permits Herakon and his ancient Crucian legions to depart for the Deep Waste.

Frustrated by Cyra’s triumph, Kevah leaves Holy Zelthuriya and heads for Dorud. He overthrows Shah Faris, relegating him to a mere figurehead, and proclaims himself Sultan. He coerces Grand Vizier Barkam to submit, though it is Kato who proves more difficult to convince.

In Zelthuriya, Lunara and Eshe search for Basil’s whereabouts but cannot figure out how to enter the hidden chamber beneath the Shrine of Chisti. Lunara finds The Melody of Micah and a note falls out of it, stating that “Micah knows where your son is.” Lunara cannot believe that the note is meant for her, since she believes her son is dead. She and Eshe briefly encounter the Gate, who threatens her, saying that “he will get the Gate Opening Spell” from her one way or another.

As Lunara falls asleep that night, she hears Basil screaming in despair from the deep, distant darkness beneath the shrine.


PROLOGUE
KEVAH


It was the hour of the jinn when a four-masted galleon flying the banner of Principus sailed into Dorud’s port on cold, southerly winds. Given that I’d witnessed the angel with my own eyes, it disturbed me how accurately their banner portrayed him. One round eye, a bulbous squid body, and the tentacles of an octopus — it was all depicted in disdainful detail on that fluttering, Sargosan standard. Whoever had devised it knew how abominable their angel was and had still chosen to love it. Did Ethosians even realize how unsettling their gods were?

The galleon itself was unsettling enough. Its hull of wood and steel stood so high, it resembled an armored titan on the waves. Its gunports — enough for sixty cannons — leered down at my mudbrick city. It was a far more imposing beast than the galleys of my own navy, which was in dire need of attention. Sadly, we did not have much lumber amid the dunes of Dorud.

Like the angel he must’ve adored, the man who climbed off the galleon had one working eye. He wore a close beard, though it had a few patches in it. He was richly dressed — for a westerner — with a sailor’s sunburns across his forehead and cheeks. He even wielded a decent command of Paramic, though he struggled with the guttural sounds, like I did. And he had nothing interesting to say, prattling on about trades and deals and opportunities — for him and me. He invited me to sip ginja on his deck, which I declined without humor, preferring to buttress my reputation for temperance rather than indulge with the most well-armed merchant I’d ever met.

After the brief encounter, I returned to my office, lit the incense burner, and shut the door. A candle flickered gently in the corner niche, casting my shadow upon Grand Vizier Barkam.

“Who was that man?” I asked.

Barkam rubbed his emerald ring. It was the only one I allowed him to wear. “You can keep your other rings,” I’d told him, “but then I’ll be keeping your fingers.” He no longer wore the diamond, ruby, and pearl.

“I know him as a trader and explorer,” he said.

“Why does a trader need sixty gunports?”

“He is a military man, as well.”

Just what I’d feared. These Sargosans had brought trouble to the islands east of here, contesting Kashanese suzerainty. Though they’d left the Nawab of Koa in charge, it was well known he did their bidding and not Shah Babur’s. With a Crucian armada assembling at Dycondi, it seemed unsafe to allow powerful allies of the Imperium to free roam through waters I controlled.

“You should let him get on with his business,” Barkam said, fluffing his pure, white caftan. The tenacious vizier had struggled to adjust to the plainer colors and simpler fabrics I’d enforced upon my court, but I appreciated that he was trying.

“By what logic ought I to allow an Ethosian warship through my waters?”

“By the logic of prudence. We have enough enemies as it is. If you provoke the Sargosans now, they’ll seek to strangle your reign in its crib. And they’ve a lot of gold to buttress your enemies and buy off your friends, especially with the bankers of House Seth favoring them.”

I did not worry about men with gold. I worried about men with gold, guns, and ambition. “I have heard that Sargosans now wield great influence at the High Castle in Hyperion — that they are the puppet masters of Crucis.” Aicard had said so during our meeting in Merva.

As Barkam shifted on the floor cushion, his olive-oiled head glinted in the candlelight. “I have heard the same. But that doesn’t mean we should blindly antagonize them. We are not yet ready to face them, nor do they seem eager to make an enemy of us, given that we control the Wahi Canal — their lifeline to the East Islands.”

“Then who is behind the Crucian armada amassing in Dycondi, if not them?”

“It could be an influential Exarch, or the Patriarch, or even the Imperator himself. My contacts are busy finding out more.”

Yes, his spies were a most useful resource. It was one of several reasons I hadn’t mounted his head on the Emerald Palace gate the night I seized it from him.

A knock sounded on the door.

“Sultan, there is a woman here to see you,” said the Abyad standing guard outside, whom I’d selected and trained myself.

“A woman?”

“She claims she is your wife.”

The Grand Vizier stood with the swiftness of a younger man. “We can talk more about the Sargosans when you’re done meeting her.”

Why would Lunara have come here?

Barkam gave her a good shin-to-shoulder glance as he left the room — as if I wouldn’t notice. She entered and removed her eye mask. Sea green irises, deep enough to drown in, glowed in the waning candlelight.

The flutter in my heart filled me with dread. “Why have you come here?”

Her skin was paler, as if Sadie’s warmer color had faded and Lunara’s icy complexion now reigned. Even her hair, once red as fire, now had the hue of embers glowing well past their time.

Lunara pulled a piece of papyrus from the pocket of her jade caftan. She handed it to me with jittery fingers.

“Micah knows where your son is,” was written in Sirmian, the handwriting strange and sinuous.

“What is this?” I swallowed my rage at seeing the name of the man who murdered my daughter and destroyed my home. “Speak, or have you taken a vow of silence, like an Ethosian nun?”

“It is difficult to say what I am feeling.” That was still Sadie’s voice, though she spoke with the same barracks accent as I did and not Sadie’s palace lilt.

I could not show this strange woman the childhood softness I felt toward her. I could not trust her. I never should have trusted her, from the first.

“It might be well past midnight, but I’ve pressing matters to attend to. A sultan never sleeps. Explain why you trekked through your tunnels just to hand deliver me this note.”

Lunara paced between my desk and the fresco of Saint-King Nasar at the head of his motley army of believers. It was one of the few frescoes in the Emerald Palace that I liked, which is why I’d chosen this room for my office.

As she passed me, I grabbed her arm and pulled her toward me. Her skin was cold, even through the wool of her caftan. Had Sadie’s fire burned out?

“I am not playing games, Lunara.” I held up the paper. “What does it mean? Is it referring to who I think it is?”

Her pupils trembled as she nodded. “At first, I did not want to believe it. I kept telling myself it could not be true.”

“Go on.” I recalled how she’d struggle to explain things whenever her thoughts outraced her tongue. Like the time she discovered a new recipe for halva — a mango-flavored one from Kashan — back when we were both fresh in our youths.

“The more I thought about it, the more I realized — this note was meant for me. For us.”

“Us?”

“It says exactly what it means, Kevah. Our son is alive. And Micah knows where he is.”

Barkam had told me that Micah the Metal was dead. That Imperator Josias had hung his head outside the entrance to Hyperion’s largest cathedral.

“What are you saying?” I did not know what to feel or think. Did not know whether to take her seriously or regard her as mad. “I have it on good authority that Micah is dead.”

“Yes. But our son is not.”

“You said he was. You told me⁠—“

“I know what I told you. But what if I was wrong? What if the devs are right?”

“So a jinn gave you this?” I squeezed the paper. “A trick. A manipulation.”

“I considered that.” She clutched my wrist, pulsing her tender chill up into my hand. “There is one way to find out whether it’s true or not. But I won’t do it unless you agree.”

“A way to find out if our son is alive?”

Lunara nodded. “We ask Micah.”

“We ask a dead man?”

“We bring him back, just how I was brought back.”

I laughed, though it was the least funny thing I’d ever heard. “Isn’t it obvious? The devs want you to bring an evil man back for their own evil ends, and they’re using our son to pull at your heartstrings. It’s a lie.”

“But what if it’s not? What if, when I gave the boy to the Palace of Bones, it did whatever it did, and then it spat him back into our world?”

I wanted to dig my nails into her neck for painting that dreadful image with her words. How dare she take my son away from me and then sacrifice him to evil? And now — poisoned by well-deserved guilt — she wanted to bring Micah back and fulfill some dev’s scheme?

Why did I ever love her? Was it because I knew no one else’s tenderness? Was it because she’d blinded me back when all I could see was her?

“Micah the Metal is dead. Our son is dead. Leave it, Lunara.”

As soon as those words left my tongue, something whispered in the dark, roiling sea of my heart. I’d failed to kill Micah in Labyrinthos, despite firing shot after shot at him with Jauz’s gun. I even fired the fucking Tear of the Archangel at him. It had been fifteen months since that fateful duel, yet it felt like yesterday and a thousand years ago, both. Where did he go after that? What did he do?

And how in the coldest hell did that bastard finally die?


0
MICAH


Fifteen months ago, far across the Yunan Sea…

Sunshine brightened the cave mouth. It had been too long since I’d seen sunshine, and it blinded me with its beauty. The moment I felt it warm my aches, was as if I’d entered paradise. Such a simple pleasure I hoped to never take for granted.

“Here’s where I leave you.” Elly stood in the cave mouth. “You sure you don’t want me to fix your arm again?”

I brushed my metal stump. “After everything, I think I’d rather keep out of trouble.” It was cool, like metal ought to be. “What about our child? You said⁠—”

“I will carry him to term, then I’ll find you.”

“So…eight moons from now?”

“Closer to eighty moons.”

“That’s…quite a term,” I said. “Where are we, anyway?”

“Walk a few minutes.” Elly smiled, warmer than even the sunshine. “You’ll know.”

I wished Berrin could be here to enjoy the sunshine, but he’d sacrificed himself so I could go on. Another of my friends, dead because of me. I hoped to become worthy of their sacrifices, to earn the right to go on living.

Right or not, here I stood, a survivor of things I could scarcely believe. I’d witnessed the Tear of the Archangel, held it in my hand, and then it melted my black arm. Burned it off me.

Elly walked into the sun and scowled. “I don’t know how you people find joy in this light. You call us evil because we live in the dark, but to us darkness is comforting.” Her sigh was like an old woman’s. “See you in eighty moons…or perhaps sooner.”

Elly descended into the cave and disappeared.

The thin air and blistering wind on this mountain path were typical of the highlands. Even in summer, snow covered the mountain peaks and cold hardened the mud. As I walked to a lower elevation and looked upon the stone hovels that wrapped around the cliff-side, I whispered to myself, “I know this place.” I’d always loved how the red roofs clashed with the leafy trees. A warm familiarity fluttered through me. “It’s her convent.”

I came here sixteen years ago to pay a debt my father owed to the parish. On that visit, I sinned with a sister in the convent. Our sin created the greatest light of my life: Elly.

I approached the stone chapel on the outskirts. Graves dotted the flowery pathway. I read the names on the tombstones out loud, hoping not to read hers. But just before I entered the chapel lawn, there it was: “Miriam.” Elly’s mother. She’d died not long after Elly was born.

I knelt at her grave and wept. I shuddered when my knees touched the frigid mud. I tried to tell her about her daughter, but in that moment, I couldn’t remember anything about Elly — about what she’d been like before the slavers kidnapped her. I said the only thing I knew for certain.

“I killed our daughter.” I didn’t want to cry; I didn’t want to sob. But the despair at finally ingesting those words broke me. “I killed her with my rage. With my hatred. With my wickedness.”

Gunshot. Searing pain. Right in my belly. I fell against Miriam’s tombstone, bloodying her name. I touched near my bellybutton. Blood colored my fingers.

I sat against the tombstone as if it were my throne. A boy no older than ten appeared, with curly blond hair and green eyes. He wielded a matchlock with a smoking barrel. A damn good shot.

A man ran toward us. He wore a thick black coat with red accents and wielded a long-barreled gun. He aimed it at my head.

“You Company dogs think you’re so sly,” he said. “This is our mountain.”

“Company?” I croaked. “Isn’t this a convent for holy sisters?”

The man spat. “Playing the fool? This hasn’t been a convent in years. Not since Micah smashed Pendurum and sent us hirelings scurrying for the hills. It was the last free city on the continent — a bastion for us low fools — oh how I miss it.”

The man did look like a mercenary — unwashed, soot peppering his face. Even his coat was made of carded wool, the kind that chaffed the skin.

“I like your colors,” I said to placate him.

“You don’t know the colors of the Black Front? Did that shot hit your belly or your brain?”

“Black Front?” I hesitated, then said what was on my mind, “Couldn’t come up with a more original name?”

The mercenary patted the boy’s head, as if to reward him for downing me. Then he studied the charred metal stump of my right hand.

“The hell is that mess?” He wrinkled his nose in disgust.

“I’m Micah the Metal.” I raised my metal stump. “This was my metal hand, bestowed upon me by the demons of Labyrinthos.”

He gaped in shock, then laughed like a drunk hyena. “And I’m Imperator Josias!” He rubbed the boy’s head. “And this here’s Patriarch Lazar!”

I laughed too. It hurt like hell. “Care to do me a favor, friend?” I pointed to my erupting wound.

He wiped his slobber with his sleeve. “We got no healers back in those hovels. Best favor’s a quick death.”

“I have a better idea. Go down this path and up the mountain till you find a cave. Yell the name ‘Elly’ down the cave mouth.”

The mercenary burst into laughter. Even the little boy laughed.

“You’re a funny one,” the man said. “No healer could sew a hole that big. I’ll do you in the heart. How about it?”

The pain was as if my blood were lava burning my insides. Still, I shook my head.

“All right then, die slow.” He walked toward the convent, laughing the while. The boy looked at me with pity, then followed.

I hoped to live till sundown. Maybe then Elly would find me and heal me as she’d done twice before. I passed time by talking to Miriam. I told her about my conquests, my victories, and my only defeat.

Night came, but Elly didn’t. I bled a puddle now and wheezed blood. I screamed her name, each scream more painful than how I imagined birthing to feel. I imagined Miriam giving birth to Elly in her windowless room, tended to by people who despised her. Her last moments probably weren’t any better. And utter terror drenched my daughter’s last moments…because of me. Her garbled screams as I choked her on the sea wall would surely haunt me in death. Turns out, I was what I hated all along.

To die with sad thoughts seemed wrong, so to cheer myself up, I thought of all the women I’d bedded. There was the baker’s daughter, the butcher’s niece, and the moneylender’s suspiciously young wife. There was Miriam and Alma — Zosi’s sister — and the demon…that’s it. I never touched Celene. But it was Aschere whom I really wanted. I recalled the scent of her ice and honey breaths, her impassive expressions, and the time she smiled on board my flagship, all those moons ago.

Footsteps. A light patter on the grass.

The boy from earlier stood in front of me. He clutched a knife twice the size of his hand.

“What’s your name?” I smiled — best way to go.

He hesitated, too bashful to answer, then said, “Princip.”

“Ah, your namesake is the angel Principus, the judge of souls. A great and mighty angel.”

He nodded proudly and puffed his cheeks. I was once proud too, to be named after one of the Twelve. Micah — the angel that reset the world.

I showed the boy where the heart is. “You can tell everyone — ‘I killed Micah the Metal.’”

The boy bent down. His green pupils…they were like Aschere’s. I gazed into them as he brought the dagger toward my heart.

Then I shut my eyes and imagined my father and Miriam and Elly and me, together on a patch of green. Berrin was there too, reading a book beneath a tree. Edmar and Zosi wrestled while Orwo stirred a big pot. Aicard put his arm around me and grinned. We were together and beholden to no one. Free.


THE HYMN OF THE BALANCED SCALE


He came before Us, smelling of the Fountain of Souls,
And the angels counted what he carried, both good and evil,
The scale was wider than the earth and its tip reached the stars,
Equal were his sins and good deeds, in perfect balance,
Our servant asked, “O’ Archangel, he filled the earth with iniquity as much as he filled it with righteousness,
How shall I judge him?”
And thus was Our answer: “Send him back and inflict him with trials upon trials,
And then We will know the measure of his soul.”
Angelsong, The Book of Principus, Verses 99 - 106
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MICAH


A strange thing, to feel your body fill with another’s blood. They’d stuck me with a needle and inserted what I could only describe as a string made of soft glass into the puncture. Red flowed into me as I flitted between wakefulness and sleep.

I hadn’t been awake earlier when they’d removed the bullet ball from my belly. They’d tied the bandages too tight, not that I was a complainer.

The healers spoke Sargosan. I knew few words: “kneel,” “burn,” and “ship” among them. I tried asking who they were in Crucian, but they either couldn’t understand or cared not to.

I wouldn’t make it a problem. Only a fool bites the hand giving him life.

The window told me of time’s passing. I watched the moon shrivel and die, then resurrect and grow to its full glory. The whole time, I lay on this pallet of straw, dreaming often. Whenever rain drowned the world, I’d wake gasping for breath. And when fire would boil the oceans, I’d wake coughing smoke that wasn’t there. One time, the fire boiled all the water off the world, and I beheld the white shell that hid beneath; it shimmered like starlight in the abyss. When I wasn’t dreaming nightmares, I’d listen to the passersby chatter in Sargosan and stare at the dusty stone walls that surrounded my bare room.

Daily, they fed me soft bread and gave me changes of clothes. They helped me pass water and shit. They never asked who I was, and I never asked why they were helping me.

Until the day came when I could stand and shit on my own.

“Where did you get your metal arm?” the healer asked in a small voice, his accent uncanny.

He was a soft-featured man with hair so light, it was hard to notice, like a candle in sunlight. His eyebrows, especially, blended into his face. I struggled to conjure any respect for someone with such vague features, even if he had saved my life.

I wondered what the right answer to his question was. I wondered why he’d waited so long to ask me. And I wondered if the wrong answer could get me in trouble.

I looked to my stump. They’d cut my broken gunmetal arm off; it was the first thing they did after they’d found me bleeding against Miriam’s tombstone. Now my right arm ended where it ought to begin: at the elbow.

“I got it from a Silklander,” I said.

It was almost the truth. Jauz had tended my broken arm before the demons took that role.

“Why would a Silklander give you that arm? Who are you?”

If I told him I was some lowborn fisherman, my story wouldn’t make sense. And yet if I told him I was a man of importance, it would likely lead to more questioning. And the more he questioned me, the more likely I’d make a mistake and expose myself for a liar.

“I am Micah the Metal.”

The man shook his head as a grin seized his face. “Do you take me for a fool?”

“I must’ve bled half my weight in blood. And yet, here I am, with someone else’s blood pumping through my veins. I take you for a miracle worker, not a fool.”

“I’ll ask you again, then. Who are you?”

“I am who I say I am. Now the question is, who are you? Are you among the multitudes who believe me a hero? Or the millions who curse my name? I am none other than Micah the Metal, and I am at your mercy.”

The man left the room. I tried to open the door, but he’d locked it behind him. The window was too small for a warrior of my height and bulk. And so I waited.

And waited.

Two days later, he returned with another man.

A man I recognized.

He wore an eyepatch over his right eye, just like the last time I’d seen him, sixteen years ago.

“He’s no liar,” the priest Vasco said. “He is indeed Micah the Metal.”

Something was different about him, and it was not just his age. We were both young men last we met, filled with the passions and contradictions of youth. Now we were graying, wrinkled, and hard-throated.

His was a face I never thought I’d see again. After they’d discovered he’d fornicated and fathered a bastard, the Ethos Church had reassigned him to a monastery in his native Sargosa. What was he doing back here, in the Hyperion highlands?

“I remember you, priest,” I said.

“I am no priest,” Vasco replied, “and have not been for a long time.”

I could not help but feel the same resentment I’d felt toward him, all those years ago. He’d condemned Miriam, Elly’s mother, for the sin of fornication while being a fornicator himself. I’d kept his visage in my heart as the definition of the Ethos priesthood: self-righteous, narrow-sighted, and two-faced.

Vasco knelt, his eyes on my feet. “I am sorry for what I did to your lover. To Miriam. Forgive me.”

I was almost speechless. “It’s not me you need ask forgiveness from.”

“True enough.” The former priest stood. “It’s too bad the dead cannot forgive.”

Too bad, indeed. I didn’t want to dwell on his sins. “What are you doing back here, Vasco?”

The right half of his face smiled. “It’s a long story.”

“I’ve not the patience, and I’d rather be on my way.”

Vasco shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t let you leave.” Now the whole of his face smiled. He was not a pleasant-looking man, this former priest. Like his healer friend, it was hard to give his face definition, especially when so much of it was covered by that eyepatch and the thick band that strapped it to his broad skull. He was colored like clay, and fat lingered in parts of his cheeks where it wouldn’t on a younger man. Even his beard did not know what shape to take, wavy like the winter sea. “I own you now, Micah the Metal.”

“No man can own another.”

“I pulled you out of the abyss. I gave you life, and now it is mine. Behave, and I may just have a use for you.”

I could hardly believe my ears. What use could a former priest and an albino healer have for me, a conqueror of kingdoms?

“There is something I must do,” I protested.

“Your doings have made Crucis bleed,” Vasco replied. “Take this time to reflect on your wrongs. It’s a gift most don’t get.”

Vasco smirked, then turned and left the room, his healer friend following behind him.

I could have physically overpowered them, were I at full strength. Even with one hand, I could snap a neck in seconds. After all, I was a big, strong slab of flesh. There was a reason men were disposed to follow me: I was simply more imposing than most.

But losing an arm meant I’d lost half my thunder. More than half. You don’t follow a one-armed man into battle. You don’t follow a one-armed man at all. I’d need another metal arm and wished I’d not turned Ahriyya’s offer down.

First, I needed to get out of here. I wanted no part in whatever this former priest was up to. His healer had used instruments and methods that even Jauz, who practiced with the most advanced Silklander techniques, lacked.

Sargosans were known to be traders and discoverers. After I’d sacked Sargosa nine years ago, many left for other shores. Who knew where this former priest and his healer had been?

I banged on the door, but it was latched. Whenever they’d open the door, I’d often glimpse the metal grate on the other side. No way I could kick through that.

I studied the window again. It was a small, square hole just below the ceiling, and also grate-covered. I could only see the sky and the withered branch of a tree through it.

I lay back down. The next time that healer walked in, I could break the bones in his face, then run.

I was obviously in Miriam’s convent. Though I didn’t recognize this room, the walls were formed of familiar mountain stone. The howl of the wind against the mountainside at night was easy to recognize. And the air tasted like the highlands.

The priest had other attendants who could pose a problem. Once, I noticed a huge man who resembled a Silklander. He had almond-shaped eyes, though unlike most Silklanders, his hair was light and his eyes blue. At his belt hung the longest sheath I’d ever seen. The sword featured a thin grip, with a tassel sticking out of the end.

I even noticed a soil-skinned man, once. He wore a strange robe covered in blood-colored runes. He was obviously blind, judging by his rheumy eyes. And yet, I saw his pupils glow with the same blood-hue as the runes on his robe.

But the strangest thing I saw must’ve been a waking dream: a shadow with slight womanly curves, clinging to the ceiling and watching me struggle to wake up.

Just who, or what, were they?

I lay on my bed and thought about it. The Sargosans who tended me certainly said the word “ship” a lot. And yet, we were not near the coast. Could they have sailed their ship up the Hyperion River?

I fell asleep wondering.

I awoke to a tapping on my window.

Tap-tap-tap.

I saw Elly’s face and her long, black claw. Her black-on-black eyes stared at me. But when I blinked, she was gone. It was just the tree branch, tapping against the glass.

Tap-tap-tap.

“I killed Elly,” I said, remembering. “I cut her throat.”

I had to accept my sins — there were so many — but I could not let their weight drag me down. After all, I wanted to live. That green-eyed boy had shot me, and I spent most of my final moments crying out for Ahriyya to heal me.

But they weren’t my final moments. Before I’d entered the long sleep that preceded this, I dreamt about my family and friends. About Zosi and Edmar and Berrin. About Elly and Aschere. I dreamt that we were together, happy, and free.

But we were anything but. I’d watched Orwo, Zosi, and Berrin die, but knew not the fates of Edmar, Aschere, Aicard, and Jauz.

I repeated their names. They sounded like names from another life. Perhaps it was better to remember them that way. Perhaps I needed to free myself from the past.

It was quite the past, though. I’d led tens of thousands of men into battle, and slaughtered hundreds of thousands. I’d decided the courses of nations, and ended nations. I’d reconquered the Imperium, and should’ve been content were it not for the sweet breeze of the east, carrying so much promise, both worldly and divine.

Again, it was as if I were thinking about another man’s life. A conqueror of legend who belonged upon the throne of the greatest castle in the world, showered daily in gold and roses — not here in a prison.

But then who was I?

At the least, I was a man with the will to live and be free. It was the barest essence of any beating heart, but I needed to latch on and let this sheer will to live carry me.

I was a man with sins and regrets. I’d done what I’d done believing it to be right — my original sin was one of delusion. Of self-deception. Of serving a false god and justifying each crime by it. I could never return to that path — never.

I was a man who did not know what to believe, but if I could live a little longer, perhaps I could discover the truth. Or perhaps the truth would discover me, as it seemed to be doing.

I knew that the space between the stars was deeper and darker than anyone had ever imagined. But I would no longer look away. I would no longer wear the eye mask called Ethos.

I’d gaze at the truth, my eyes wide open.

I awoke to the sight of Vasco standing over me again. He held some sort of needle in his hand, which he’d just stuck me with.

It was likely why I couldn’t move, nor open my mouth.

“I was there the day you and your Black Legion sacked Sargosa,” he said. “You stripped our monastery of its gold, like you did the rest of the city. You consumed every piece of grain in our larders, too, like some great locust plague. I had to eat grass for a month. Thousands starved once winter came, including people I cared about. The Ethos Church could no longer support its priesthood in the city, and so I was forced to leave.

“I hated you for a long time, after that. But now, Micah, I would bow down and kiss your feet if I thought it decent. Leaving Sargosa turned out to be the best thing that could have ever happened to me.”

I tried to talk, but it was like trying to move a mountain with my tongue.

“Relax, it’ll wear off in a few minutes.” Vasco turned to face my window. “Thanks to your attempted conquest of Kostany, and attempted theft of the Imperator’s scepter, there are barely any men of fighting age left to defend the villages and cities of Crucis. The country is now crawling with mercenary bands, Rubadi khagans, and far, far worse.” He beamed at me. “They say that timing is everything. The Sargosan East Islands Company has arrived to bring order back to Crucis. And I’ve decided you’re going to help us do that. But here’s the thing. There is no love for you on this side of the sea. Nor on the other side, for that matter.”

He sounded so excited. If only I could spit on the floor to show him my thoughts.

“You ever played Sultan Slayer? It’s a pleasure house game from Kashan. The goal is to move your pieces across the board and slay the other side’s sultan.” Vasco rubbed his hands together. “You’ll be my piece. But will you be an infantryman, or an elephant?”

I was no one’s piece. I was the one who moved the pieces.

“Before any of that, you’ll have to tell me who gave you that angel metal arm. I won’t accept anything less than the truth.”

He began pacing around the room. Something seemed to be bothering him.

“When I was in Sargosa, I joined the Holy Inquisition. I’m not happy with the things they made me do. But I will use what they taught me, if I must. You will bend, or you will snap at the half.”

Did he really think he could torture me into submission? Many have tried. All are buried and forgotten.

He turned to face me. “Still think I’m just some priest? You were once an innkeeper, were you not? Do you think you’re the only one who has traveled far from where you started?” Vasco smirked. “Mayhap this will convince you.” He lifted his eyepatch.

A black-on-black eye stared back at me. It was just like Elly’s, or rather Ahriyya’s, eyes.

“I traveled far to get this. You could even say I traveled to another world. So I know that your arm was a similar gift. If only you’d treasured it.”

As the eye stared at me, I stared at the abyss. I could not shift my gaze from what it showed me.

An island. Angels deep in the sea. Other angels in the dark depths of the sky. A pillar of light.

Pyramids, their tips in the clouds.

A little boy and girl, walking around a pyramid and gazing up at what waited for them atop it, its porous, tentacled body shrouded by the clouds.

“We’ll be together soon,” the girl said. “We’ll be in a better place.”

“I don’t want to leave you.”

She wiped his tears with her sleeve. “We are of the same womb, and so will be rejoined, one day. I promise. Until then, you must be brave.”

Tones sounded — like the march of many thousand-sided shapes turned into sound, over-stuffed with terrible meaning.

Vasco slid his eyepatch back on, relieving me from the vision.

My muscles. I could move them again.

“You’re sweating like a Kashanese weaver.” The priest chuckled. “What did the abyss show you?”

I pushed to my feet. I lunged my only hand toward Vasco, but somehow, he was already outside the door, as if he’d moved by magic.

He shut it as my fist hit the wood. I pulled on the handle, but it was already latched.

“I am no piece,” I said. “You will come to regret this, Vasco.”

“That’s Captain Vasco,” he replied from behind the door.

“What in the Archangel’s name are you the captain of?”

“A galleon as grand as yours.”

He’d mentioned the Sargosan East Islands Company. They were a trading outfit. They brought spices from Kashan to our ports using Alanyan waterways. They were the only Ethosian traders for whom the Seluqal House of Alanya permitted passage, likely because of the bribes they paid.

Vasco’s bootsteps grew fainter as I stewed in my rage.

Later that day, a rapping sound came from the door. A slender, circular piece of wood fell out of it and onto the floor. They’d made a hole, too small for even my finger.

But it was large enough for their soft glass. This time, it wasn’t blood they pumped through it, but a gas that smelled of molasses.

I woke up a while later, feeling worse than when they’d put me to sleep. What had they done to me?

Food sat on a tray beside my bed. Ripe figs, buttered bread, and a leg of partridge with mint. A creamy glass of goat milk, too.

I could not fathom why they’d give me such a princely meal. But I did not leave a crumb. After weeks in the dungeons beneath Kostany and weeks on this pallet, I was not the mighty man I once was. I needed strength.

I tried doing a push up with my only hand. It was like I had a galleon strapped to my back. I could not lift myself a gnat’s breadth.

At least I still possessed my sword hand. Being left-handed had always been a blessing in battle. Most swordsmen train against right-handers. Whenever I’d duel, I’d begin with the sword in my right hand, my right leg forward. Midway, I’d switch my stance to my left side, which always threw my opponents off. They’d have to reverse their expectations in their heads as they fought. And being in your head is the last place you want to be when a big fucker like me is coming at you.

The next day, they filled my room with gas, again. I woke up to another plate of food; apples, this time. I’d not enjoyed apple flesh in many moons. And it came with a slice of pepper-spiced ham.

My father would call it an “Imperator’s Breakfast.” But I imagined imperators ate even better.

I tried doing a push up, again. This time, I did not give up so easily. I sucked in a breath, and with all my might, managed to get my body off the floor and back down to it.

It was a start.

Days passed. I did not complain. They were feeding me, after all. I was doing ten pushups per day by the week’s end. A hundred by the second week.

Three hundred by the third.

And that wasn’t my only project; I practiced holding my breath. By the third week, I could hold it for five minutes.

But it wasn’t long enough. When they’d pour the gas in, they wouldn’t enter until more time had passed. I couldn’t say how much because by then, the gas had knocked me out.

Nor did I know what they did while I slept. But I did notice pinpricks on my wrist and higher up my arm. They were sticking me.

Sometimes, I would hear singing. Distant and pure. Sad yet hopeful. I’d press my ear against the stone but could hardly tell where it came from. It sounded too sweet for this place, as if I were dreaming it.

One day I woke up, and Vasco was standing over me. Was this how it had been for Miriam? Was she forced to stare at that single eye as she pushed Elly out of her womb?

I could not move my muscles.

“Hope the food’s been a treat,” he said. “Heath wants you well fed, for some reason. Anyway, I’m sorry we couldn’t speak sooner. I’ve been busy running around, here and there. Principus as my judge, it is no easy task getting an audience with the Imperator.”

This time, I could move my tongue. “Who is the Imperator?”

“It’s still Josias. Have you met him?”

“No, and I don’t care to.”

“Funny. You know, when I was a boy, I believed it was the Archangel who chose the Imperator. I thought being Imperator meant everyone had to obey your every command. Now, I pity the man who holds that scepter. And I pity Josias, most of all, after how you undermined him. Truth is, he doesn’t rule much of anything outside his keep in Hyperion.”

Not surprising. The Alanyans had destroyed his army at the Syr Darya. And mine, too. “So why do you want to meet him so badly?”

“I want to help him, of course. I want to help everyone. I am a goodly man. Were I born a Latian, they would even call me ‘saint’. I am here to save the Imperium, Micah. And I’m going to save you, too.”

I laughed, but it sounded strangely high-pitched and throaty, since I didn’t have control over my belly. “You’re going to save me against my will? How typical of a priest.”

Vasco’s grin faded as a scowl eclipsed it. “I am no priest.”

“Then what are you?”

“I am a trader. A captain. An explorer. And most of all, a dreamer.”

Dreamer. The mere word made my hairs stand. Frigid fingers trailed down my spine.

“Micah,” Vasco rubbed his hands together. The man must’ve been cold. These highlands didn’t suit him. “I’ve decided to turn you into a key. The key to Hyperion’s High Castle. I’m going to gift you to Imperator Josias.”

“You’re going to gift me to a man who’ll behead me for treason? How is that saving me?”

“Justice may save your soul. I said I would use you like a Sultan Slayer piece, didn’t I?” The priest made little sense.

“Why sacrifice your own piece?”

“I see you’re not familiar with the game. Here’s a more relatable analogy – you’re going to be the meat I hang from a tree to lure the eagle out of the sky.”

“And what will you do with the eagle once you capture him?”

“I’ll keep him safe. Fed. Happy.”

“And caged, I bet.”

Vasco smiled. “Before I send you off, there is one matter we have yet to resolve – your angel metal arm. Where did you get it?”

“I fucked a demon.”

He laughed. “I’ll only ask you one more time, Micah the Metal.” Vasco pointed to his eyepatch. “You know, in the Inquisition, they taught us all sorts of ways to get a man talking.” He fingered the eyepatch, as if he were about to lift it. “Though nothing compares to this. You have already sipped it. But the longer you stare, the more the abyss will show you things… things that will injure your very soul. So answer me with a true tongue. Where did you get that arm?”

Perhaps it was best to tell him. I did not want to see those terrors. I’d seen enough when Aschere had taken me to that floating diamond with the ten eyes of the angel Micah on the shell.

But I was a warrior. A conqueror. I yearned to resist this priest’s domination.

But I also wanted to live. I needed to buy time for my escape. The truth would have to serve as payment.

“I did not lie. I copulated with a demon. I gave her my seed. In exchange, the demon gave me the arm.”

“I want a name.” He lifted the eyepatch but did not move it to the side.

“Ahriyya. At least, that is what she told me.”

Vasco broke out in hysterical laughter. “Oh Micah. You went from bedding a sworn sister to bedding the queen of the devs. You have my respect.”

He turned to walk out of the room.

“Wait… Don’t give me to Josias. Please.” It hurt to beg, but I had to try.

“I almost don’t want to. But I can’t trust you. Like you said – you’re no piece. And there are already too many players.”

“For the sake of Miriam’s soul, don’t…” I hoped this was a card I could play for sympathy.

“Poor Miriam. She was a beauty, wasn’t she?”

She certainly was beneath her frock. Hips like Mount Damav. I’d thought about them as I lay bleeding on her tombstone.

“I was jealous,” Vasco admitted. “Before you strode in with your lowborn charms, I’d tried flirting with her. But she was always so serious with me. You had the key to her heart.”

“Being dumb and persistent opens a lot of locks.”

“That it does. It took me a while to learn that.”

“Speaking of, what ever happened to your bastard?” Another sympathy card I hoped I could play. We’d both fathered bastards.

Vasco let a silence linger, then said, “It’s a shame, Micah. Our paths have crossed a few times, but at the end of the day, they lead to altogether different places. I do have a final question for you, though.” He turned to look at me from the threshold. “Where is Aicard?”

My former spymaster. “Why do you want to know?” Could it be because they were both Sargosans?

“We’re old friends. So, where is he?”

“I don’t know.” If he’d already made up his mind to turn me over to my enemies, then there was no reason to tell Vasco that Aicard was in Kostany.

“I’ll find him. Our paths are destined to meet, after all.” Vasco shut the door, leaving me in darkness.
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VASCO


I yearned to bring great change.

You could say I was a healer.

No, I was the medicine. I needed to stick myself in the heart of this sick man.

The Holy Imperium of Crucis, they called it. I once thought it holy, too. I once believed in the fable they call truth.

When I was a priest, I did not doubt the godliness of the Ethos Church, the Patriarch, and — yes — even the Imperator.

I opened my eyes the day Micah conquered Sargosa. He said he was following the goodly path of the Ethos. That our women and wealth would be left untouched because we were believers.

But his men followed neither commandment. And when we complained, he looked away.

Disgruntled with the Archangel’s so-called servants, I turned patriot. My god became Sargosa itself, and my creed the greatness of its culture and bloodlines.

But when I crossed the seas and beheld Kashan, with its million-men cities and loom-filled factories, it dawned on me: Sargosa was too small, too far from the center of the world, to be anything but a footnote on history’s pages.

And so my god became gold. And a good god it was. It served me as well as I served it. My worship took me to every sea and land. And that journey is what opened my eyes to my true god.

The only god worthy of my worship.

It certainly was not the god they worshiped here, in this ruined chapel. The Archangel statue lay in pieces in front of the altar, its eleven arms and eleven wings jumbled in a sad pile. I remembered how radiant it once looked, and how brightly the artists from Meltani had painted it in blue and gold.

And I remembered where the high priest hid his copy of Angelsong. I always wondered why he made a secret of something so mundane. I reached in and pulled the book out of the crevice in the wall. Coughed from the wafting dust. Angelsong, abridged in big, bold Crucian adorned the cover. Old lettering, judging by how elongated the legs in each letter were.

I flipped through the pages of the bulky tome. I sniffed the decaying vellum. I held the front and back open and dangled it, the way we sometimes dangled unfortunate fools off the hull.

Nothing fell out except more dust. It really was just a book. Annotated in blue ink, too. All sorts of notes were squeezed into the margins. One caught my eye:

How much does each sin weigh?

I recited the verse the annotation was for, “Before Principus shall all good and bad deeds be weighed on a scale. Those whose good deeds outweigh their bad shall have everlasting peace in Paradise. Those whose bad deeds outweigh their good shall drink of the Eternal Fire.”

It had been a long time since I’d recited that verse, but I knew The Hymn of the Judging Scale well enough.

Heath was standing at the back of the broken, overturned pews.

“What is it, my friend?” My voice echoed across the crumbling prayer hall.

“He’s here, Captain.” His voice was too small to echo, but I had good ears.

“Who?”

“The messenger from the High Castle.”

“About time.”

I left the chapel and met this messenger outside Micah’s room. He was missing a leg, though his peg and cane seemed to serve him well enough. He carried a dagger at his front, like they do in Wahi, and another at his side, where he also kept a sword and a matchlock pistol.

I put on a smile. “I am Vasco dei Cruz, Captain of the Sea Mountain.” I gave him my hand to shake.

“Dei Cruz…” The man grunted. Didn’t even look at my hand. “Doesn’t that mean ‘of Crucis’ in your language?”

I nodded. “When I lived in Crucis, I was known as ‘the Sargosan.’ When I lived in Sargosa, I was known as ‘the Crucian.’” I chuckled, but he remained stern. “In truth, I am both. And I am neither.”

Not even an acknowledging nod. It seemed my charms did not work on one-legged, dagger-obsessed messengers.

“Micah the Metal,” the man said. “He in this room?”

“He is.”

“Let’s see him, then.”

I stuck my fingers in my mouth and whistled.

Heath brought his gas-filled black sack and one of his cylinders. He stuck the cylinder through the hole in the door, then squeezed the sack until it emptied.

“What’s all this?” the messenger asked.

I feared explaining our ways would be like teaching math to a goat.

“You’ll see.”

Seven minutes later, we opened the door. The messenger stepped into the room. He looked down on the big, sleeping conqueror, then bit his lip, hard.

“Wake him up.” He almost sounded sad. “I want to hear him talk.”

I nodded to Heath. He took out a needle drenched in paralytic and stuck Micah’s arm.

We waited a few more minutes. Then I did the honor of slapping Micah awake.

He coughed, blinked a few times, and looked upon us. “Edmar?”

Edmar gazed at Micah like you would at the corpse of your beloved. The hard, one-legged man now resembled a sad little boy. And Micah, too, had the same forlornness about him.

“Who was I trying to save when I lost my leg?” Edmar asked.

Micah didn’t hesitate. “You were trying to save me. From the zabadar. And by the Twelve, you did.”

Edmar shut his eyes as if drowning in something bitter. Then he turned and walked out of the room, despite Micah’s shouts of “Brother!” He was bloody fast for a man with one leg. I had to hurry to follow.

“So you will tell the Imperator that we have the real Micah the Metal, yes?”

Edmar stopped in the middle of the hall, then turned to face me. “Aye, I’ll tell him.”

That made me smile. “And remember, in exchange for Micah, I want⁠—”

“You’ll get your meeting, profiteer.”

Ah. So his dislike wasn’t personal. How reassuring. “I am a trader, yes, but I am also a faithful Ethosian and a loyal subject of the Imperator of Crucis.”

“Sure you are.” He loomed his head over mine. “I know what you Company dogs are about. I raided and raped my way across the seas once, too. I was the scourge of your East Islands shipping lanes.” He showed me his scar-covered wrists. “Saw a treasure ship, one day. Floating all by its lonesome on the sapphire sea. Should’ve known it was a trap. They shipped me to Sargosa in a galleon full of gold and spices and silk. I got what I deserved – a cell smaller than my mother’s cunt. But what I found funny is how shit your city smelled, and how it looked no better. So many rich men, and yet you wouldn’t know it. Hoarders, the lot of you.”

He wasn’t wrong, and the truth could not insult me.

“Tell me, Lord Edmar⁠—“

“I am no lord.”

How unusual for the High Castle to employ a lowborn messenger.

“My apologies. Tell me, Edmar, what is your relation to Micah?”

Edmar held his head high. “We were brothers of the Black Legion. I was once proud to call him ‘Grandmaster’, when he was serving the angels. I don’t expect a profiteer to know the pride of serving one’s faith and flag.”

How wrong he was, but I wouldn’t bother telling him about my priestly background. “And now? Where’s your pride?”

He tapped his cane against his peg, producing a nice, woody clack. “Wherever the fuck my leg went. Now you listen to me. Don’t let Micah the Metal fool you. Watch him close. He dances with darkness, that one.”

But did he dance better than me?

With that meeting concluded, I gave instructions to Heath and Trevor, then jumped on my Kashanese gelding and rode down to the Hyperion River.

The Sea Mountain drifted offshore, as grand a galleon as these waters had ever seen. It was ninety tons of wood and metal, molded for raiding by the best shipbuilders on this side of the earth. Thirty cannons adorned each broadside, the mouths dark and gawking like the eyes of some deep sea monster. It was fully-rigged, though I’d have to remove the Sargosan standards off the four masts and replace them with Crucian purple. The country folk would be more comfortable with the four merciful eyes of Cessiel than the single judging eye of Principus.

Our Company flag, however, did have a slight variation. Principus’ eye was shaped not like an oval, but a round coin. Most wouldn’t notice the alteration, but how to spot a Company ship was the first thing we learned upon joining.

How good it was to be off solid ground. Took most of my life to realize my home was the sea. No matter where I went on land, I would feel like I did not belong. But out there, in the middle of the vast blue, with nothing but a few moldy planks between you and the pale depths, we all felt like we did not belong, equally. Because we didn’t; the sea was as alien to man as man was to the sea. The creatures who dwelt in the deep dark did not share our origin, and their home did not welcome our kind.

No matter where I went, I was a stranger. But not belonging gives you power. You are free of the pig shit that clouds men’s eyes when they look upon their flag or idol. Took a long time to learn how to wield that power.

The power of an outsider.

I bathed and put on fresh clothes. I ate the day’s catch and enjoyed a flagon of ginja with fellow Company men in the mess hall. I could sense the dissatisfaction brewing; we’d departed the princely states of the East Islands on a venture that promised huge payoff, which we were no closer to.

“Any old vintage’ll do,” said Two Gun Antonio, “I just want something local, for a change. I want to feel like I’m in Crucis, not atop the blue.”

“Local cunt would be swell, too.” The ever lustful Black Belly Baltasar grabbed his own crotch. “I heard that in Lemnos, when an old man is dying, the widows climb down from their mountain convents and give him a good, final fucking.” He grinned. “They send him into the afterlife smiling.”

“What if he can’t get it up?” asked Young Davi. “He’s a sick old man, after all.”

“They make him get it up, Davi,” replied Bal. “They pray to the angels to bless his old, crumbling cock with life.”

Unfortunately for them, the famed vineyards of Lemnos suffered the same rot as the rest of the countryside. There were a lot of widows, though, who would join the convents since there weren’t men around to remarry. But sisters at the convents took their vows seriously — except when they didn’t — and weren’t given to following apocryphal customs.

“We’re playing the long game,” I reminded them. “The rewards will come at the end. It will be the greatest return the Sargosan East Islands Company has ever seen in its fifty-year history. We will each be as kings, with rivers of wine and maidens to hold our cups.”

“Hymn to us, Captain!” said Red Jon from across the room. The Labashite raised his wooden mug, which overflowed with sweet, crimson ginja.

We all raised our mugs and toasted, “To maidens holding our cups!”

After that, it was back to business. With a smile on my face, nicely buzzed, I descended to the lower decks to visit my prisoner.

I even brought him the book: Angelsong, abridged.

I tossed it at his feet. Not that he could reach it, chained as he was.

“Got you something to read,” I said.

Inquisitor Estevao looked up at me. The old man could hardly see with all the swelling around his eyes. More swollen were his wrists, and the tips of his fingers, which were each without nail.

“I’ve told you everything I know.”

He smelled like soiled underwear. No surprise there.

“Inquisitors are trained to resist their own tortures, are they not?” I already knew the answer, obviously.

“Your voice… it is familiar.”

I bent down at his front. He gazed at me long and hard yet did not see the young man he’d trained.

Perhaps I was unrecognizable. But Micah had recognized me. Took him all of a second, too.

“Where did you send those you proclaimed guilty?” I asked the inquisitor.

“Dead. All dead. We do not suffer a sorcerer in Crucis.”

He was breathing fast. His tongue was blue. His feet were punctured and puffy, even though we’d not touched them. The rats on this ship weren’t averse to a good nibble while you slept.

But my sympathy was drier than the saltiest shore. “You’re a liar, old man. They were not burned or hung or shot. A ship would come. They would be put on the ship, and we’d never hear from them again. Where did that ship go?”

“The ship would sail to the middle of the sea. We would attach rocks to their limbs, pray that the Archangel forgive them, and throw them overboard.”

“Liar.” I wanted to show him my star-seeing eye. I really did. But visions born of the abyss could scramble a man’s mind the way a cook does eggs. Until I’d extracted the truth from that head of his, I needed it whole.

I took out my cock. Been a while since I had a good piss. I aimed for Angelsong, abridged and did not miss.

“Archangel forgive you,” the inquisitor uttered.

When I was done, I gave the book a good kick. It hit the wall but did not break as I hoped.

“And may those you tortured forgive you,” I replied.

“All I did, I did in service of the good.”

“And what good would that be?”

“Sorcery inspires fear. And fear inspires disorder. Anarchy.”

“There’s plenty of fear and anarchy even without sorcerers.”

“Precisely. Would you add wood to the flames?”

“We’re the ones lighting the flames.”

“'We'?” The old inquisitor focused on me. Because of the bruising on his face, he could only open one eye, and even that with some strain. “Were you an inquisitor, too? That why you sound so familiar?”

How bitter were his words. I could blame him all I wanted, but in the end, I’d chosen the Holy Inquisition as much as it had chosen me. And I’d enjoyed my time there. Too much.

Now, I yearned to get on my knees. I yearned to cry in front of those I’d hurt in the name of purging sorcery and heresy. I had two words for them: “Forgive me.”

But what even is forgiveness? In truth, it is a bitter herb. Earlier, I’d asked Micah to forgive me for what I’d done to Miriam. For locking her in that room for nine months because she’d dared to fuck a man who wasn’t me. But Micah wouldn’t forgive. Because to forgive is to absolve, and to absolve is to deny your right to vengeance.

And vengeance is a sweeter treat than cherries dipped in molasses.

I was doing someone’s vengeance by torturing Inquisitor Estevao. But vengeance was not my aim, and it seemed pulling fingernails wouldn’t work, nor would reason. Good thing I knew what would.

“Bring her in.”

The door squeaked open. They pushed his granddaughter through it. She stumbled into the room, chains around her ankles and wrists. Delicate looking creature with limbs like sticks of cinnamon.

I picked her up by the collar of her woolen dress, then smacked her into the wall. The little girl recoiled off the wood and whimpered in the corner.

“Grandpapa,” she uttered in her tender, terrified voice. “Please don’t let them hurt me anymore.”

Estevao’s eyes bulged like ripe grapes.

“I won’t have her drawn and quartered.” I laughed. “No, that’s too boring. Out at sea, we’ve devised far better entertainment. I’d wager a Kashanese ruby that she lasts a fortnight upside down, hanging off the bow. Then again, the things that live in the sea, you never know what will take a liking to her scent.”

“You live up to your Company’s reputation,” the inquisitor said. “The girl is innocent of all my crimes.”

“So you do admit they were crimes.” I smiled as if I’d caught a succulent sea bass. “Look, we of the Company are honest traders. Let’s make a trade. You tell me what I want to know, and I let her go, unpunished for your sins.”

“Nixos. We send those guilty of sorcery to Nixos.”

That surprised me. But knowing what I knew about the Ethos Church, it had the stink of truth to it. Nixos was holy soil and blessed by the waters of the High Holy Sea. It was also home to the High Bishop, who possessed power almost equal to the Patriarch.

I whistled. Two Company men dragged his crying granddaughter out of the room.

“Where in Nixos?” I asked.

“With the Ethos Knights. They keep them under lock and chain, far away from the rest of us, in a dungeon deep underground.”

“Beneath the Sepulcher?”

“Yes. Beneath the Sepulcher of Benth the Apostle.”

“Good man.” I picked up Angelsong, abridged, which stunk of my ginja-flavored piss. “Few hours in the sun, you’ll never know I pissed on it.”

“My granddaughter⁠—”

“I didn’t get this far by breaking deals, inquisitor.” Bending deals, though, was my preferred form of artistic expression.

I went into the hallway and shut the door. His granddaughter stood at the far end. The shackles around her wrists and ankles snapped off and clattered onto the floor.

I approached her, laughing. Then I reached for the horn on the back of her head. “You forgot this.”

The pupils within her eyes dissolved, leaving all-white spheres. The joints at her arms contorted in odd, janky ways. Her nose floated down her face.

“He didn’t notice, though, did he?” the dev said, its pitch alternating between ten-year-old girl and five-hundred-year-old demon.

“Trevor pounded his face for hours, the other day. Old man couldn’t see much. It was your tender ‘Grandpapa, don’t let them hurt me’ that did him in.”

“I practiced.”

The dev took on its epicene form. It reminded me of an empty parchment. It didn’t even have eyebrows.

“You heard what he said.” I always had to be wary of how I phrased my requests. Taurvi did not like to be ordered around, and I did not like how she expressed her dislike of things. “There are dozens, maybe even scores of sorcerers all gathered in a dungeon on an island not far from here. Doesn’t that interest you?”

“Why should it?”

“Because people who do sorcery may also be interested in your particular services.”

“Do you think me a servant?”

“Everyone has something to sell.”

As much as these creatures didn’t want to admit it, they had a use for us. And when you have a use for something, it means there’s value in it.

And all things of value are scarce. If we could eat grass, the world would be a desert. If we could drink saltwater, it would be drier than dust.

“We are not like you, trader.” Taurvi crooked her neck and smiled.

I wouldn’t push any more. I knew Taurvi liked to imitate. These shapeshifters took pleasure in it. So when I’d suggested she take the form of Estevao’s granddaughter, I knew she’d find it amusing.

But it also meant that I’d owe her. Taurvi was no trader; she was a lender. Her favors had brought me farther than I thought I could ever go. And the time would come when she’d seek to collect.

Speaking of lenders, another one waited for me in my office.

Lal of the Seth sat on a chair in his emerald-studded brocade and gold silk turban, a glass of Rohnshari rose wine in his hand.

“Just the man I wanted to see.” I took my seat behind my desk. “I need your advice. What should I gift the Imperator when I meet him?”

“He’s your Imperator. You ought to know what tickles his fancy.”

“I’m not good at this sort of thing. It’s why I don’t have much success with women, at least those that don’t list their price. A gift should touch the heart, shouldn’t it?”

“A gift is also an expression of one’s resources.”

“Tell me, if it was your lord Shah Babur, what would you gift him?”

Lal grinned, showing his gold and platinum teeth. “Ten thousand slave girls from each of the eight corners. A thousand camel-loads of rubies, sapphires, diamonds, and emeralds. Twenty thousand war elephants, eighty thousand Kashanese mares⁠—”

I put my hand up. “I don’t think the Imperator of Crucis has ever beheld more than ten rubies at a time. Or ten elephants, for that matter.”

Lal laughed. “Babur’s last embassy to Crucis brought with it a gift of seven-hundred rubies. No elephants though, sadly.”

“You Kashanese throw rubies around as if they were sand. You’re lowering their value, you realize?”

“You think the Shah of Kashan cares how much it costs to make earrings on the other side of the world?”

No, but I’d spent a good portion of my life caring about such things. It was how I made myself, and the Company shareholders, rich. The shareholders of the Sargosan East Islands Company were not wealthy men when this venture began. My masters were not lords, dukes, or exarchs – they were metallurgists, tanners, and fence-menders.

But humble, hardworking folk don’t have a lot of spare silver lying around. And so to fund their purchase of Company shares, it is the bankers they turn to.

Bankers like Lal of the Seth, who despite hailing from Kashan, had half of Sargosa in debt to him. I could not match his excess. All the bankers in Yuna combined could not. Which is why I often traded in intangibles.

“I’m going to give the Imperator a gift that he could not buy even with a thousand treasure ships.”

Lal raised a wavy eyebrow and sipped his rose wine. “There is no such thing, my friend. All can be bought with gold and silver. It’s just a matter of making a high enough offer.”

“Not this thing.” I beamed.

“Let me guess. It’s someone else you’re torturing.”

I sat back and raised my eyebrows in acknowledgment.

Lal set his painted glass down on the desk. “On this matter, as one friend to another, I need remind you. We have been here nearly two moons and have only just opened the door to the Imperator’s High Castle.”

“The first East Islands Company voyage took eleven years. But it returned a ten thousand percent profit.”

“We are not so patient, and this is no mere sea voyage. The Crucians are a proud people. They will not simply sell their flag to a foreign cutthroat.”

“You’re the one who said everything has a price. But I’ll do you better. Everything has a time, and the time of the ‘Holy Imperium’ is at an end. The people will fall in line because what we offer is better.”

“Everything does have a time. You are right, Vasco dei Cruz. Winter will be upon us, soon. I have never seen snow before, but I am told this river will freeze. And I’m willing to wager all my palaces in Rohnshar that a good number of people will, too. And if the cold doesn’t get them, their empty bellies will. After all, there weren’t many men around to sow and harvest grain this year – they were all off fighting in failed campaigns.”

“What’s your point?” I asked.

“Buy low, sell high. Now is the time to buy the Holy Imperium of Crucis, when it is on its knees. If you waste any more time bandying about the countryside and torturing clerics for reasons unknown to us, Crucis will rise – as it has done time and time again – and then it will be too late.” He clutched the Latian prayer beads in his robe pocket. “Let me put it in more concrete terms. By the end of winter, I want a port a day’s ride from Hyperion. And next to that port, I want a fort. And inside that fort, I want three thousand of the best matchlock men. Make it five thousand. And most of all, I want the Imperator, the Patriarch, and the great lords and ladies eating out of our beneficent hands.”

I wanted all those things, too. But it was a means to an end. It was service. No, it was worship.

I could not tell Lal that, though. “And if I don’t meet your expectations?”

“Then House Seth will find someone who will.” What he left out was that I’d be dangled upside down from the bow of my own Sea Mountain until some creature bit my head in half. And my crew would fare no better. Think conquerors are cruel? Only because you never met a banker.

“The good bankers of House Seth will get their return on investment.” I gave him a gentle smile. “And for the first time in history, that return will be an entire empire.” Or rather, the stinking corpse of one.
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MICAH


The next time that albino healer poured gas into my room, I held my breath. At one minute, I was light-headed. At three, yearning to slumber. At five, I strained against every raging part of me to keep my breath inside.

At seven minutes, the screech of the opening door saved me from passing out.

I was never one for acting, but any fool could pretend to sleep.

I felt them pick me up and drop me on a litter. They carried me outside the room while chattering in Sargosan. A cold draft blew through the hall: whispers of a winter soon to come.

After a short distance, they set me down on a chilly, stone table. Then they walked away.

I opened my eyes.

The angel Principus gazed at me with his single, seaborne eye. The mosaic had once been glorious and bright, I recalled. The angel’s tentacles were wrapped around his great judging scale, which would weigh all our sins and good deeds on the Day of Judgment.

I was in the cellar prayer hall, though now it smelled of blood and looked a ruin. I’d prayed here before, sixteen years ago. I recalled Miriam kneeling at the altar, her brown hair braided. I remembered how she’d turned her head and looked at me, all innocence and hidden lust. Her alluring giggle sounded in my ears.

They could come back, soon. This was no time for reminiscence.

To my right was a brass tray with the instruments of a healer, alongside several small, empty glass bottles, as well as needles and strings of soft glass.

I closed my eyes and pretended to be asleep when the footsteps neared. Two men. I recognized the albino healer’s small voice. Whenever he talked, it was as if he were straining his throat, though he could hardly make a sound. The other voice was bigger and not so familiar.

The albino stuck me with a needle. I did not flinch. Blood drained out of my arm as if it were being sucked.

I opened one eye for the briefest moment. The soil-skinned one stood over me, blood on his lips.

Though they spoke Sargosan, I could pick out their names. The soil-skinned one was Jonas or Jon, which was a common Ethosian name. The albino was Heath, a heathen Thamesian name. Likely, the soil-skinned one was a Labashite and the albino a Thamesian. It seemed Vasco had a motley crew.

But never in my life had I encountered a Thamesian healer. Thamesians lived in their frozen mountain caves and shanty forest villages, which their tribes tirelessly fought over. They were valued for their prowess with axes and maces, not their knowledge of tinctures and bloodletting.

The albino’s condition made his origin difficult to discern. Aside from being cast in white, his face was oddly shaped. Unfamiliar.

Uncanny.

I flicked an eye open. The two faced away from me, now, at another.

A boy. I recognized his curly blond hair as he lay flat on the ground.

It was the boy who’d shot me.

Princip was his name. His hard green eyes were shut, but he yet breathed.

They stuck the boy with a needle. He didn’t make a sound. Then they put one end of the soft glass string in the bottle of my blood, and the other in the puncture on the boy’s arm. My blood flowed into him.

But the boy did not look wounded. He did not seem in need of blood.

So what was the purpose of this treatment?

“Mother!” he called out in Crucian as his eyes flung open. They’d not bothered to gas him. Probably didn’t see a ten-year-old boy as a threat. Though out of everyone who’d tried, he’d come closest to ending me.

Those emerald pupils grew as he stared at Principus. They reminded me so much of Aschere’s eyes.

Jon turned suddenly. His rheumy eyeballs focused on me. I prayed I’d shut mine in time. Though the man looked blind, it seemed he could see. Runic shapes painted in blood covered his robe.

I’d heard of sorcerers who used blood the way a scribe uses ink. They were said to hail from Labash and Himyar, two lands ruined by the blood plague. Though I’d heard stories of it, they seemed too chilling to be true. Rivers and lakes of pure blood; flowers that grew eyes; trees that sang maddening songs; and clouds shaped and colored like human hearts. Terrors like that make a man strong, mad, or both.

“Mother,” the boy called again. “Mother Mara. I have to help Mother Mara.”

“It’s all right, my son,” Jon said to the boy in melodically accented Crucian. “We’ll take you to Mother Mara after this.”

Mother Mara? Were they keeping a woman here? But this was no convent, not since the hirelings had raided it.

“I’ll put a bullet in your heart if you hurt her anymore,” Princip said.

Jon laughed from deep in his belly. “We’re not hurting her, little one. Sometimes medicine can make you sick, for a short time. We only wish to save her. She is one of us.”

“No, she is nothing like you.”

Another laugh from Jon. I did not sense any fear or nerves in it. “A young tiger, this one. Lie back and relax. Look into my eyes and count backwards from ten. You know your numbers, don’t you? If not, think of the fish that fall out of the sky when it rains. Imagine how they pile on the rooftops.”

He sounded more mad than strong.

Princip’s fast breathing began to even out.

“Good,” Jon said. “Now I want you to remember. Remember. Remember. The day you were born. The day you crawled out of the womb, smelling of the ocean of souls.”

How could anyone remember that?

“Tell me what you see, young Princip.”

The boy’s breathing slowed yet more. “Sky.”

“Good. Do you see stars, or clouds?”

“Stars. Many. Bright.”

“Are you certain, my son?”

“Stars. Sand. Thirst. Fountain. Tears. Bones.”

Jon snapped his fingers. “You did well, young tiger. You were born under the stars in a cursed desert. You and your mother thirsted for water, and it was given by powers you could not see. She loved you, yet mourned your loss from the first, as if she knew you were meant to part at a place so terrible, it was veiled even from my dreamsight. As wonderful and sad as your birth story is, it means you are not one of us.”

Aschere had told me of her son’s desert birth and their struggle for water. She’d told me she sacrificed him at a place called the Palace of Bones. He not only looked like her and Kevah, his birth matched the story she’d told me.

But what did Jon mean by “not one of us”?

From the boy’s breathing, it seemed he was asleep. Jon left, but others came. They lifted my litter and brought me back to my cell.

I tired of imprisonment, and I did not wish to be bled for sorcery. I knew where I was in the convent: in the cellar where they kept the punished. Miriam had been locked for months in one of these rooms, where she’d birthed Elly, though her room had no window. The sunshine mine brought daily had been a comfort; how horrible had it been for her, stuck in darkness?

A choir boy had rode down to tell me of the birth, weeks after. I don’t recall being surprised, but it was happy news. When I came to get the child, I found Miriam in that windowless room. Without looking into my eyes, she said, “Forgive me for leading you into sin.” Vasco was there, standing behind me, wearing his eyepatch and a scowl. I was afraid of the priest. So I nodded to Miriam and took the child in my arms.

“Her name is Elaria,” she said as I walked away.

That was the last time I saw Elly’s mother. I still did not know how she’d died. At least she did not have to suffer the pain of her daughter’s murder. A small mercy.

“I put my sword into her,” I said to myself, wondering if Miriam’s ghost could hear. Would she be haunting these halls? “I put my sword in our daughter’s throat.”

My heart was as heavy as lead. It sank into some pit I never knew existed within me. It strained my veins to keep breathing.

I yearned for the soothing kiss of relief, but I could not say the words out loud. Forgive me. I could not ask her ghost for something I did not deserve.

And yet, I knew I’d give my life for it, though there was no one left to forgive me.

Or was there?

“Kevah.” The Ruthenian’s name sounded strange on my tongue. He’d sooner behead me than forgive what I’d done.

Elly was his daughter, too. And Aschere was his wife.

Which meant Princip was…

But how could I be sure?

If it was true, if Princip was Aschere and Kevah’s son, then this was no happenstance. I was led back to this convent, on purpose, by Ahriyya. And he must’ve been led here by her, too.

But to what end? What was that ancient demon plotting?

Whatever it was, I wanted none of it. Whether the player was Vasco or Ahriyya, I was no piece to be moved about.

I would have my freedom. And I would have it soon.

A few days later, many footsteps and much chatter sounded from the level above. It grew distant, which meant a number of men had departed the convent. Good. A lighter guard would be easier to break through.

A few days after that, they filled my room with gas again. I held my breath for seven minutes. They put me on a litter and brought me to the same prayer hall as before.

To my relief, Jon was not here, only Heath. One fewer mad man to deal with.

Once Heath was done sucking blood out of me, he left the hall, likely to get Princip.

I sat up. There was only one entrance into and out of this prayer hall; the one they’d brought me through. I’d have to run through there, climb the stairs out of the cellar, then escape through the front or back entrance of the convent.

I approached the door and peeked through.

Heath was already on his way back. Behind him, two burly men with swords and matchlocks on their belts escorted the ten-year-old boy.

I backed away, lest they notice me, and pressed against the adjacent wall to make myself small.

I let Heath enter unmolested. He noticed the empty table where I’d been lying, then swung around, eyes wide.

I punched the first guard in the jaw, then grabbed the sword on his belt. The second guard drew his sword. I tried to slash his neck before he could raise his guard, but I was too slow. Too out of practice. Steel hit steel.

I backstepped, wary of Heath, who was now at my left. He wasn’t calling for help. The man had a weak voice. Perhaps he couldn’t.

Heath said something to them in Sargosan. The first guard drew a dagger while the second approached me with his sword at chest height.

I parried a lunge. It gave me the opening I needed. I put my sword through the second guard’s heart. He spat blood and fell onto the stone. The first guard tried to draw his matchlock, but I was too fast. One thrust was all it took for my edge to find flesh.

I finished off the whimpering guards with stabs through their throats. I wiped the bloody edges on their thick, Sargosan coats.

The ten-year-old boy peeked through the threshold. He walked in, picked up the first guard’s matchlock, and aimed it at Heath. The albino healer was now on the far side of the room. Trapped like a rabbit.

“Don’t,” I said to the boy. “You’ll alert everyone for a mile.”

I wondered whether I ought to kill Heath. He’d saved my life. But he was complicit in the crime of imprisoning me against my will.

“Let’s go,” I said to the boy.

I grabbed the second guard’s matchlock, then put the wooden bar on the door, trapping Heath inside. Now, he couldn’t alert anyone to our escape.

“Mother Mara.” Princip tugged on my shirt. “We cannot leave her.”

“We don’t have time to save anyone else.”

“She did so much for me.” The boy shook his head. “I won’t go without her.”

Did I really need a ten-year-old boy and a woman slowing my escape?

But Princip was not just any boy. I could not leave their son in the clutches of the one-eyed priest. I could not add to the list of things I need beg forgiveness for.

I sighed with annoyance. “Well, where the fuck is she?”

Princip led me down the hall. I recognized the uneven stone walls and iron-grated doors. He took me past my own room, down a turn, to the final door on the farthest end.

He pulled on the latch, detached the grate, and pulled it open.

A woman with tawny hair sat huddled in the corner. The room was so dark, it might as well have been a cave. The light from the open door was all we could see by. Dust swirled in the glow.

It was a windowless room. The windowless room. The image of Miriam sitting in the opposite corner, Elly asleep in her arms, ghosted over my eyes. It hurt my head to remember.

“Mother Mara,” Princip said. “We are leaving.”

Her face was unevenly sun tanned, and her cheekbones over-lean. In her loose, gray frock, she resembled a tiller during a famine.

“Know how to fire a matchlock?” I asked her.

The woman shook her head as if disappointed in herself. “I have never done so, no.”

Unfortunate. Lighting a serpentine and reloading with one hand was no easy thing. A gun could not be my weapon. Even when I had two hands, I never felt suited to them.

I handed her the matchlock, in any case. Perhaps she could follow Princip’s lead, if it came to that.

The boy helped Mara stand. She grabbed a shiny trinket off the floor and put it around her wrist. From the sweat on her face and neck, and the red around her pupils, she seemed fevered.

The three of us left the room. A thud-thud-thud sounded from the other end of the hall. It was Heath, pounding on the door of the prayer hall I’d locked him in.

“We have to get my daughter,” Mara said, her voice hoarse.

Another person to save? I was tempted to say “no”, but a mother wouldn’t leave her daughter behind, and the boy wouldn’t leave the mother behind.

I grunted in frustration. “Do you know where she is?” Maybe she could take the second matchlock. Even if she couldn’t aim, it could distract the enemy.

“I do,” Princip said.

Mara clung to the wall while Princip led me to another room, this one not far from mine.

He got the door open.

“Come, Ana,” Princip said. “We are leaving.”

Unlike her mother, the girl was black of hair. Old burn scars covered her lower left cheek and trailed down her neck. She looked fifteen or sixteen, about Elly’s age, but sun had hardened her cheeks.

“Mama.” She ran to her mother and helped her stay standing. “Angels be good, we must find you help.”

Mara shook her head. “I don’t think I’m fit for this journey. You go with Princip and the one-armed man.”

“I won’t leave you,” Ana insisted. “The angels will give you strength.”

I hurried into the stairwell. From this vantage, the higher level seemed unguarded. Once we climbed those stairs, we’d be in the main prayer hall. From there, we could either bolt out of the front entrance or take a few more turns into the kitchens and escape through the back.

“Bring her,” I said to Princip and Ana.

They helped the sick woman trundle to the stairwell.

Up the steps, the Archangel statue lay in ruins at the altar. The angel mosaics on the walls peeled and withered away. Wind howled through the front entrance, which lay open. Clouds obscured the sun, but the outside was inviting enough.

A guard walked toward the entrance from afar. He was probably returning from taking a piss.

“Hide,” I said to my three companions.

They crept below an overturned pew while I stayed near the entrance, flat against the wall. As soon as the guard stepped inside, I grabbed the back of his neck and slammed him, face first, into the ground. That put him out cold. I pulled out my sword and stuck it in the soft spot above his gorget.

I dragged his body behind a broken pew, the stain from his bleeding throat painting the floor, then gestured for the three to come.

The mountain air tasted sweet, even with the blood stench of those I’d killed tickling my nose. Horses grazed at the far end of the courtyard, their bridles tied to a wood fence.

“Can you all ride?” I asked.

The daughter shook her head, but the boy and the mother nodded. The mother was in no shape to ride on her own, though.

“Take her on your back,” I said to Princip before turning to Ana. “You ride with me.”

Princip took the reins of a smaller horse, while I took the largest. But the handsome, silver beast seemed undersized for me. These were not bold Crucian steeds. They were too lean in the body, with silky hair and delicate features — though their legs bulged with muscle. The gelding’s intelligent eyes beheld me with apprehension. It resembled the Kashanese horses that the Sultan of Ejaz kept in his gilded stables.

Princip and the girl helped Mara mount her saddle. Then I helped the girl mount mine.

“Micah!” Princip pointed at something behind me.

A guard had just walked out of the entrance we’d come from. No, not a guard. He was dressed in eastern robes and wore his big blade across his back.

I’d seen him in my room, once. He was tall, with Silklander eyes and fine, blond hair.

“Heard a lot about Micah the Metal and his skill with a sword,” he said in a thoroughly Silklander accent, which I recognized thanks to Jauz and his engineers.

I pulled out my sword as he unsheathed his. His was long and slightly curved, with ridges a quarter-way down from the tip.

“I do like swords,” I replied. “Yours is a fine one. I’ll happily take it off your corpse.”

“It’s a two-handed sword.” He gripped it firmly, right foot forward.

“Two-handed swords are my specialty.”

The big man took a low stance as I took an even lower one. From the distant crest of the hill, more guardsmen hurried our way. If he was good, he could fight me to a standstill until they arrived.

I gave Princip a glare. Understanding flashed in the boy’s eyes. He pulled out his matchlock, aimed with a squint, and fired.

The Silklander fell backward, a smoking hole above his heart. He was silent as the grave, likely because he belonged in one. The boy had shot him dead.

The horses remained unstartled, but the guards picked up their pace, shouting to one another in Sargosan. Some aimed matchlocks at us, though curiously, none fired.

“Go!” I gave Princip and Mara’s horse a smack on its behind. It whinnied and galloped off.

I grabbed the Silklander’s sword, strapped it to my back, then jumped on my own horse. The girl put her arms around me and clung tight. I tapped the horse’s side with my feet, and it bolted.
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VASCO


I was not a man of war. Except when I had to be.

Today was one such day. Today, I would finish what Micah began.

Many years ago, his conquest of Pendurum had pulled the Holy Imperium up off the sick bed. Prior to that, a collection of companies and mercenary bands had made the great walled city their base. And from that base, they chipped away at the power of the Imperator. While the feeble Heraclius dallied about his wine gardens, those Pendurum-based outfits bought off Exarch after Exarch, lord after lord, sometimes with gold, other times by mounting heads on spikes.

Taxing the fiefs made those companies rich, and power shifted from the ancient, landed houses to an assortment of knaves and cutthroats from Thames and Ruthenia.

Micah ended that golden period by shattering Pendurum’s iron walls. But instead of executing everyone within, he claimed an enormous booty, said some nonsense about Cessiel’s mercy overcoming Principus’ wrath, and ordered all the hirelings to leave.

Had I been there, I would’ve advised him to burn them all in the same pits where they burned the wormrotten. Rats are easier to murder in their nests, not when they are scurrying beneath your floorboards, chittering in your walls, and running across your rooftop.

I’d finally cornered this rat. The Black Front, they called themselves, a poor imitation of Micah’s Black Legion. They’d occupied all the monasteries on this mountain, including the one I’d once lived in, up until our Company arrived to root them out and bring order back to the highlands.

I raised my hand and made a fist, the signal for the artillery corps, who were higher up the mountain, to fire another volley.

It took fifty bullocks to haul these seventeen bombards up the slopes, and another fifty to lug all the gunpowder and cannonballs. We’d been firing the cannons for four hours. As expected, the rats fired their cannons back. But they only had six, and ours were better.

The fort we aimed to take had been built by the imperial army, long ago. The ascent was winding, the terrain rugged, and the slopes steep. The towers of the fort provided one of the highest views in the Imperium, as if you were among the angels; which is why they called it Fort Paradise. Like the monasteries below, the fort blended perfectly with the mountain itself, almost as if it were a thing of nature. Coddled by evergreens, it was a stunning sight, indeed.

Too lovely a home for rats.

The boom of seventeen bombards firing in unison rattled my tea cup.

Black Belly Bal came to my little awning, where I sat with my map.

“We’ll be out of cannon-shot within the hour,” he said.

“Any word from the scouts?”

“Not a peep.”

An hour ago, I’d sent men to assess the damage we’d done to the fort. Had they been captured?

“Shall we ready the assault?” Bal gave me eager eyes.

Assaults are bloody affairs. Aside from a few shrapnel wounds from their cannon and matchlock fire, we were yet to lose a man. And considering I had only two hundred, I couldn’t afford to.

“If they haven’t surrendered after four hours, what makes you think they will after five?” Bal asked.

“We’re not dealing with brave men,” I replied. “Brave men don’t pluck the lowest fruit, don’t prey on sworn sisters and altar boys.”

“Only a fool doesn’t take what’s served to him on a platter. Brave or not, these men know how to kill and die.”

“Then let’s help them do the latter.”

Bal wiped soot off his cheek. The bald, stout artillerist stunk of saltpeter and sweat. “Once we’re out of cannon-shot, we’ll have to breach their walls. Will be a real ball-squeezer without our cannons singing.”

He wasn’t wrong. But I would not order an assault. I would not sacrifice my pieces when I held so few.

Greater challenges awaited us, with greater risks and rewards. I needed my men with me to face them.

“Keep them singing.” I stood. “This is going to end one way.” I smiled. “My way.”

I found Red Jon tasting the cowards. We’d caught a score of Black Front grunts fleeing down the cliffside. Jon had, forcefully, pressed the importance of checking everyone’s blood flavors many times.

“It’s like dice,” he’d say. “Never know when you’ll throw a pair of eights.”

“Dice isn’t my game.”

“Fine. A ruby, then. Never know which dark fucking cave has a gleaming red stone at the end of it. Have to walk down them all.”

“I get it.”

He was searching for persons with rare flavors of blood. To date, we’d discovered few. Though when it rained, it seemed to pour.

“Spit,” Jon said to the prisoner.

“Fuck off.” The brown-bearded prisoner snarled.

Jon backhanded him, causing spittle to dangle off the man’s lips.

The method for learning someone’s blood flavor was revolting enough. Jon gathered the man’s spit on his finger and stuck it in his mouth.

“Settler,” he said. “Lucky for you, you’re worthless.”

“Why don’t you taste my cock instead, tar man?”

The bloodwriter backhanded him again. And again. I cleared my throat.

Jon finally turned his attention to me. “Captain.” He smiled. “This lot is as useful as a bombard in a pillow fight.”

“I think you mean it the other way around.”

Either way, it was not entirely true. These men were cowards among cowards, but even the most cowardly have their uses.

I put a hand on Jon’s shoulder. “My friend, it seems we’ll be needing your services.”

“Oh? Something your precious bombards can’t accomplish?” He chuckled. “All seventeen of them?”

A bullock snorted. We were keeping the prisoners near their pen, and they seemed to dislike the piss-stench of these cowards as much as we did.

“Is there something you can do?”

“There are many things I can do.” He gave me a stern pat on the back. “Let’s go see those cannons you adore so much.”

I made the open palm signal to order the cannons to stop firing. Jon and I climbed the incline to the narrow stretch where we kept the cannons. Their barrels were aimed almost at the sky; the fort was far and higher up, so a steep angle was needed to have any hope of hitting it. Still, less than half the shots landed within the fort. Most landed short or over.

Jon opened his robe and removed a small blood-filled bottle. A sharp, sickening stench shot into my nose.

“That one of your rare flavors?” I asked.

“Indeed. This one came from your old friend.”

Jon had mentioned that Micah had a rare flavor of blood. “What flavor was it, again?”

“Conqueror’s blood.”

“Fitting, I suppose.”

“Not really. The flavor is unheard of outside the Endless Waste.”

“Then how does Micah have it?”

Jon poured a trickle onto his forefinger. “Perhaps his great grandmother fucked a Rubadi Khagan while his great grandfather was out tending the sheep. How should I know?”

In Crucis, accusing someone of having Rubadi blood was an insult worth dueling over. Personally I cared little for blood or ancestry. I was born in an orphanage. Anyone could be my father.

It was not the origin of one’s blood that mattered, but rather the origin of one’s soul.

The bloodwriter painted a rune onto a cannonball: a pattern of spirals and eyes.

“What’s it do?”

“I’m not going to ruin the surprise, Captain. I’d rather you just watch me work.”

He painted it on sixteen more. The bottle was nearly empty, by the end. “Should be enough.” He stuck the lid onto the small bottle, then put it in his rune-covered robe.

“You can’t expect me to fire those from my cannons without knowing what they do.”

Jon gazed away. “Don’t you trust me?”

“Of course I do. But I’m in command here. I need to know what I’m ordering my men to fire at that fort.”

“If you trust me, then trust me.”

“Jon.”

“If I told you, you wouldn’t agree. Sometimes you’re too damned cautious.”

Though an old friend – the oldest kind of friend – Jon was not an easy man to deal with. I was cautious because I cared as much about what I had in the hand as what I’d set my sights on. Ambition needed tempering to take you places that weren’t an early grave.

“Jon.”

“Remember Amatolo? You trusted me, that day. Even the titans of legend could not break chains that big. But my bloodwriting could.”

Those chains loomed in my mind’s eye. Each link stood larger than a castle. They’d blocked our way out of Hollow Doom Harbor, until Jon broke them with his bloodrunes.

Thunder cried. A droplet landed on my nose.

Bal approached, scowling. “We prayed for it to not rain.” He gazed at the laden clouds. “Looks like the angels want to fuck us.”

“They don’t want to fuck us,” I replied. “Just piss all over us.” I gazed into Jon’s determined eyes. He wanted to win this battle for us.

“Load the cannons,” I said to Bal. “This will be our final volley.”

If it got any wetter, the cannons wouldn’t fire at all. The artillery men loaded the rune-covered cannonballs in haste. With all seventeen cannons loaded, they waited for my command.

I gazed in the direction of the fort, stuffed cotton in my ears, and raised my fist.

The ground quaked as the cannons roared in silence.

“Satisfied?” I asked Jon.

He grinned like the impish man he was at heart. “You’re the one who’s about to be satisfied, Captain. Like the whores when we come to port.”

We climbed the winding, tree-lined path that approached the fort until we were gazing at its weathered stone walls.

Screams sounded from within. Jon’s smile grew with each one.

“Wormrot!” someone shouted from behind the fort walls. “Archangel save us!”

“Worms!”

“Fuck the Fallen!”

“What have you done?” I said. “Did you… your bloodrunes… it could easily spread to us!”

Jon broke out in laughter. “You think me a madman? They only look like wormrot worms. In truth, they are harmless.”

“Are you certain?”

“I wouldn’t have written those runes if I wasn’t, Captain.”

“Then why didn’t you just tell me?”

Jon put his hands on my shoulders. “So little trust from a man I’ve known across two lives, now.”

The gate flung open. Men of the Black Front stampeded out, hands raised in surrender. We had to fire matchlocks in the air to keep them from bolting across our lines. Some continued to hurry forward and took a bullet to the chest or throat. The Ruthenian shamans say that when a man turns wormrotten, his soul becomes one with the worms. As the plague passes from town to town, city to city, country to country, a soul sea of worms comes into being.

A fate worse than death.

Our own men seemed just as fearful of it. Everyone was glancing at the ground, watching their feet and that of others, lest a cunning worm crawl up your britches.

“Don’t tell them,” Jon said in a hushed tone. “You’ll inspire obedience if they think it’s real. A man who can spread plague on command is a man to be feared.” He gazed at our line of matchlock-wielding Company men. “And the man who is feared most is, more often than not, the man who prevails.”

Shooting wormrotten bodies at the enemy was not an unheard of tactic, but it was one best saved for battles you could not afford to lose. For the most desperate of times. Still, Jon was not wrong.

“I’ll keep your secret,” I said. “But next time, don’t play games with me.”

“I am right though, aren’t I? You doubt me and my methods.”

“I am the captain. The success or failure of this venture is on me. You and I are bound in the deepest of ways, Jon, but my hands are on the helm. Is that understood?”

He nodded. “Understood, Captain.”

We marched the surrendered men down the winding path, then lined them up near the stream. Leaves from the nearby forest fell in the wind and blew their flat colors our way. Thunder roared in heaven, and a cold drizzle pattered down.

First, we did a head count: around five-hundred had surrendered. They looked fat. So many men with dangling cheeks. Their larders were full, unlike everywhere else in the highlands. Within the fort were hundreds of barrels of sun-dried opium, too. I’d wager two out of three men here couldn’t go a day without a good pull on their pipes.

My two hundred Company men raised their matchlocks in unison, stomped their feet, then stood at attention – a show of discipline meant to strike fear.

I gazed at the defeated. You could smell the fear in their sweat. Some muttered hymns to the angels, while others seemed resigned. They’d pretended to be warriors, and now they’d been laid low.

I clapped to get their attention. I cleared my throat. “You took the houses of god for your own. And when we came to remind you of the wrong you’d done, to enjoin you to be good to your fellow man, you turned your guns and swords at us.”

Almost no one was looking at me. I could not tell if they felt shame. Likely not.

“You resisted us for many moons,” I continued. “And now here we stand, and there you kneel. But I have good news. You may think you’ve lost, but you’ve actually won.”

The men of the Black Front glanced at each other in confusion.

“It’s true,” I said. “You think stripping a few chapels bare and melting the silver off the silverware has made you rich?” I snickered. “You don’t know what ‘rich’ even means. You’re like a man who has never seen water in awe at the sight of a rain puddle.” I kicked at the puddle near my feet. “If only he could be a little more imaginative, he could journey onward and find the ocean itself. If it’s true riches you seek, I’m the man who can lead you to them.”

I took out the ruby in my satchel. Raised it high. It was like dangling a succulent, blood-dripping cut of venison in front of a pack of hungry hounds. The men could not take their eyes off of the red stone as I moved it about the air.

“Want to know how I got this? The Nawab of Koa gifted me a maiden with the largest breasts you ever did see.” I pretended I was squeezing those breasts. It got a chuckle out of my prisoners.

“When I was unclothing her, sweet thing that she was, my eyes were suddenly blinded. Sitting between her gorgeous, round tits was this stone that you see here.”

The palm sized rock glowed crimson. I brought it to my nose and gave it a sniff. “Still smells like her!” That got another laugh out of them. As I twirled it in my hand, it shimmered the color of a red dawn.

The men of the Black Front seemed utterly tranced by it.

“Follow me, and you’ll drown in jewels and gold. You’ll each die fatter than the bullocks who hauled up those bombards that terrified you so much. And you can drown yourselves in cunt and opium, too, for all I care. But only after we finish what the East Islands Company has come here to do.”

“Come here to do?” one said. “You’re a bunch of up-jumped traders.”

I smiled at the man. He was fat and bald with a faint blond mustache.

“We are indeed traders. And we have come here for one reason.” I tossed the ruby up and down in my hand. “To buy this rotting empire and save it from itself.”

Five hundred men joining the Company meant five hundred salaries and five hundred pensions for their families should they each perish while on duty. Thankfully, this expedition was well-funded by our Sargosan shareholders. And with Lal of the Seth around to provide them leverage, there would be no shortage of currency, either.

But these rogues of the Black Front were not disciplined like a Company officer. We’d have to teach them our ways. And our ways were absolute: obey, without question. If your commander orders you not to loot an exposed camp, and to instead remain in formation and pursue the enemy, the punishment for giving into your lusts was a simple one: as dishonorable a death as we could devise.

The men of the Black Front stopped gazing at my ruby and now looked to the sky. They gawked at something there, and a murmur erupted among them.

I turned to see the wonder that had them so enraptured: a cloud star. The surface of a laden cloud was twinkling and shimmering, as if a star had landed on it. I read the pattern of its twinkling as Heath had taught me to.
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If Heath was using a cloud star instead of sending a rider with a message, it must’ve been dire. Jon and I did not waste a second. We saddled up and rode back to the convent, almost hurrying our geldings to death.

Inside, we found a barely breathing Trevor lying on a pallet. The room stunk of his innards. Heath had stuck him with tubes; blood and fluids flowed into him. The hole in his chest looked like a close-range matchlock wound: perfectly round and charred at the edges.

Heath got up and went quickly to Jon.

“You must save him,” Heath said, his small voice all trembles. “Only you can help him now.”

“I will do everything I can.” Jon opened his robe and took out several blood bottles. “But like your science, what I do has rules. It cannot save a man whom death has wrapped too tightly.”

I looked on helplessly as Jon wrote bloodrunes across Trevor’s belly and chest. Heath looked on with just as much helplessness. He was one of the greatest healers in the world, and yet, even with all his knowhow and experience, a sorcerer could do his job better.

“Where are our guests?” I asked.

“Micah is gone,” Heath said. “As are Mara and Ana.”

A bitter fucking herb if there ever was one.

“Looks like Micah’s a good shot.” I stared at the perfectly placed hole in Trevor. “A heart wound on his first trigger pull.”

“Wasn’t Micah. It was the boy.”

The boy they’d insisted on keeping here because of his rare blood flavor.

I pounded the stone wall in frustration. “How could this have happened? I want to know every detail. Spare nothing.”

Heath explained how Micah had escaped. A frustrating tale that exposed our ill-judgment, lack of foresight and, worst of all, carelessness.

“You’re both to blame,” I said. “You could’ve found someone else for your blood experiments. Trevor will pay for your schemes with his life.”

I could hardly fathom what the two had been doing this past moon. Taking the boy’s blood and putting it into Micah, then taking Micah’s blood and putting it into the boy.

I didn’t pry because I trusted them. If their experiments didn’t harm Micah, then I could still send him to Imperator Josias whole, and all would be well.

Heath, Jon, and Trevor were not just my lieutenants; we shared a soul birth. We were each Emigrants. Ours was a bond none could understand. I did not want to scold them, but their foolishness had led to this, and they needed to know it.

Jon finished writing his runes and now put his blood bottles into his robe. “I accept my part in this. But don’t belittle our pursuits.”

“Experiments are why we’ve come this far,” Heath added. “Looking forward is why we move forward, Captain.”

They weren’t wrong. But Micah the Metal was the key to the Imperator’s High Castle. Without him, I could not gift Imperator Josias the man who tried to take everything from him, the man who forced himself upon his beloved and only daughter, Princess Celene.

Solid gold elephants with emeralds for eyes wouldn’t dazzle Josias, who was known to be humble and holy. I needed Micah.

“We must find him.” I was shaking. “Order every man we have to pursue every possible route he could’ve taken. Set the hounds on him, too. They’ll be slowed by Mara. She was not well, after what we did to her.”

“Mara is one of us,” Heath said. “I would caution against using hounds. The ones we have are trained to kill what they hunt. Also, do not allow your new recruits to join in this pursuit. They are too ill-disciplined, and we cannot let harm come to her.”

He was right. What if Micah realized how much we prized her? He would use her against us without a second thought. Threaten to take her life to ensure his escape. If she had gone with him willingly, Mara was a fool.

Or perhaps we were the fools.

“Did we go too far?” I asked. “With Mara? Do you think she left willingly?”

Heath bit his bottom lip and let out a tense sigh. “It is not easy to remember one’s past life. We did what was necessary to help her do that, nothing more.”

I wanted to believe that. And I wanted Mara back. I wanted her back more than anything. And yet, I could not let this expedition fail. If I had to choose between Micah or Mara, I could not say what I would do.

“We can’t let either of them go.” I looked to Jon. “Do whatever you must to get them back. I give you full permission to use any method you see fit. Just don’t hurt them.”

Jon nodded. “What about the boy and girl?”

“I couldn’t care less about the boy.” The girl, though, was another matter.

“Ana is your daughter,” Heath said.

She was my daughter by blood, true, but not by soul. And so I felt for her what the rain must feel for the desert. “Mara and Micah are our priority. But if you can save Ana too, then do it.”

I had one more piece in my pouch, but I feared to use it. Taurvi could not be trusted with Mara’s life. The demoness’ methods made Jon’s seem tame. No, I could not involve her in this pursuit, lest she harm Mara.

“What are you waiting for?” I said to Jon. “Go!”

“Trevor might need me,” he replied.

I looked to Trevor, lying bloody on his pallet, face stuck in pain. He was of my soul sea, just as Mara was. Just as Heath and Jon were.

“Heath will look after him.”

“But—“

“That’s my decision. Go find Micah and Mara. Now.”

Jon nodded and went to do as I bid.


5


MICAH


I knew these mountains. I’d fished sea breams from these streams. Hunted hares in these forests. I was an innkeeper’s son at the time, but to be true, I never felt at home changing linen. My home was a campfire.

But the cold and dark would have to be our home tonight. We went as deep in the cave as seemed reasonable. Had to bring our horses, too, though they’d have no grass for grazing in here.

We found even ground on which to rest. I used the kindling I’d gathered to make a fire. Our shadows danced with the flickering flame.

The woman, Mara, was with fever. Her daughter held her hand, while the boy helped her get comfortable on some of the grass and leaves I’d intended for the horses’ meal.

“The angels will help you, Mama,” Ana said.

“Stop it, Ana,” Mara replied.

“Stop what?”

“Stop your act.” She coughed.

Princip helped her sip water from a wooden bowl.

I watched them, my new sword in my lap. It must’ve been sharpened this morning. It featured an awkwardly narrow yet long blade; obvious that it was not meant for guarding against attacks. You could not parry a Crucian longsword with something so delicate. It was a blade for someone who couldn’t be bothered to defend, who would simply go for the kill and dance away.

Not my style, to be honest. Too eastern. I liked heavy armor and thick steel. I liked to get hit and hit back, ten times harder.

But that way of fighting was going out of style. As the former owner of this sword had learned, one tiny bullet ball laughed at decades of swordsmanship.

“Stop making a show of your prayers,” Mara said to her daughter. “You’re going to make this whole thing worse.”

“Do you disapprove?” I asked her.

Mara’s eyes bulged like a terrified forest hare. “If it were sincere, I would not. But the girl is a liar.” Fever sweat glistened on her forehead.

“Why lie?”

“She knows you are a pious man, and wishes to gain your favor by making a show of her piety, though she was taught not to.”

I was no pious man. Not anymore. “Why?”

“So you won’t kill us,” Ana answered. She turned to her mother. “Why did you tell him? Have you lost all sense?”

“It is tiresome.” Mara coughed. “And you’re not as skilled an actor as you think.”

“But there was no need to— Maybe you’ve had enough of life, but I intend to live a little longer. So spare a thought for me.”

“I already did. More times than you’ll ever know.”

I wanted no part of this family quarrel. They obviously knew who I was – perhaps Vasco had boasted to them that he’d captured me. I was a man renowned, with a complicated reputation: Loved by some. Hated by many. Feared by all.

“You don’t have to be afraid of me.” Never in my life had I said thus. “I will not judge your piety, or lack of it. Be as truthful about yourselves as you wish.”

“I want you to know something.” Mara looked right at me. “You killed⁠—”

“Mother, keep silent.” Ana squeezed her hand.

“Let her speak.” I set my sword on the ground. “Go on. Who did I kill?”

Princip helped Mara sip from her bowl. Fever oft brings clarity, as if it burns away the rot in our minds as well as our bodies.

“He was a sailor.” She wiped the water off her lips with her soiled sleeve. “Nysiba to Kios, stopping at every port between. He’d do the route in three moons during summer, then be with us the rest of the year.”

Mara paused to breathe. I wondered when, where, and how I’d killed this sailor.

“He raised Ana, though she was not of his blood,” Mara continued. “And he had enough love in his heart for her, too. A more decent man you’ll not find even in the halls of Paradise.”

“A true angel,” I said. “So what did I do to him?”

“He was at port in Dycondi.” Her tone sharpened like the edge of my new sword. “I don’t know the details. You attacked the island, and he did not leave it alive.”

Dycondi was not on the route from Nysiba to Kios, so what was he even doing there? Besides, why blame me? I gave the Doge of Dycondi every chance to surrender. The man took an oath to obey Heraclius and the Church of Ethos, and instead of staying true, he gave port to Redbeard and his ilk. Dycondi was often the base from which Redbeard raided our shores, taking our children as slaves, raising them as janissaries and pleasure girls.

I gave the Doge fair warning that if he did not submit to our will, we would attack and seize the island. He thought me bluffing, and preferred the gold Redbeard brought him to the oaths he’d sworn. The pompous pissant.

But Micah the Metal does not bluff. It was why I was never a good card player.

People die in battle, even people you never intended to harm. It was a fact of life, and I could not carry the guilt of it.

“I am sorry,” I said. “In truth, I am sorry for a great many things.”

I was not certain where those words came from. Certainly not from the slight I felt at her accusation. Beneath my bitterness, something ached in me. I could not put it into words, but it was growing. It felt like death calling me home.

Tears shimmered in Ana’s eyes. Though the man wasn’t her father, he’d treated her like a daughter. A bastard could not ask for more.

“It’s not enough to be sorry,” Mara said. “You should face justice for all the good folk you got killed. You think helping us changes anything? Your scale will never balance.”

“What was his name?” I asked.

“You don’t deserve to utter it.”

Twap-twap. It came from the entrance.

I raised my forefinger and put it to my lips. I gestured for the boy to follow me. I grabbed my sword, he grabbed his gun, and we went toward the cave mouth.

The boy stepped soundlessly, as did I. We did not light torches. We moved through one tunnel using the glow of the campfire, then traversed the next one by memory, until the dim light of far away torches provided us sight.

Two men were holding those torches and standing at the entrance. They wore plain tunics without emblems or identifiers. They could be simple travelers seeking shelter or Vasco’s men, come to find us.

Sheathed swords hung from their belts. I could not tell the design from this distance. No matchlocks.

“It’s them,” Princip whispered as he pressed against the wall, just next to me. “It’s the Company.”

“How can you be certain?”

He sniffed. “Smell that? Cherries.”

He must’ve meant ginja, which was their sour cherry-flavored drink of choice. If the boy could smell it from this distance, he’d make a fine hunter.

The men stepped toward our position, which was just beyond a bend in the tunnel. I pointed at Princip’s gun and shook my head. He nodded with understanding.

As they approached, I raised my sword.

Suddenly, they stopped. They were close enough to hear our breathing, so I held mine. The boy did the same without me having to tell him.

The two men said something to each other in Sargosan. Then they turned around and walked out of the cave.

Once I could no longer hear their footsteps, I let my breath out.

“That was close,” I said. “Thank the Archangel, I suppose.”

Princip pointed to something. It glowed faintly in the dimmest of light. Thin strands of a spider’s web covered the space just in front of where the men had stopped. Wasn’t there a few hours ago when we’d got here, obviously.

“You should be thanking Malak,” the boy said.

“You know your angels.”

“Not really.”

A cold gust cried into the cave. I shivered and rubbed my hands. “Let’s get back to that fire.”

We each ate a few blackberries Ana had kept in her pocket. We saw nothing to forage while riding here, so Vasco must’ve brought those blackberries from elsewhere. Then the three of them slept, while I took the horses out to drink and graze at the stream.

The moon hung heavy in the sky, though it was oddly dark. Leaves gusted off the trees with winds which blew down from the icelands.

Never liked autumn. As a child, I enjoyed the stillness of winter, but watching everything grow cold and die would stir up the melancholy in me. We were in for a few moons of that.

I took the horses back into the cave and found Mara awake, sitting by the fire between Princip and Ana, who were asleep.

“Thought you’d left us,” she said. “Though I wondered what kind of cruel beast would take both horses.”

“A remount is always nice,” I replied with a smile. “You look better.”

“Because I’m no longer being poisoned.”

“Poisoned?” I sat at the fire across from her.

She gazed away. “Don’t mind my problems.”

I suppose I hadn’t earned much trust. But I could not help but wonder why they’d poison her. There were many things I could not help but wonder. I reminded myself that this woman despised me, like so many others.

“Will you let us live?” she asked.

I laughed. It was the funniest joke I’d heard in ages. I struggled to even answer her question because it was so ridiculous. “Why did I free you from your captor, at great risk to myself, if I meant to kill you?”

“I don’t know,” she said, serious. “People like you are…”

“Are what?”

“Volatile. Maybe even arbitrary.”

She was wrong. Even at my worst, I was never arbitrary. I’d always been a purposed man.

Volatile, sure.

“Fancy words,” I said. “You’re learned.”

“My prospects of remarriage were poor, so I took up at a convent. I learned how to read there, and much more. I suppose I have you to thank for that. You did kill my husband, after all.”

“I did not—” I stopped myself. I’d once said that I did not kill my own daughter, and yet I had.

“Not by your hand,” she said. “But he would still be alive if not for you.”

The entire world would be different if not for me. Many who were dead would be alive, and many who still walked the earth would be in their graves.

After we sacked Dycondi, Redbeard could not use it as a base. Though hundreds died when we conquered the island, doing so saved the lives of thousands of Crucians who would otherwise have been his victims. But they wouldn’t know it, would they?

I’d been taught that the angels would know, though. Principus’ eye could see all possible paths, and his judgment would be informed by that wisdom. The lives I’d saved would balance the scale against the lives I’d ended.

If only the world were truly so righteous. But fair gods did not rule this place.

“I wish he had lived. I am truly sorry, Mara.”

“I know.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“I do.”

“Then you’re not willing to forgive, which is perfectly fine. This world is full of cunts I refuse to forgive. They could come crawling to kiss my feet, and I’d sooner kick them in the face than give them a sip of my mercy.” I chuckled out of sadness. “But let me do one thing for you and the boy and girl. Let me take you somewhere safe.”

The woman coughed. “And where is that?”

“I don’t know who all your enemies are. You tell me.” I gestured to the tunnel that led to the cave’s entrance. “We can’t stay here long. Dawn will break soon, and Vasco will send his men out searching. We’ve got a sliver of time to outrun his reach. Crucis is vast. So where do I take you?”

She brushed her thin, frayed hair off her face. I wondered why she couldn’t remarry. A bath, a decent tailor, and a barber was what she needed. Perhaps a boar or two, as well.

Too many wars. Too many women left alive compared to men. Too much choice of whom to marry for the men who outlived the fighting. In Crucis, they never stopped building convents.

As Mara thought about my question, I tried to recall a joke Edmar had once told me about convents. Something to do with convents and brothels. I rubbed the back of my head, hoping it would come to me.

“Ruthenia,” she said.

I grunted in disapproval. “Half the fucking tribes in Ruthenia will freeze to death two moons from now. And the other half will eat them to survive.”

“We have to go inland, away from the coast.”

“Why?”

“Why do you think?” She clutched the gold bangle on her wrist. It glinted in the firelight. “I have only one enemy, and the East Islands Company is powerful on the water. Any place within a month’s ride of a port is not safe.”

“Every place on earth is a month’s ride from a port, sister.”

“Not every place. What about the Deep Waste?”

“They say the Deep Waste is a fortress of the Fallen. That to this day, the Fallen Kings congregate in the God Sea to drink from their cup of darkness. Is Vasco truly so terrifying that you’d go there?”

She gazed at me in all her seriousness and said, “Yes.”

He didn’t seem that way to me. But I knew little about what he’d become after joining the Company.

“I’ve made enemies of terrifying men all my life,” I said. “Want to know how I dealt with them?”

“You killed them.”

“I killed them. Running is no life, sister. If the world is not safe for you because of one man, better to remove that man from the world.”

“I am a woman of peace.” She shook her head as her lips curled in disgust. “I am sworn to never hurt another. I am no killer.”

“Good thing I am. You’ll soon come to learn that it’s only killers like me who can keep you safe. You think peace comes from being peaceful? Peace is bought with death. When there are none left to endanger you because they’re all buried in a ditch or pissing in their britches at the mere thought of hurting you. That is the only peace that has ever been.”

She kept shaking her head. “You are a disgraced, one-armed plague. And I am tired.”

Mara turned away and lay down. I should not have said what I said. At the convents, they were taught Cessiel’s mercy and love for peace. The angel’s face was our emblem for a reason. We fought and conquered, but it was for the dream of the great peace that would come after, when all men would be united beneath our glorious purple banners.

A dream that lay in tatters.

I saw the little girl whose head I’d pushed into Shah Murad’s garden stream. I felt the water going down her throat, until her lungs could take no more. And then Princip shook me awake, relieving me of a drowning nightmare.

“Something saw us,” he said, voice panicked.

I coughed out water that wasn’t there. “Something?”

“It was…” The boy shuddered. “A floating eye.”

I grabbed my sword and stood. “Where is it?”

“It flew away.”

“Sure you weren’t dreaming?”

“I saw what I saw. It was an eye.”

“Just flying on its own?”

Princip nodded. He was as terrified as I’d ever seen him. Given what I’d experienced in Sirm, I couldn’t deny the possibility he was telling the truth.

We woke the women and saddled the horses. This time, I rode with Mara while Princip rode with the girl.

We trotted out of the cave and beheld what awaited: dozens of men in plainclothes, their matchlocks drawn.

Jon sat on his white horse at their head. He wore a Crucian style purple toga that covered his front and back, golden ducks threaded on the edges. But I could still see his bloodrune-covered robe sticking out at the sides.

“Caught you.” He grinned. “My eyes see what others can’t.”

I filled my belly with fresh air, then said as loudly as I could, “Do your men know you defile yourself with blood magic?”

The bloodwriter’s grin only widened. “They’d defile themselves with it if they could. Unfortunately, they weren’t born beneath a blood rain, and so they must defile themselves in other ways.”

While he was talking, I’d done a count: thirty-eight men, including the ones hiding behind the trees. Brute force would not work against so many.

“Get off your horses,” Jon ordered. “Lay down your weapons and lie flat on the ground. I’ll not repeat myself.”

“Put your sword to my neck,” Mara whispered. “Threaten to kill me.”

I swiveled on the saddle to face her and did as she bid me. I gave Princip a glare. He raised his matchlock and put it to Ana’s forehead.

“Go ahead,” Jon said. “She’s just some whore the captain bedded twice, and a bastard he couldn’t give a filthy fig for.”

“Good,” I replied. “I like killing whores and bastards.”

Jon laughed. “Don’t think so. You were baptized in the High Holy Sea. You swore to defend the Ethos and its adherents.”

“How would you know? Were your eyes watching that day?”

He continued to glare. “To so cruelly slit the throat of a sworn sister, all just to save yourself… you don’t have it in you.”

“You are a killer, yes?” Mara whispered to me. “Make them believe it.”

I pushed the blade into her neck until it drew blood. It was like when I’d nick myself while shaving.

Mara screamed. She could play the part, too. It wiped the smirk off Jon’s face.

“You know what I think, Jon?” Now I smiled. “I think your captain treasures this wench. So here are the two ways this can go. One, I slice through this lovely neck, the boy shoots the bastard’s brains out, and you drag me back to Vasco to be tortured to death, only you’ll be on the rack right next to me. Or two, you let us go — and if I see a single floating fucking eye, I will let it watch as I peel the daughter first, then the mother, as slow as I can.”

“You won’t.” Jon gritted his teeth. “You are not that kind of man, Micah the Metal.”

“Ask Shah Murad’s family what kind of man I am.” I laughed. “You’ll have to dig up his garden and ask the bones of his children. Were your eyes watching that day, too?”

Jon said something in Sargosan to his men. They lowered their matchlocks.

I gave the boy another glare. We spurred our horses and galloped through the forest, past their lines.

“So, where are we going?” Mara asked as she held onto my waist. She’d not wiped the blood off her neck.

“Even if we run, they’ll always be right behind us,” I said, the air howling past us. “So for now, we’ll hide under their noses.”

“What does that mean?”

The horse jumped over a log, then raced along the path toward the crest of the hill. “It means we go to the heart of the Imperium. We go to Hyperion.”
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VASCO


The world is chaos, and yet we trick ourselves into believing it predictable. We plan our lives by the regular rising and setting of the sun. By how the moon grows and dwindles in the same manner, every time. We feel comforted, believing our god tamed the heavens for our benefit.

But this is an illusion. One day, the moon will come crashing down. One day, the sun will grow fat enough to scorch the land, boil the oceans, and lay bare what hides beneath the earth: something so horrifying it should never see the light.

But is it inevitable? Or can we find true order in the one place we never thought to find it?

I was at camp when Jon galloped up the crest of the hill. The hundred or so tents around me lay empty since everyone, save for a small retinue, was out searching for our runaway guests. I waited by the fire and wished I could go with them, but my job was to stay at camp, receive news, and relay orders to the many search parties.

“It is as you feared,” Jon said as he dismounted. “Micah will open Mara’s throat should we come near.”

“You found them?”

Jon explained what had happened. “I won’t take my eyes off them. When the time is right, we will save Mara from his clutches. This I promise you, Captain.”

The world is chaos. If I could not protect her from that chaos, what kind of man was I?

“Jon…” I let down my guard and showed him my sadness. My fear. “I have nothing I can place my trust in. Only you and the others.”

“We won’t disappoint you. Leave sweet Mara to me.” He glanced at the sun. “In the meantime, you have a whale to catch.”

I checked the angle of the shadows. It was mid-morning, and if I departed camp now, with hard riding I could make it to Hyperion by evening.

“I meet the Imperator on the morrow.” I opened my palms. “With empty hands.”

“I wouldn’t call a ship full of golden elephants empty,” Jon said. “Plenty of men would sell their wives and children for a single one.”

“Plenty of men, but not Josias.”

“I could write you a bloodrune. You could give him a fantasy.” Jon smirked. “The kind even kings cannot say ‘no’ to.”

“You forget where you are. Sorcerers do not do well on this side of the sea.” I pointed to the part of his rune-covered robe that lay exposed. “You’d best hide your garment better. We don’t want the Ethos Knights after us.”

Jon tied his horse to a tent post, shrugging all the while. “No wonder Crucis lost. Sorcery is power. To deny power because some priests forbid it… bunch of dumb cunts who wear too much purple.”

“Dumb cunts, indeed. But we must play the part they expect of us. We are but humble traders. Remember that.”

I mounted my horse and signaled for my retinue of seven to do like. A company cog filled with treasure would already be at port in Hyperion. All that was missing was me.

“Anything happens, ask Heath to project a cloud star,” I said. “I’ll be checking the northern sky by the hour.”

Jon nodded. “Really going to leave me in these doldrum mountains? I could do with some city thrills about now.”

“The highlands suit you, dear Jon.” I gave him a smile that I knew would annoy him. “Give it a few more moons. These mountains will make a monk out of you.”

“I’d sooner devour a sack of bullet balls.”

“Whatever you do, don’t lose their scent,” I said, my heart still heavy. “Micah could be taking them anywhere.” Except, probably, where I was going. There would be no place more dangerous for him than the capital.

“You worry about tickling the Imperator’s golden balls. Leave Micah and Mara to me.” Jon pointed to his eye and grinned. “No matter where they go, I see.”

I was galloping down a grassy hill when a black bird circled me beneath the clouds. It swooped downward somewhere behind a copse of carob trees.

“Need to piss,” I said to my retinue.

Two Gun Anton, who’d been riding at my side, nodded, the butts of his twin matchlock pistols sticking out on his belt.

I jumped off my horse and went into the tree line. The drongo was perched on a branch, its red eyes watching me. I pulled down my trousers, took out my cock, and began pissing.

Its neck elongated as its head snapped upward. All its bones pushed forward out of its tiny form, growing in both width and length to resemble those of a human. Flesh massed on the bones, and then skin grew over the flesh. It took a minute for the drongo to transform into a vaguely human thing. I watched with keen curiosity, as I always did.

“Where’ve you been?” I asked as I painted an ant hill yellow.

“I went to the island,” Taurvi replied in a loud whisper.

That surprised me. Pleasantly. “Find anything interesting?”

“Your priest wasn’t fibbing. They keep sorcerers there, beneath the ugly chapel.” Taurvi giggled. Her pitch alternated between demon and giddy girl. “Or rather, they kept sorcerers beneath the ugly chapel.”

I pulled my trousers up. “What did you do?”

“I freed them.”

“All of them?”

“All of them — though they were mostly old and wrinkly. And they smelled of dead trees. Not your kind of women.”

“How did you even manage it? Aren’t you forbidden from taking these sort of immense actions on your own?”

“I whispered the idea to one of the guards as he slept. It was his hand that did it, not mine. And it was your idea, too.”

Anger flared in my chest. “Patriarch Isidore began the Inquisition the very same year I was born. It took my entire lifetime for them to gather those sorcerers. They were perfectly assembled in one place. We could have gone there, in force, and given them the choice to join us. It would have been a boon to our Company and cause.” I glared at the creature. “You’ve thrown pearls back into the sea.”

“You exaggerate. There weren’t as many of them as you think.” It glared at me, too, its eyes taking on a terrifying slit shape. “And do not presume that you and I are of common cause.” Now its voice was entirely ancient demon. “I do what I fancy, for reasons of mine own.”

I’d overstepped. I played a dangerous game with this thing. I needed to remind myself that it thought of me as its piece. If ever it perceived me as a player, it would likely be the end of me.

“Did you know that the sepulcher is covered in bloodrunes?” it asked.

“How can that be? Blood magic is sacrilegious to these fools.”

“They are well-hidden, but these bloodrunes are precisely what sealed the powers of the sorcerers they’d kept imprisoned.”

So they used sorcery to seal sorcery. Hypocrites. But what else could you expect from the Ethos Church?

I sighed, disappointed for the second time today. All my plans were coming to ruin because of those I could not control. And unlike them, I was well-intentioned. I wanted to help everyone. What did Micah want? What did Taurvi want? Only more ruin and despair.

“I heard you lost your key?” Taurvi pouted. “Having a bad day, are we? Do you need someone to make it all better?”

Its form shifted before my eyes. She took on Mara’s shape. I noticed no imperfections, and could not help but stare at those supple, round breasts and the birthmark between them.

“You’ve become hard as gunmetal down there.” Even her voice sounded like Mara. She dropped off the branch and landed at my front. “I could help you find release.”

“If you want to please me, then it’s not Mara you need imitate.”

“Oh?” She reached for my cock.

Lightning and fire coursed through my veins as she gripped it.

“There someone you like better than tender, virtuous Mara?” she asked.

“Micah the Metal.” My arms began to tremble with excitement, though I did my best to suppress it. “You spent much time in his room, watching him sleep. Take his form, and I will have my key to the High Castle once more.”

“You know, I believe I could shapeshift into Micah, though I’ve never been gifted to an Imperator before.” Taurvi giggled and released her grip. “It is quite an idea. You are full of surprises, Vasco dei Cruz.” She closed in and kissed me softly on the lips. “It’s why I like you so much.”

The familiar shape of her lips made me shudder with pleasure. But Taurvi’s kiss tasted of honey, so unlike Mara’s. Though sweet, it was a false odor. A human kiss, Mara’s kiss, was sour and sweet, both.

“Dusk waits for no man. I can’t linger much longer.” I gazed at the ant hill I’d drowned. Red ants desperately tried to escape it and died in a bath of yellow. “Give me your answer.”

“First, you give me yours. I followed you here from the other end of the earth, expecting to find something great. The weather is so gloomy in these parts, and the people don’t make up for it. What is it about this sad country that moves you to such purpose?”

Few had thought to ask me that. The why behind the why. Wealth and power were like piss; they could fill any hole, no matter the shape. But the hole would still be there, aching.

I decided to give her half the truth and hoped it would be enough. “I lived here for a long time, so I know the sickness – the plague – that is destroying these people. It is the very thing that they cherish most, their Ethos faith. Low and highborn alike are forced to bend to the pages of an old book, each chapter an assortment of mad mutterings by men whose minds were muddled by blue lotus and soma. If that wasn’t bad enough, the Ethos Church then claims to be the only interpreter of these mad mutterings, leaving everyone else at their mercy for right guidance and salvation.”

“How very observant. But you did more than just observe, didn’t you?”

She wanted me to bare my shame. If it would win me her help, I’d bare it all. “I once suffered from the same sickness. In the name of the Ethos, I inflicted unspeakable pain upon men and women, boys and girls. I still hear their screams in my dreams. Their cries for mercy ring in my ears, even now.

“There were some among my victims whose only crime was having visions. Visions of another life and time. The Ethos teaches that our souls are each unique, not a thing recycled from other epochs and worlds. It is heresy to believe in a life before life. Truth is a crime in Crucis.”

Taurvi chuckled in her disturbing way. “Why care for such a deluded bunch of fools?”

“Because there is much potential in them, too. If I can bring the Church of Ethos and the High Castle to heel, then I can begin to cure the people of their sickness. One day, Crucis could rise reborn, confident and strong. But for that to happen, I must break the two pillars that are holding the Imperium up, and yet also holding it back. The fall will not be pretty. It will be a bloody and terrifying time. But the pain will be worth it, in the end.”

“Only for those who survive your ‘bloody and terrifying’ time.” Taurvi gazed at me with Mara’s dark eyes. Smiled at me with Mara’s supple lips. “I like the way you think, Vasco dei Cruz. You are one in a million, and I mean it.”

I rubbed my arms as a cold gust whispered through the woods. If I did not get going, it would be dark before we arrived at Hyperion, and bandits would waylay the roads.

“So will you do as I ask?”

“Yes,” Taurvi replied. Mara’s voice had never sounded so sweet. “I will play the conqueror, just for you.”

Hyperion came into view as we rode down the high hills. For a thousand years, the city had retained its diamond shape, which the original builders had chosen to honor Cessiel’s strange face. This diamond was itself divided into four districts: one each for the Imperial High Castle, the Ethos Church, the landed lords, and everyone else.

In truth, it was four cities in one, with gates and staunch walls separating each district. I made for the High Castle. Its gate, named for Partam the Apostle, faced the northeast, the direction we rode from. With the sun setting on the western horizon, the gate cast a long shadow over us.

We passed the sprawl of stone hovels and wooden stalls outside the gate. Flies buzzed around the fruit in one of the stalls; the gray skin of the peaches in the seller’s basket did not look appetizing. And yet, women in soiled garb lined up to buy, their faces narrow and wind-beaten.

A good sign for the trader in me. The harvests had been poor; bad weather and a lack of able workers had both seen to that. Starving folk are difficult to rule, unless you kill them, which I doubted Josias wanted to do, given how badly his rule had begun. Even a small uprising, if only for want of bread, would be invitation for a cousin or an uncle to blind and unseat him.

The gate guards, who wore chainmail over their faces and carried hulking, diamond-shaped shields, found my name on their list.

“The High Castle has informed us to tell you to go straight to the great hall,” a guard said.

That surprised me. Did the Imperator wish to speak to us tonight?

“Of course,” I answered. “We do as our Lord Imperator commands.”

An escort within the walls, more lightly armored, led us up a steep street toward the High Castle itself. Gardens and fountains and olive trees lined the cobbled road. After being in Alanya for so long, the landscaping here did not impress. Alanyan gardens were more colorful, fragrant, and filled with wondrous patterns. They were an art form in itself. When I’d visited the Tower of Wisdom in Qandbajar, I’d noticed entire shelves dedicated to gardening.

What I saw around me now was less an art form and more a desperate desire to fill space. It was no feast for the eyes and nose. I could not help but be disappointed.

The High Castle itself was more impressive: an ancient, stone-built fortress with six spear-like spires on a hill that overlooked the city on one side and the white waters of Partam’s Bay on the other. The Imperial High Castle was not a thing of beauty like Qandbajar’s Sand Palace, Kostany’s Seat, or Rohnshar’s Night Fort; rather, it was meant to impose the way an armored-to-the-heel warrior would when pit against a child. Had I not already witnessed the Burning Walls of Talitos, which were so tall we couldn’t fire our cannons over them, perhaps I would’ve felt some awe.

We passed through a second gate into a courtyard with a painted floor and a towering statue of Cessiel holding her four eyes in her hands. In her mercy, she’d plucked them out of her own face to give them to the founders of the Imperium, Partam the Apostle and his companions, so that they may see “where no other eyes could” and build an empire which would not end until history turned its final page. Knowing what plucked eyes could do, I shuddered.

Finally, we dismounted our horses and entered the High Castle itself. Its walls were narrow and unadorned, and its ceilings low and suffocating, so unlike eastern palaces. But this was no palace; it was a castle, meant to withstand even the cruelest of sieges so that its occupants, the rulers of Crucis, could endure.

We passed hall after hall, each lit by wall torches. Excubitors in the regal purple opened a double door for us, and we stepped into the great hall.

Unlike the rest of the castle, it was as magnificent as any room I’d been in. The glories of the Twelve adorned the frescoed walls, which reached up five stories. Malak’s spider-like visage towered behind the throne itself, his many glowing eyes looking down upon us.

As for the throne, it floated. Something kept it in the air, perhaps invisible pulleys, though the exact mechanism was only known to a few.

The dais descended with a hiss as we approached. The man sitting on the throne, which was flanked by Cessiel statues, was hazel-haired and youthful. It was said that Heraclius, his father, would often leave men standing for six hours before he’d grace them with his presence. Good to know that Josias did not possess the same haughty indifference for others’ time.

I and the seven Company men with me knelt, our heads forward and hands on our hearts, as was the custom in Crucis. Having been in the east for so long, I almost bent my neck. It would have been a grievous mistake.

“You are blessed to be in the presence of His Imperial Majesty, Sovereign of Crucis, Dycondi, Pasgard, and Sargosa. The Most Serene, Supreme, and Victorious Lord. Exarch of the Angels on Earth, First Stone of the Church of the Ethos, and Custodian of the Holies. Imperator of Men by the Grace of the Archangel, the Merciful Josias of the First House Saturnus.”

The herald, who was a beardless young man, likely a cousin or nephew of Josias, had given us a shortened list of titles. It was said you could sail to Nixos in the time it took for Heraclius’ herald to finish.

“Please rise,” the herald said. “You may speak.”

I was not invited to kiss the base of his robe, which was a gesture reserved only for men of high standing. I suppose I’d have to earn my standing, in his eyes.

I stood. “My name is Vasco dei Cruz, captain of the Sea Mountain, a vessel of the Sargosan East Islands Company. We are honored to be in the presence of our Lord Imperator. I trust that you have received my gifts?”

I felt the sweat pooling on my forehead. I’d told Taurvi to fly to the treasure cog so that when they unloaded it, Josias’ men would find Micah among the golden elephants. But she oft did as she pleased and not as I bid.

“You would not be here had I not received your gift,” Josias said. “How did you come to capture Micah the Metal? I’d so like to hear how a merchant netted a conqueror.”

“He’d taken refuge with the Black Front,” I replied. “It is likely they did not realize it was him.”

“Pesky, that Black Front.” Josias sat forward on his seat. “They idolize the man, even named their company after his, and all this despite that he was their enemy. But if even they did not recognize him, how did you?”

“I met Micah once as a young man. When you see a Fallen Angel, you don’t forget its face.”

I’d told a decent likeness of the truth, something I rarely did when speaking to the rulers of kingdoms.

“I listened to my page recite your doings while I was being dressed this morning.” Josias gave me a slight smile. “How did a priest become a gallivanting merchant?”

“I wished to see the glories of the Archangel across the earth.”

“And have you?”

I thought of the Burning Walls. Of Hollow Doom Harbor and Amitolo. Of the Sea Mists and the Swallowed. Each was the farthest thing from holy.

“I have traveled the seas. What I have seen only bolsters my faith, and I hymn my thanks to the Archangel for blessing me so. I come with bounties, too, from every land we traversed. I wish to share these bounties with you and the faithful folk of Crucis.”

“Our markets have always welcomed the Sargosan East Islands Company. But you obviously seek something in excess of that, otherwise you would not have gifted me my enemy. So what can I do for you, Vasco dei Cruz?”

Sweat dripped down the ridge of my nose. “We have a great volume of goods which must be offloaded. And in turn, Crucian mines are full of valuable metals which are sought after in other lands. And so the gold would flow both ways. As a wise Imperator, I am sure you know that a balance of trade is always the most blessed state of affairs. But to maintain this balance, we will need land where we can both settle our Company men and construct a new port, one large enough for the trade we wish to do.”

“Is our port here in Hyperion not large enough?”

“It is not, Lord Imperator. Were we to be limited to Hyperion’s port, it would take many moons to offload what we have, and by then much of the cargo will have spoiled. But if you let us build a new port, less than a day’s ride from where we stand, I will cover your streets in spice and porcelain. Even the beggars will strut around in silk.” I knelt once more and put my hand on my heart. “I swear upon the Archangel and the Twelve Holies that not a soul will go hungry. We’ll fill every granary from here to Pasgard. A bushel of wheat will cost a tenth of what it did when your father sat that chair.”

Josias stared at his feet in thought. It was then that I noticed he was barefoot. It was a practice of Partam the Apostle, I recalled. He’d glance at his bare feet to remind himself that he was still a man, no matter how high he climbed in esteem and stature.

“You are hymning a sweet song,” the Imperator said. “In truth, I have not slept since returning to these walls, worrying all night for the fate of the people. The drafts that blow down these halls get colder by the day. My scholars say that one in eight will not survive the winter, so paltry were our harvests.”

He was a good man, this Josias. His pained face showed how much he cared for the destitute.

“It is a tragic thing. A tragic thing indeed.” He locked eyes with me. His gaze turned stern. “But it is also what Crucis needs.”

“I am sorry?”

“Suffering will make us strong, the way fire burns the chaff off the gold. Excess, like the kind you describe, will only weaken us. Fatten us up for the Sirmians, who are coming to feast.”

I hid my surprise as best I could. “Lord Imperator, forgive me. But how will you fight the Sirmians if your armies and their families are starving?”

“Faith will fill our bellies. Or have you forgotten your holy hymns?”

I could hardly believe my ears. One thing was clear: appealing to his common sense was like sailing against the wind. Piety can be good, in fair doses. But when you drown in it, as this man did, it muddles your mind as much as ginja.

This was turning out to be one of the most unfortunate days of my life. If I did not right this ship’s course, we would find ourselves in a maelstrom of our own making.

“Your people are beset on every side by all manner of infidels,” I said. “Rubadi tribes already trample through your land, as do mercenary companies who worship only gold⁠—"

“And what does the East Islands Company worship?”

“The Archangel, as you do.”

Josias’ glare only turned more penetrating. “You must’ve set sail for Crucis moons ago. Let me guess – it was the day you learned my father died.”

He wasn’t wrong. That was indeed the day we’d started putting this venture together while at port in Wahi, Alanya’s western-most city. The Sirmian victory against the Crucians at the Syr Darya only made our want more urgent. Like the dusk, opportunity waits for no man.

“The fierce old lion had finally fallen,” he continued, “and you figured you’d find a mewling cub on the throne. Sorry to disappoint you, but Crucis is not some whore to be purchased with gleaming elephants. Not while a Saturnus sits this chair. Micah may have bought you this meeting, but there is no price high enough for the Holy Imperium itself.”

“I am not asking for the Holy Imperium, Your Glory, just a plot of land.”

“’Your Glory’,” Josias lifted his feet so that his soles were facing us, “that is a Seluqal manner of address. Have you been in the east so long that you’ve confused yourself? Do you think we are the same as those whored-out kingdoms?” He snickered and shook his head. “It seems the priest in you was lost at sea. All that I see before me is a man with no loyalties, who wishes to do business in my dominion as if he were a landed lord. You think you can awe me with your treasure ships such that I would grant you a domain equal to that of only the most ancient families, whose blood goes back to the time of the apostles? Whose blood has watered the very soil they tend?”

I could smell his stinking feet, though given the distance between us, I must’ve imagined it.

“We just want to practice our trade in an adequate space. Nothing more.”

“‘Adequate space.’” Josias stood suddenly. “Let me teach you something before I expel you from my sight. My father ruled as long as he did because he understood balance. The lords have land, but they cannot have ships nor armies. The warriors have armies and ships, but they cannot have land — and even ships I will forbid them, going forward, lest Micah’s folly be repeated by another ambitious cur. The merchants have ships, but they cannot have land nor armies. You each have your boundaries and must remain within them. Only I, as Imperator, may have it all.”

“I understand, but⁠—”

“It has come to my knowledge that the Company controls a vast territory in the highlands. You are like a perched-up dog salivating at a juicy piece of meat on the ground. I will not be leered at from the mountains by profiteers suffering delusions of grandeur. You will hand over your domains to the imperial army.”

We’d fought for moons against the Black Front to conquer that territory. Handing it over was not in question.

“We paid in blood for that land,” I said. “You say that Crucian blood is a priceless thing. Well so is ours.”

I wanted to walk away. Out the door. Back to the woody comforts of the Sea Mountain.

But I was no coward. I’d faced down sultans and nawabs. I could stand and face an Imperator.

“Are you refusing me?” Josias took a single step closer. “I will ask one more time, and only one more time. Hand over your domains in the highlands to the imperial army.”

I looked him straight in his bright brown eyes. “We will not.”

He turned his back. “Henceforth, the Sargosan East Islands Company may no longer make port in Hyperion. I will be sending an auditor to your offices in Sargosa, to ensure the proper amount of taxes have been paid, beginning from the date of the Company’s founding. I hope your documents are in order.”

“Sargosa wasn’t even a Crucian client when the Company was founded,” I said in disbelief.

“Sargosa has been a Crucian client from the time its very first stone was laid. You are my servants, nothing more. When my army marches into the highlands, we’ll make sure you never forget it.”

It sounded like he wanted to destroy us. We could’ve made him the richest king on earth. But this barefoot fool had made his choice clear.

Now it was our turn to show him the consequences of choosing wrong.
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MICAH


We arrived at Hyperion’s outskirts hungry and tired, the sun sinking into the western plains.

The Gate of Grass faced the grasslands of the southeast, which gorged on the waters of Partam’s Harbor. The metal gate, ten horses in width and five in height, was raised and unguarded, inviting all to enter.

We got stuck in the crowd. It smelled of unwashed skin and wafting gutters. Of the four districts of Hyperion, we were in the Feet. The Head was where the Imperator resided, the Heart the home of the Ethos Church, and the Hand a haven for lords, dukes, and exarchs.

Everyone else lived here, in the Feet, though it wasn’t as bad as it sounded. It had its nice parts and its not-so-nice parts. The buildings sprawled in uneven ways, often cutting off streets, because folks built in the Feet whatever they wanted, wherever they wanted. So long as you didn’t step on someone’s toes, you were free to do as you liked with the plots you rented, permits from the imperial councilors be damned. The port was here, too; bright sails adorned the eastern horizon.

I liked the Feet. I’d enough youthful memories of the place to comfort me in bad times. I also knew which inns had bed bugs crawling on the sheets and bloodstains on the walls, and I knew which inns didn’t. Problem was, we had no money for either.

“We can sell this.” Mara showed me her bracelet. Elephants went round her thin wrist, each gilded, tiny sapphires in their eyes. “Vasco gave it to me. Said it was a gift from some nawab, so it must be worth something decent.”

I’d never met a nawab, but I’d seen the treasure vaults of the Doge of Dycondi. It was said his vaults contained jewels plucked from the fire of stars. This bracelet wouldn’t be out of place among the haul we’d seized from him.

We sought a jeweler. Had to walk to the nice part of the Feet, which pushed up against the high wall that separated it from the Head. Took an hour to make it that far across town, and by then, the four of us were ready to drop onto the street. Princip got a lot of strange looks; not often you see a ten-year-old with a matchlock strapped to his back. At least, not here. Wasn’t an uncommon thing among the Rubadi tribes in the borderlands.

We found a stall dripping with freshly polished jewels and metals. The salesman spoke with a steely Sempurian accent. A dozen men in plainclothes, each holding a crossbow, guarded the storefront. The sign said Dukas and Sons.

I let Mara do the bartering while I waited with the children. I was good at taking, not trading, and selling trinkets at the market was a woman’s job. She returned from the jeweler with leather bags of gold, silver, and copper coins.

I picked out a gold coin. Josias’ face stared back at me, the four eyes of Cessiel behind him. He held the Imperator’s scepter to his breast in a feeble pose.

The coin itself felt lighter than I was used to. “Must be a half-weight solidus,” I said. “I swear, these coins get lighter by the year.”

“It’s the new standard.” Mara put the leather bags in a pouch she’d bought from the jeweler. “And you’re to blame.”

Of course I was. My wars had consumed more gold than the Exarchate of Sempuris mined in ten years.

“I was winning,” I said. “We lost because of Heraclius.”

“What were you winning, exactly?”

“Our rightful land. Unlike gold, you can’t mine more of it. You can’t buy it from a stall. You can only earn it with blood.”

“And in the end, what did you earn with all that blood you spilled?”

I did not like her mocking tone nor the contemptuous way she looked at me. But Mara was not one of my soldiers. I could not smack her into line.

“Nothing,” I admitted.

A laughing group of sailors passed by, smelling of sweat and salt, their swollen pouches swinging at their sides.

“That’s not true. Your bloodletting bought enough grief for two continents. Don’t sell yourself sho—” Mara’s eyes went wide. “Where are the children?”

I turned to look behind me. They’d just been standing there, and now they weren’t. I looked up and down the street, but couldn’t spot them amid the crowds.

“Ana! Princip!” Mara shouted in panic.

“Shh,” I said. “Don’t draw attention.”

She ignored me. “Ana! Princip!”

I hurried to check the alleys and adjoining streets. Ugh. Children were such unpredictable, slippery things. I ran down a side street and almost collided with a priest who was browsing a stall which sold holy trinkets. A black lump of metal caught my eye. It reminded me of my gunmetal arm.

“Ana! Princip!” Mara would not stop.

I ran down another side street, this one for tailors. Robes and gowns of every pattern and material, from the softest silk to the harshest wool, adorned the wooden mannequins that straddled the walkway like an ambushing army.

I pushed past the shoppers, not minding my rudeness. At the end of the street, I spotted the boy and girl. Ana was holding the hem of a dress while Princip stood nearby and looked into the street as if he were her guard.

Mara hurried over from the alleyway.

“I swear to the Archangel.” Sweat covered Mara’s reddened forehead and cheeks. “Have you not caused me enough pain, already?”

Ana kept silent, her gaze still on the dress.

“Don’t wander off,” I added. “Vasco likely has men trailing us. They could pull you off the street.”

“I can correct my daughter just fine.” Mara clutched the nearby wall to keep herself from falling. “Can we just go find somewhere to sleep?”

But Ana clung to the dress. “We’ve got solidus to spare, don’t we? This one is my size.”

“Have you lost all sense?” Mara said. “What did I do to deserve a daughter as vain as you?”

The light left Ana’s face. “Sorry, Mama.” She let go of the hem, as sullen as I’d ever seen anyone. “I don’t know what came over me. I saw all the wooden statues wearing these outfits and… sorry.”

Perhaps she’d never been in a city so dazzling. They could admire more of it tomorrow, after we’d gotten some rest.

“I know a place, not too far,” I said. “Feather beds. Fresh olives and goat cheese for breakfast. There’s a public bath down the street, too.” At least, that was how I remembered it. I’d not been back in half a decade.

“Sounds like Paradise.” Mara wiped the sweat off her cheeks with her sleeve. “Let’s go before I fall down and die.”

All seemed as I remembered, except when they informed us they no longer served breakfast because olives cost five times what they did last year, and goat cheese could not be sourced anywhere in the Feet.

We paid for one room and stable space for our horses. Mara, Ana, and Princip slept on the bed while I enjoyed the floor. Sleep took us all without delay. I dreamed of a rain, each drop dark as pitch, pouring in sheets upon my galleon, the Watersteel. Edmar, Zosi, Berrin, Aicard, Orwo – the rain drowned my friends.

I awoke shaking. The waning moon stared at me through the window. Mara, Ana, and Princip were still asleep, their limbs tangled oddly on the bed.

“What the fuck am I doing?” I whispered to myself.

I wasn’t responsible for these three. They hated me, anyway. I ought to just walk away, right now. Find a ship to take me anywhere else.

I sacrificed everything for the Imperium, and the Imperium hated me. What was left for me here?

But I was too tired to move. My groin and behind ached from the hard riding. So I drifted to sleep once more, anger and sadness stewing in my chest.

I dreamed of Aschere, Elly, and Princip in the desert. It rained bones, and they drowned within them.

I awoke shaking, again. The light of false dawn painted the sky a somber blue. Ana and Princip were asleep, but Mara was not there.

I hurriedly stood. I left the room and glanced up and down the hall.

Mara sat on a chair at the far end, facing the window. Her eyes were watered, as if she’d been crying.

“You are a noisy sleeper.” She dried her nose with her sleeve.

I sat across from her. “Hope I didn’t wake you.”

“Annoying habit, rising with the birds. They hammer it in you at the convent.”

“I’m going to look for food. I’ll be quick about it. Go back inside and lock the door.” I opened my palm. “I’ll need a few coppers. Or maybe even a silver, given how bad things are.”

“I think you’ve done enough.” She gave me a fierce glare.

She must’ve known Vasco would capture her and the children if I weren’t around. He had floating eyes on the pursuit, and plenty of men to command. I could not leave them except for short bursts.

“You’re not safe.”

“We are not yours to protect.”

I stayed silent. She was right, and I could not explain myself to myself, let alone her.

“You used Princip to aid in your escape,” she continued, “and he insisted that you bring me and my daughter. Understandable, and I am glad enough to be free. But now? Why are you still here?”

“Maybe I’ve nowhere to go.”

“You aren’t helping us out of the holiness of your heart.” Mara shook her head. “You’re hiding your true intention.”

“You’re hiding a lot of things, too.”

“Yes, because I’ve no reason to trust you.”

“And I’ve no reason to trust you.”

“This is going nowhere.”

I sighed. There were too many stories to tell about too many things. Too many reasons hiding behind other reasons.

“Do you know who Princip’s father and mother are?” I asked.

“How do you know I’m not his mother?”

“You mother him, but you’re not his mother. I can tell the difference.”

A door down the hall opened, and a sailor with the scars of a scurvy rash across his nose and cheeks stepped out. He walked down the stairs.

Mara crossed her arms and gazed at the floor. “I don’t know who his parents are. He was just another orphan we raised at the convent.”

My understanding of their story was like a fresco filled with faded patches. “The convent… do you mean the same one we were all in?”

Mara nodded.

“What happened to the other sisters and orphans?” I asked.

“The Black Front sold most of them to Rubadi slavers.”

“Why didn’t they sell you three?”

“Princip impressed them with his accuracy, so they kept him around.” Mara glanced away. “I… I lay with their commander, so he kept me around. And of course, I insisted he not sell Ana.”

“I get it. Vasco is Ana’s father, right?”

“Do you think I sleep with half the men in Crucis? Of course he’s her father. But only by blood. He wouldn’t care if she dropped off the waterfall at the edge of the earth.”

What a strange thing to hear. “He doesn’t have any affection for her?”

“He has more affection for his Kashanese horse.” Mara clutched her own wrist. I could still see the imprint of the bangle she’d sold. “He gave me that trinket. And he told me that once I came around, there was a ship filled with treasure waiting for me. You know what he gave Ana?” Mara opened her empty hands. “Not even a spare glance, nor an empty word.”

He sounded like a cunt. I’d judged him right, at least. “What do you mean by ‘came around?’”

She looked away again. “Once I’d joined him, I-I think.”

“Well why didn’t you? Why are you running from a man who’ll give you a treasure ship?”

A rooster hollered, somewhere far. Normally, there’d be a choir of them come the dawn. But this rooster sang alone.

“He is a cruel beast, and I am sick of cruelty.” Mara shuddered. “The Black Front commander… when Vasco’s company took over the convent, the same night you showed up, he cut the man’s…” She looked down at my crotch.

“Go on.”

“He cut it off and fed it to him, while I watched.” Mara’s arm shook. She grabbed her wrist to steady it. “Knowing that another man had touched me, he was hot with rage. I had not seen him in fifteen years. Not since he’d put a child in me, when I was my daughter’s age, and then left us to fend for ourselves. What right does he think he has over me?”

I sighed, short and heavy. “The right of might.”

“Perhaps it’s a mercy you killed my husband in Dycondi. Otherwise, who knows what Vasco would’ve done to him.” Mara’s eyes watered.

I doubted the thought made her feel any better.

“You don’t seem impressed.” So much venom in her words.

“Impressed?”

“All of Crucis knows what you did to the Sirmian Shah’s family. You boasted so proudly of it to Red Jon. But feeding a man his own genitals — that’s too tame for the great Micah the Metal.”

I closed my eyes and heard the screams of Murad’s wives and children in the garden I’d watered with their blood.

“It’s all right.” Her voice turned tender. Almost motherly. “I am cruel, too.” She sobbed and covered her eyes, but the tears slid down her wrists. “The things I said to my own daughter… I should burn in hell.”

“You mean earlier, when she’d wandered off and panicked us, all for a dress?”

Mara nodded as she wiped her tears with her sleeve. I recalled what she’d said to Ana: “Have you not caused me enough pain, already? What did I do to deserve a daughter as vain as you?”

“She’s at that age, isn’t she?” I said, mostly clueless about what young girls were like. All I could do was recall my own youth. “She sees the world as a shiny thing. We all did, once.”

“You’re right. What happened was not her fault.”

What, exactly, wasn’t her fault?

A sudden realization wormed its way into my brain as I watched Mara dry more tears. She felt not just pain, but shame. What she’d said to her daughter was not merely meant to scold, but to wound.

“When you told me about your husband the other day, one thing kept me wondering. Dycondi… it’s not on the route from Nysiba to Kios.” My mouth had become dry. “Why was your husband there the day I attacked?”

“She liked a flower that grew there. She saw them in a book we found lying around. Yellow tulips. He wanted to bring some home for her.”

So I’d gotten a good man killed. A man who loved so dearly a daughter that wasn’t his. We needed more men like that in this world, and fewer like me.

Ana must’ve blamed herself. And Mara blamed Ana. A fifteen-year-old girl should not be carrying so much guilt, her own and others.

“Mara… blame me all you want for that. But the girl…” The words caught in my throat as I shook my head. “Buy her that dress.”

Mara laughed. It was sweet, like the plucking of a harp. “I should. And maybe Princip will want something, too. They should enjoy the world while they still see it as a ‘shiny thing’, before grief washes the colors away.” She turned serious again. “Tell me, what do you know about his parents?”

I thought of Kevah aiming down the barrel of his gun, doing his best to shoot me dead in Labyrinthos.

“His father is a janissary loyal to the Shah of Sirm.”

“How do you know this?”

“It is too long a story to tell. But I know. I know.”

Mara nodded as if she believed me. “And his mother?”

How to describe Aschere? How to portray her at her best?

I couldn’t find the words. I just stared at Mara, my tongue in knots.

“His father would treasure him,” I said. “His father is a good man.” Aicard had mentioned how much Kevah had mourned Elly’s death. He’d loved my daughter. He would love his own son.

It was the least I could give him for taking Elly away.

“Do you mean to take Princip to Sirm?” Mara asked.

I stared out the window. The sun bulged above the horizon, a distant and dim thing. It was now bright enough to see Partam’s Bay reflecting the glistening, red dawn.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Perhaps you should speak to the boy.”

I nodded. “Let me find us all some breakfast, first.” I held out my hand. “Give me extra silver, if you would. I want to run a quick errand.”

Mara returned to her room and locked the door. I would stay within sight of the inn; in all likelihood, Vasco had someone following us, and they were in this city. Perhaps even in the inn. If someone did try to break the door down, Princip would shoot his gun, and I’d know to come running back.

A catch of tuna had just arrived at a nearby market, but the cost shocked me. Even with the solidi we’d earned from the bangle, we would not be eating as well as when we were Vasco’s prisoners. He hadn’t been feeding Mara his princely meals, though. I’d have to ask her about that. Though she’d divulged much to me, I could not fathom why Vasco would poison and starve the woman he pined for.

I got two-day old bread for the normal price of fresh bread. Half the quantity, too. There wasn’t any mold, so it was edible, especially with honey or cheese. I found a man selling olive oil, and decided it would do.

“Anyone you know of who trades in information?” I asked the olive-oil seller, a bald fellow with stumpy fingers.

“What kind of information?”

“About what’s going on in the wider world.”

“Which part?”

“The east.”

He gestured to a man down the lane who was standing under a purple, star-patterned awning and polishing the knick-knacks for sale on his table. “Damian’s a talker. Won’t even charge you. But buy something, else he’ll sell you lies.”

I walked over to the man’s stall. I couldn’t even name most of the contraptions he had for sale. The golden etchings on the flute were eastern, as were the designs on the jeweled rings he had on display.

“These belonged to a pair of Ejazi pirate princes.” He pointed at the rings. “They hid a chest bursting with sapphires on an island east of Nixos. See those?” He pointed to the fake sapphires on the rings. “They’ll glow like blue stars should you sail near. And the closer you get, the fiercer the light. It’ll lead you right to their hidden haul.”

I decided to humor him. “How’d such marvels end up under your awning?”

“Curiosities find their way to my shop the way a river finds the ocean.” He chuckled. His teeth were filled with as many holes as his story. “Should’ve come yesterday.”

“Why is that?”

“Sold my last piece of the body of the Archangel.”

“Body of the Archangel?”

“Haven’t heard the stories? It’s as wild a tale as any.”

I put a silver down on the table and pointed to the flute.

“My friend, this flute belonged to Shah Alam himself, father of Shah Babur of Kashan. He liked to play it while feeding the peacocks in his pleasure garden. They’d dance for him when he did.”

“I very much doubt that.” I put another silver on the table. “But you do paint a fine picture. Tell me, what is this ‘body of the Archangel’ that you speak of?”

Damian took the two silver coins and slid the flute closer to me. “I take it you just came down from some monastery in the highlands, else you would know by now. Those come from the east been bringing these black pieces over, saying it’s the body of our lord himself.” He lowered his voice. “They say that above Angelfall, the Archangel showed himself, and gave of himself, too.”

What a strange story, but I’d witnessed even stranger during my time in Kostany.

“So those black metal pieces are the body of the Archangel?” I asked.

“Don’t go spouting it was Damian who told you so. The priests say it’s heresy, and I need my tongue. But if you want some of it, come back tomorrow.”

I would have to do just that. “Tell me, of all the tales you’ve heard, did anyone sing of a janissary named Kevah?”

Damian raised his eyebrow and smiled. “Ah, I’ve heard this name. A great warrior of Sirm. They say he put on a mask and became a magus.”

“What else do they say?”

“They say he chased a ghost into Labyrinthos. They say he’s still chasing her, his long lost love, and that his skin will rot off his bones before he finds her.”

“So no one’s seen him since?”

Damian chuckled. “A man who walks into Labyrinthos is never seen again.”

That wasn’t true. I’d walked in and he was seeing me, now. But perhaps Kevah had not been so fortunate.

“A terrifying tale,” I said.

“I’m glad you like it. What’s your name, friend?”

“M-Malak. Would you save some of the body of the Archangel for me?”

“Better come quickly.” He smiled his hole-filled smile. “There are those who won’t eat for a week to get a crumb of the stuff. I won’t be able to save it for long.”

I gave the flute to Princip. The four of us devoured the bread and olive oil. It tasted like the land. Like Crucis itself.

After, we went to the baths. Princip and I enjoyed the hot pool and steam chamber. I even got a massage from a man who claimed to be a wrestler.

While I was dressing, a crier came inside, ringing a bell. He wore purple and the imperial Cessiel seal on his golden pauldrons.

“All may attend, all may attend,” he shouted in his woody voice. “A hanging at the gallows of a traitor and rapist outside Len the Apostle’s Chapel.”

Len’s Chapel sat at the center of the city, atop the wall which separated the four districts. It was where Len’s inn once stood, from the famous hymn in Angelsong, and it was only a minute’s walk from the bathhouse.

“Who’re they hanging?” I asked a rumply old man in a towel.

“The crier didn’t say.” He had a melodic Pasgardian accent. “There has not been a hanging at Len’s Chapel in years. Must be someone quite unrepentant.”

Princip sat on a bench near the entrance and blew into his flute. The notes that drifted out were sweet and hopeful, though unordered.

“You ever seen a man hanged before?” I asked.

His final note was sour. “A good way to die, they say.”

“Who says that?”

“Men who beg for death.”

Mara walked over from the women’s bath, looking a lot shinier than when she’d gone inside. She smelled of lavender.

“Did you hear?” she asked.

“Someone’s going to be hanged.” I hunched my shoulders. “A good way to die, they say.”

Ana crept out from behind her mother. She stared at me, her eyes wide and afraid.

“Not someone,” Mara said, looking far more stoic than this morning. “You.”

We hurried to the plaza facing the wall, atop which was Len’s Chapel. I almost had to toss the onlookers out of my way, so thick was the crowd.

A man stood at the gallows, one-armed and sickly. His complexion was paler than mine, but he was my reflection. The noose looked taut and tight around his neck. Once they opened the trap door he stood upon, he would surely be dead in seconds.

The crowd poured their hatred upon him, jeering and tossing rotten apples and figs. The clamor was deafening.

“Justice!” the crowd chanted. “Justice!”

I could not hear Mara over them. I put my ear against her lips.

“This is Vasco’s dark doing,” she said.

The crowd thickened, and soon enough, the four of us were stuck amid a vast tide of furious peasants, merchants, and tradesmen. I’d always known the people of Hyperion to enjoy their public entertainment to the fullest, even if it sometimes resulted in stampedes that killed dozens. Crowds this large could do far worse, in fact. Hundreds of years ago, when chariot racing was a way of life, crowds would burn the city and even topple imperators when their team lost.

I hoped those presiding over this execution wouldn’t whip this one into such a frenzy.

The door of Len’s Chapel opened. A familiar priest stepped down the stairs of the small domed building, then approached the gallows. His gray beard glistened with oil, and he was missing an ear, thanks to me. He wore a silky, cream-colored frock with the Archangel insignia of eleven wings on his flowing headdress.

Patriarch Lazar raised his hands. He was not facing us, but the onlookers on the other side of the wall: the Hand district, where the highborn lived.

Everyone quieted down.

“The decision to execute this man was not made without great reflection,” he said. “Your High Lord, Imperator Josias, Sword and Shield of the Ethos, reserves this punishment only for the blackest of hearts, which darken the very skies they walk under. This man is guilty of treason, treachery, adultery, rape, brigandry, and many more crimes that were I to list them all, the flowers in the chapel garden would wilt before I finished.”

How kind of him to omit my worst crimes: butchering the Shah’s concubines and children, and murdering my brother, Zosi, with the Blood Star’s magic.

“In this world, a man can die only once,” Lazar continued. “But in the afterlife, a man can die many deaths, each far stranger and more terrible than we can imagine. Those who have been wronged by the condemned, Micah son of Tenvan, an innkeeper from the town of Iora, will not find true justice here, but in the judging halls of Principus.”

They wouldn’t get justice here, true. Because that man was not me. How had they found such a close likeness?

Unless, this was a work of sorcery. Could that man standing at the gallows be a shapeshifter?

But the eyes truly were my likeness. Aside from the paleness of the skin, there were no obvious differences between me and him. Although I wasn’t an expert in my own appearance.

“In the name of Imperator Josias, and by my authority as Patriarch of the Church of the Ethos, I sentence this man to death by hanging. We send him now to face the Archangel’s justice.”

The trap door opened. The man’s neck snapped loudly as he dropped. Cheers erupted among the watchers on all sides of the wall.

The lifeless body of Micah, son of Tenvan from the town of Iora, swayed in the mid-morning breeze.
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VASCO


With this farce of an execution over, clouds settled over the city. It was then that I beheld a cloud star twinkling in the gray heaven.

IN THE FEET the pattern of its lights said, which told me all I needed to know. Most likely, Red Jon’s eye could not easily follow them inside the district, lest it be shot by a crossbow bolt or eaten by a sparrow.

I turned to Two Gun. “Micah and Mara are somewhere in the Feet. Go and search for them, discreetly.” I gestured to the six other men with us. “All of you.”

“Captain, you’d be on your own.” Two Gun grimaced. “I don’t fancy leaving you with these… ball diddlers.”

“I’ll be fine. And Two Gun – don’t use violence. If Micah won’t give them up, then let me convince him to. Arrange a meeting between us at Len’s Chapel. In any case, I’ll be waiting for you there.”

The priests, lords, eunuchs, and others who’d congregated to enjoy the execution now turned to marvel at the cloud star, which would likely continue blinking for a while.

“It is a sign,” some priest said. “The Archangel is pleased with us. It means we have righted the wrongs of Micah the Metal.”

I chuckled under my breath. It was no sign, just an albino profiteer and the mirrors and lenses he liked to play with.

Prayers and hymns filled the garden. Not much I could do but endure them. Turning over “Micah” had bought me standing space here, among these great men of the Imperium. And yet, it was becoming difficult to suffer their short-sightedness and stupidity.

The Imperator’s rejection was a bitter thing to swallow. If he didn’t want our golden embrace, then I would give him our worst. I would do all I could to ensure that this city starved in winter. That the lords in the Hand would be forced to gnaw on rat bones to survive. How long would they tolerate their barefoot Imperator, then?

While I was scheming, a man walked over to me. He wore a glistening purple tunic over which he’d draped an even brighter purple toga. He was trying so hard to fit in, but I could still see the imprint of Latian prayer beads in his pocket.

“Know any good dentists, Vasco?” Lal opened his mouth, revealing his alternating gold and platinum teeth. “I’ve got an ache, you see.”

“You won’t like the dentists here.”

The effete banker raised his chin. “The wine has been good, at least. But it does sour the teeth.”

“Then drink less of it.”

“I’m a nervous drinker. When I heard how Josias slapped you in the face, I downed a whole flagon. Convincing House Seth to back this venture was no easy thing. My life, the lives of my women, and the lives of my children – all serve as collateral.” He loomed his dark face near. “As is your life, and the life of your crew, and your woman and child. Do not forget it.”

I refused to blink. “Who do you think you’re talking to?”

“I’m talking to the man who made me a promise at a pleasure house in Wahi while we enjoyed a good bowl. Who swept me up in his dream of conquest not by soldiers, but by merchants. And yet, who now seems so unfocused. Who, instead of chasing that dream, spends his days chasing a woman.”

Lal was not wrong. Mara’s pursuit had consumed much of my focus. Had I put more thought into my appeal, and in understanding the man I was trying to appeal to, I could have swayed Josias.

Instead, I’d put the Company in the sight of his sanctimonious arrow. The cost to our shareholders, and the bankers like Lal who leveraged their shares, could be fatal.

“I’ve been slapped, yes,” I said. “But you know me, Lal. I don’t back down.” I remembered what Micah had told me. “Being persistent can open many locks.”

“Josias is not some strumpet you’re trying to bed.”

“Yes, he is. He’s just another strumpet. I have what he wants, he just doesn’t realize it. Give me time to make him see.”

Lal squeezed the beads in his pocket. “You have until winter, and it’s getting cold.”

Another man walked over, which prompted Lal to walk away. He wore a lavish silver mustache. When he smiled, his eyebrows and cheeks grew fat and pink.

“We have not had the pleasure.” He spoke Sargosan and showed me an open hand. “I am Rone, Exarch of Sempuris.”

I took his hand and shook it. “I am⁠—”

“Captain Vasco Dei Cruz of the East Islands Company. I did enjoy hearing your proposal yesterday.”

“You were in the hall?”

“Up in the back. I used to have a much better seat.”

Yes, he was for a time the Grand Duke of Crucis, which was like being Grand Vizier to a Shah. But after the whole Sirmian misadventure, Josias had stripped him of that position.

“You speak Sargosan rather well,” I said.

“I stole my first wife from a cherry farm over on your side of the continent.” He smiled again. Though aged, he was still soft featured behind that vast, silver mustache. “I dare say she made me the man I am. I might be all Crucian by blood, but my heart is half Sargosan.”

“I’m surprised to hear that. I’ve known Sempurians to be unwelcoming of outsiders.”

Rone let out a hmph. “Pride has always been my people’s greatest weakness. ‘Our blood flows down from Mount Damav itself,’ my father would say. Of course, he disinherited me. Refused to even kiss his half-Sargosan grandchildren.”

“Then how are you the Exarch?”

“How indeed.” He grinned. “I’ve a riddle for you. Three men are climbing the tallest mountain on earth. One begins at the base, the other in the middle, and the third just beneath the summit. Who makes it to the top?”

Never liked riddles, though this wasn’t much of one. “The man who begins at the base. He learns, the hard way, how to rise.”

Rone nodded and raised his eyebrows. “You’re the only one who’s ever said so. But that is the wrong answer.”

“Who, then?”

“The man in the middle makes it to the top. Unlike the man who begins near the summit, the man in the middle must learn how to climb. But unlike the man at the base of the mountain, he has nowhere else to go. Either he climbs, or he falls.”

“He also has a head start.”

Rone pointed his finger. “That he has.”

“You fancy yourself the man in the middle, then?

“Me?” Rone shook his head. “I am just a grandsire. And in my old age, a philosopher who enjoys sipping wine in his garden. Climbing mountains is for the young, and dare I say, foolish.”

Did he mean me?

“Speaking of mountains, I’d like you to come see Mount Damav,” he said. “Our scholars say that it is so tall and filled with fire, it eats the freezing clouds that flow down from the icelands, which is why Sempuris gets bathed in sun year-round. Even in the dead of winter, when Pendurum to the north freezes over, our villages and vineyards enjoy a warm embrace.” He grinned and raised an eyebrow. “And so does Tethys, our port city, which could use some investment.”

Now he had my interest. “I think I will come see Mount Damav. And Tethys, too, of course.”

“Splendid. You know, most of our lowlands are covered in forest. They call it the Deadwood, though it’s far more beautiful than it sounds. This time of year, the leaves turn red and gold and purple. I’ve a dazzling view of them from my estate.”

“I should like to see it.”

“Then I will tell my retainers to prepare for your arrival. It is good to make a new friend, even this late in life.”

“You can never have too many, or too late.” We shook hands again. His smile endeared as much as his words. Though he was no longer Grand Duke nor in the Imperator’s inner circle, he was eager for something.

I could only hope it was power.

If I was going west to Sempuris, I could not leave Mara behind. And yet, Micah held her in his clutches. With winter coming, and Lal’s threat made clear, little time remained to free her.

My heart rose with hope when Micah walked into Len’s Chapel. Ever reliable, Two Gun had done his duty.

Micah looked around the chapel, then noticed me at the back of the standing congregation. He wore a woolen hood, but I doubted anyone would recognize him. You don’t expect the dead to walk up to you.

Although, he was a distinctive looking fellow. Not many one-armed men that tall. And considering Heraclius had walked out of his grave, who’s to say he couldn’t?

While the priest prattled on about the Day of Reckoning and the Fountain, Micah stood next to me and asked, “How’d you do it?”

I wanted him to trust me enough to give Mara back. “You bedded Ahriyya. Well, I have a dev friend, too. Her daughter, Taurvi.”

“So it was a shapeshifter.”

“Not just a shapeshifter. The best shapeshifter.”

“What will they do with my body?”

“Morbidly curious, are we? They’ll row it out to sea and throw it overboard. And of course, it’ll come swimming back.”

Micah nodded, satisfied. “You wanted to meet me.”

“I think you know why. I saved your life. And now I’ve given you a second one. You can take any name you want and live freely wherever you want. No one comes looking for the dead. All I ask in return is that you give me my family back.”

“For a merchant, you’re not very good at presenting your wares.”

“Look, I admit I tried to use you. I didn’t help you out of the holiness of my heart, but merely to gain some advantage. But that business is over. I’m extending my hand in peace, Micah.”

“Archangel, shade us with your wings,” hymned the congregants around us. Micah’s execution had put a buzz in their voices. And yet, they were not the ones he’d wronged.

“Just one problem,” Micah said. “Your family wants nothing to do with you.”

“They are still my family. How would you feel if someone kept yours from you?”

“Oh I know the feeling. It’s a dreadful ache, and nothing can soothe it. You’ll conquer the world and won’t feel whole.”

Which was what I feared, among many things. “Have you hurt them?”

Micah laughed. It drew the attention of the man standing in front of us.

“Sorry about my friend,” I said to placate him. “Too much wine.”

The man gave Micah an unkind look, then turned away.

“You know, I am worse than what they say of me,” Micah said. “Far worse. I’ve murdered children with my own hands, and for no good reason.”

“Is there ever a good reason to murder children?”

“To ensure a smooth succession, the Sirmian shahs smother their brothers in their cribs. Who’s to say they are wrong to do it? How many thousands of lives have they saved by killing a few children?”

“Have you hurt my family?” I asked again.

“No.” He seemed sad that I’d repeated the question.

“Have you…” this thought boiled me like no other, “touched Mara?”

“Not in that way.”

Hearing that was a breeze on my ears. “Good.”

“Holy Archangel. Holy and mighty. Holy and immortal,” hymned the sheep.

“You didn’t ask if I’d touched your daughter.”

Did he want to touch my daughter? If it meant I could get Mara back, I’d let him. “Did you?”

“No.”

“Well. Good.”

“You don’t seem very relieved to hear that a vile man hasn’t raped your daughter.”

This conversation was falling fast into the gutter. It was time to strengthen my demand. “Saw something interesting while at port in Nixos. It was so interesting that I bought it. Of all the ships in my fleet, none have a name as grand as Watersteel.” I smiled at the surprise blossoming on his cheeks. “I will give you your ship back, Micah. I will even give you a crew. If you want a charter in the East Islands Company, fuck it, I’ll even grant you that. But why am I even talking? Why don’t you name your fucking price already?”

It seemed I’d reached his heart. He took a moment to chew on my offer. It would be like getting his old life back. He’d have men to command, and a ship with which to conquer other shores.

Micah looked down at me, a scowl slowly spreading across his lips. “I have met all kinds of men in the east and the west. Shahs. Imperators. Muftis. Patriarchs. Doesn’t matter – there’s always a man beneath the title. I have met men who cherish their children, and men who despise their children. But I have never met a man who looks upon his own child the way he would a stranger’s.”

I did not wish to discuss my disregard for Ana any further. “Micah, name your price. Otherwise, this will end very differently. I will kill you. For true, this time.”

“The weak and powerful alike have never ceased threatening to kill me, and it has never stayed me from my course.”

I gave him my best snicker. “And what is your course? Why does it involve keeping Mara from me?”

He looked up at the ceiling. A recently refreshed mosaic of Servantium and his wing-filled eyes looked back.

“I have seen a seething star spit out a green fireball that burned a whole army alive,” Micah said. “I have seen a floating coffin the size of a castle, filled with creatures that even nightmares forbid.” He looked down at me. “But the worst thing I have ever seen was my sword as it pierced my daughter’s neck. The horror in her eyes as she realized she was breathing her last, bloody breaths. And how suddenly that final spark of life left her cold.” His voice had cracked.

I could seize on this powerful emotion, like any good salesman. “Do you want to see her again?”

“What?”

“Jon can send you back. To a time and place when you were with her. Even if such a time never was, by his runes, it can become real.”

“I don’t want your fucking blood magic anywhere near me.” He raised his voice, and now even the priest was looking our way. “You are not the man to watch over Mara, Ana, and Princip.”

“You cannot steal another man’s family and make it yours.”

“I’m not stealing anything. I will bring them to safety. And then I will gladly walk the gallows. I’ll even tie the fucking rope myself.”

So many were staring at us now. Micah backed away and hurried out of the chapel. I rushed after him, but he was already heading down the stairs into the Feet.

Sempuris’ fairer shore and the promises of its Exarch called to me, but I could not leave Mara with Micah the Metal. It was time to make one more attempt to free her. By force. But not the kind of force that earthly means could overcome.

I fingered my eye patch, behind which hid the greatest gift my journey beyond the Sea Mists had given me.

My star-seeing eye would soon gaze at the stars. The question was, what would gaze back?
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Seven men in plainclothes followed us through the city. They even booked a room at the same inn. They all wore swords and daggers, and the leader hung two guns on his belt. How impractical.

“His name is Antonio,” Mara said as the four of us enjoyed bowls of lamb stew without lamb. The peas and tomatoes had lost their flavor, having sat in the sun for days. No spices to give it excitement, either.

“Is he good with his two guns?” I asked.

“The Black Front would say so, considering how many of them he shot dead.”

Vasco had dangerous and capable men in his employ. If we took our eyes off Ana or Princip, even for a moment, they could snatch them and get lost in the maze of alleys and streets.

“What did Vasco tell you?” Mara asked, soup dripping from her lips.

“He offered me a ship. My ship.”

“It’s more than we can offer.” She turned to Princip. “Don’t slurp. It is rude.”

The boy had put his spoon to the side and stuck half his face into his bowl. He stopped slurping, at least.

“Why aren’t you eating?” Mara asked her daughter. The girl hadn’t even picked up her spoon.

“The tomatoes are rotten,” Ana said.

“They’re not rotten, just old. They don’t pick them fresh here like in the highlands. Go on and eat.”

“You can’t command me to eat if I don’t want to.”

A clamor erupted on the other side of the tavern. Two men wrestled a third to the ground. The yellow apples he’d clutched rolled across the floor. One stopped near my boot.

“Summon a guard,” someone said. I wondered how the imperials punished thievery these days. For a few apples, a good lashing would do, I felt.

“People are risking life and limb for an apple,” Mara said to her daughter. “And you would refuse your meal, which I paid for?”

Princip put his empty bowl down on the table, then belched. He wiped his chin with his sleeve.

“You didn’t pay for it,” Ana said. “My father did.”

“He’s not your father.”

“All my life, you told me he was dead.”

“I wish he was.”

I eyed Antonio sitting at the bar with a beer mug in hand. When he caught me staring, he raised it in a mocking toast.

Eventually, we would make a mistake. I feared for Ana, especially. If our pursuers captured her, Vasco could use her against Mara. Since he had no regard for his own daughter, I didn’t want to imagine what he’d do to her to bring Mara under his thumb.

The man had a mysterious abyssal eye. He had an army and a fleet. He had a blood mage.

I didn’t even have a second hand.

“I cannot protect you three alone,” I admitted.

Mara and Ana stopped arguing and turned to face me.

“You need the aid of someone more powerful,” I said. “Go to the Heart and seek refuge at the Cathedral of Partam the Apostle.”

Mara shook her head. “You think Vasco can’t bribe half the clergy with his gold and rubies?”

“Half, yes. But the other half will protect you.”

“No, they won’t.” Mara gazed away, bitterness in her voice. “They could not even protect their own from being sold into slavery by the Black Front. They could have purchased the freedom of my fellow sisters and the children we cared for, but they let themselves be outbid by the Rubadi. There is no safety for us in the shade of the Ethos.”

She was not wrong. But they could not live like this. They needed to escape Vasco’s grasp, and yet he was like a giant looming over us.

“I will go to him.” Mara’s eyes seemed so empty. “I will give myself up. But first, I must see that Princip and Ana are cared for, somewhere.”

“No.” Ana took her mother’s arm. “Mama, don’t leave us.”

“I go where you go,” Princip said.

Vasco would cage Mara and treat her like a golden pigeon. That was bad enough, but what would happen to Princip and Ana? They would endure indignities or would be discarded, and Mara would bend to spare them from Vasco’s manipulations, until she’d break.

I could not watch them give themselves over to such a cruel fate. I’d had enough of fate’s cruelties.

“Wait.” I put my hand up to silence their arguing. “What about the High Castle?”

“The man’s entire reason for being here is to take over the High Castle,” Mara said.

“How do you know?”

“Vasco’s a braggart. He’d come to the room where he’d jailed me and talk about himself as if we were old friends, no matter how much I told him to shut up and leave me alone. And the thing he talked about most was his wonderful plan to take over the Imperium and ‘save it from itself.’”

“Easy thing to dream, much more difficult to do,” I replied. “Doesn’t matter how much gold you have, there are some things that cannot be bought. Within the High Castle are men blooded to be loyal to the Imperator, and him alone.”

And yet, it was an excubitor who’d poisoned Heraclius. No one was truly loyal. All men had holes in their hearts that they’d sacrifice anything to fill, even their honor.

“We can’t just show up at the High Castle begging for a room.” Mara sighed. She sounded tired in many ways.

“You can’t,” I said. “Unless you have something they want.”

“What could I possibly have that they want?”

I chewed a slice of garlic, then sipped some broth. “The truth. About Vasco and the aims of the East Islands Company. And about one thing in particular — their reliance on sorcery.”

“You wish for the Inquisition to go after them?”

“If Vasco is vying for power in the High Castle, he’ll have as many enemies as he does friends. All we need do is give his enemies a cudgel and watch as they bludgeon him for us. And the Inquisition is quite the cudgel.”

“We could end up the ones bludgeoned. It is a dangerous game.”

I gestured to Two Gun Anton, who was sipping his beer and watching us. “One we’re already playing.”

We stopped at Damian’s stall. To my dismay, he did not have any body of the Archangel to sell.

“You said you’d save some for me.” I gave him a wry smile filled with disappointment. “I’m assuming you got an offer you couldn’t refuse.”

“Actually, imperials have outlawed its sale and ownership. They’re confiscating every shred.”

“You and I both know that’ll only drive up its price. You really going to say ‘no’ to a big bag of gold?”

“I’m the most law-abiding man in town. Besides, I’ve been in the catacombs below Partam’s. Never getting locked up in there again.”

No doubt, then; the body of the Archangel was the same metal that had forged my dark arm. It could withstand a bullet ball shot at close range. The imperials must’ve realized the metal’s use.

“I do have other wares.” With an eager smile, Damian gestured at a brass mask that featured star-patterned edges. “This was a magus’ mask. He had a falling out with his fellow magus over a, uh, sensitive theological issue. The two dueled upon a mountain top, the forces of lightning against the forces of water.” Damian turned to Princip. “Tell me, boy. In a battle of lightning against water, who wins?”

Princip thought about it for a moment. “Water.”

“Your son’s a smart one.” Damian’s smile widened. “Water swallows lightning. That’s why the only safe place to be during a storm is deep beneath the sea.” He pointed again at the brass mask. “The water magus struck the lightning magus with a tidal wave and flung him off the mountain. All that remained near his shriveled body was this mask.”

I wanted to applaud the man for crafting such an exciting tale. Princip’s glow showed how much he enjoyed it.

The mask would be a good way to disguise myself, so I paid a few silver for it. Mara bought her daughter a fake emerald necklace. Damian claimed the stones were plucked from the eyes of a fabled eastern creature called a simurgh. The man had better stories than he had wares, that was certain.

We took an early rest. While Mara and the children slept, I kept my head against our door and listened to the goings on in case anyone tried to creep our way.

“Don’t go to the Inquisition.”

At first, I thought it was Mara who’d said it. But it was Ana, sitting up in bed and looking my way.

“Why not?”

She sat across from me. She showed me the side of her face, where burns began at her lower cheek and trailed down her neck.

“Are you saying they did that?” I asked.

She nodded.

“I don’t understand. Why would the Inquisition hurt you?” Of course, there was something Mara was not telling me. I glanced at the bed to make sure she was asleep. Her eyes were shut and her mouth hung open, spittle dangling in one corner.

“They did this because they suspected my mother to be an Emigrant.”

An Emigrant… they were people who claimed they’d lived a past life, and that they had memories of it. It was considered one of the greatest heresies and a crime against the Ethos.

Someone had once told me that Aicard was an Emigrant. But when Aicard denied it, I did not pursue the matter, lest he fall afoul of the Inquisition. The last thing I wanted were priests persecuting my men, whether for reasons right or wrong.

“Mother would not admit it,” Ana said. “But the inquisitor did not believe her. He tried other ways to get her talking. He tied a cloth around her mouth and poured wine on it. But nothing worked. So he… he took me and… and pressed my face against the coal burner.”

“How old were you?”

“Old enough to remember it well.”

“I am sorry such a thing happened.”

She shut her eyes but could not shut out her tears. “You don’t understand. The inquisitor… it was him.”

“Him?” My throat went dry. “You mean… Vasco?”

She nodded.

My arms shook with anger. Had I known he’d done such a thing when I’d met him earlier, I would’ve cracked his head against the wall of Len’s Chapel. “Your own father⁠—”

“She never told me. I only found out the night he came to the convent, same night that you did. He looked at me and recognized the girl he’d put to the burner. And I recognized him as the inquisitor who’d done this to me. And he said… he said nothing.”

Mara had mentioned they hadn’t seen Vasco since the day he’d “put a child” in her. But that was a lie. Vasco had come back to them, some years after Ana was born, as an inquisitor. And now he’d come back a third time, like a repeating nightmare.

It was obvious Mara wanted to protect her daughter from knowing that her own father had scarred her so. Telling Ana that her father was dead wouldn’t save her from the burns he’d left on her face, but it would save her from an even more scarred heart.

“Your father is an evil man,” I said. “Were you the angel Cessiel herself, he would have done what he’d done. You were innocent.”

Ana nodded, but I knew my words could not so easily wash away the pain she felt.

“Was your father a good man?” she asked. “He was an innkeeper, right? I remember they mentioned it at your execution.”

“He was a good man.” I gave her a nod. “But not perfect. In a way, I became what I became because of him.”

“How so?”

“It’s not a story for children.”

“I am no child. I am fifteen, a woman fully grown.”

That was true. She was due some respect. She certainly wasn’t getting any from her parents. “He loved us, my father. Would read to my brothers and me from Angelsong, every night. But providing was not easy. There were many winters when we had to pretend we were supping on lamb. My mother would try to help by selling a few things, now and then. She’d hitch a ride over to Hyperion and put up a stall right here, in the Feet.

“One day, some high lord was passing by and… let’s just say he held a fondness for married, lowborn women. Easy for a man like that to dazzle my mother. My father found out about their affair, and as you would expect, it drove him into a deep melancholy. He took his sadness out at the dice tables. Lost a lot of money. It was the first time in his life he couldn’t pay his dues.

“Around that time, the baron who held the deed on our land had just died. Of course, his son became the new baron. To show his strength, he made an example of my father. Hired brigands to steal all he had, burn down our inn, and stab him dead. To the judge, he could say his hands were clean, that it was just brigands who’d done it, but we all knew it was him.

“They killed a good man that day.” I chuckled sadly. “And a wicked one was born.”

Ana looked at me with pity I did not deserve. “Is it… true that you raped the Imperator’s daughter?”

I shook my head. “No. But I did worse.”

“Are there any good men in this world?”

“Yes. The man who raised you.”

“But he’s no longer here.”

The Ruthenian, Kevah, was a good man. But perhaps he was no longer here, either. Labyrinthos must’ve swallowed him. I could not bring Princip to a ghost.

“What do you think we should do?” I asked.

“Finally, someone asks my opinion.” Ana smiled in good humor. “I think we should leave and go far away.”

“Where do you want to go?”

“How about the Silklands? It’s as far away as can be, right? I read about it in my flower book. And did you know that their Emperor forbids the East Islands Company from trading at their ports?”

Why would a flower book describe the Silklands in such detail? I decided not to ask. “I had a friend from there, once. Cleverest man I ever knew. What you’re saying makes a lot of sense. Only problem is, how do we travel to the other end of the earth?”

I knew a way. The darkest place I’d ever been in could connect one end of the earth to the other in ways we did not understand.

But Aschere was not here to hold our hands through Labyrinthos. And the Fallen Angels toll their roads.

“We could take a ship,” Ana said. “But we may never make it there.”

“That’s the problem. Because of the blood plague in Himyar and Labash, we can’t sail to the Silklands the long way. We’d have to go through Alanya’s great canal, which begins in Wahi and ends in Dorud. And guess who has stuffed the purses of everyone along that route?”

“The East Islands Company.”

The Seluqal House of Alanya was far more money-minded than their northern cousins. They’d no reservations against trading with Ethosians. But if anyone could destroy the Company, it was whoever controlled the canal between Dorud and Wahi. Cut them off from that sliver of a waterway, and they’d be insolvent within moons.

Sure, our food here in the west would be blander. We wouldn’t have silk and other eastern fineries. But when you become addicted to luxuries, the one who supplies them is your overlord. Centuries ago, after the demise of Basil the Breaker and the rise of Seluq the Ruinous, it was the Dycondians who became our merchant kings. I’d seen what their vast vaults contained. But the Dycondian merchant kings had not had galleons, which were like fortresses on the sea. Vasco, though, must’ve had plenty.

“I’ll figure something out,” I said to Ana. “You go back to sleep.”

“I’m not sleepy.”

“Do what you like, then.”

From how she twirled her hair, it was obvious something still weighed on her. “I think that my mother is lying.”

“About what, this time?”

“Never mind. I don’t know. Maybe you should ask her.”

How vague. Mara and I would have to talk, for sure. Whether she would tell me anything was a different question.

“Have you ever seen a play before?” Ana asked.

What a strange change of subject. At that age, my mind used to bounce around a lot, too — mostly between thoughts about hips, thighs, or tits.

“No, I have never seen a play.”

“Really?”

“They don’t put on plays in shitty little hamlets like where I grew up.” I bit my lip; I doubted Mara would like me swearing in front of her daughter. “Sorry.”

“But you’ve traveled the world, haven’t you? People used to talk about you, all the time. You really haven’t seen one?”

“Not the kind you’re referring to. But when your station rises, you notice that everyone around you is playing some part. It was not that way growing up. When you have little to give, people behave truly. But when you’ve got armies and gold falling out of your hands, suddenly everyone’s a fucking actor.” I bit my lip again. “Sorry.”

“Swear all you want, I don’t care.” She chuckled. “You know, I’d like to be an actor, someday.”

I shuddered at the thought. “Don’t tell your mother that.”

“I know they have a sordid reputation, but I think it would be fun to be someone else. Put on a mask. Totally transform.”

“I never could. I was me till the end. Perhaps that’s part of why I lost.”

“Maybe you should work on that. It’s never too late to change, right?”

I wasn’t sure, so I kept silent.

A faint whistling drifted toward us from down the hall.

I stilled to listen. It got louder.

I pressed my ear to the door. Footsteps sounded outside our room. They got closer, until whoever made them stopped at our door.

I gestured for Ana to keep silent. As quietly as I could, I picked up my sword and raised it to my belly.

I imagined that smug Two Gun standing on the other side. If he had his matchlock aimed at the door, he could pull the trigger and kill me this moment.

The man hummed a Sargosan melody. Nice voice for a killer. But as sweet as it was, every note boiled my blood.

Ana tugged on my tunic. She shook her head, terrified that I was about to stab Antonio through the door.

But why shouldn’t I? If they dragged me before a judge, I could claim it was self-defense. The man threatened me and those under my protection.

Besides, I was dead. You couldn’t convict a ghost.

While I hesitated, Antonio said, “One Arm. I’ve got two guns on you. Wherever you go, they’ll be watching.”

It took all my self-control not to stab him through the wood. What if he was baiting me? Kill me, and he’d have free reign to capture these three. Vasco would praise his two-gunned rat and toss him a big ball of cheese.

Anton’s humming woke the sleepers. Mara and Princip sat up in bed, bleary eyed. Princip yawned, then grabbed his matchlock and aimed at the door.

I preferred not to get shot by either of them, so I stepped aside.

As soon as I did, the boy fired, exploding a hole through the wood.

I followed it up by barreling through the door. The bullet had hit Two Gun in the breastplate, but the door had halted most of its force. Still, it laid Two Gun onto his back, and I took the opportunity to lunge at him.

He side-rolled out of my blade’s path, then kicked me in the shin.

I grunted from the pain, though it was not enough to make me fall. I lunged at his chest, but he back-rolled away and onto his feet. Acrobatic fucker.

Four other Sargosans ran toward me from the far end of the hall. They drew their swords and matchlocks. I figured I was dead.

Until Mara stepped forward and stood in front of me, her arms raised to shield my face.

“You’ve disturbed the peace,” she said to Antonio. “Imperial guardsmen will be here within minutes. How will you explain yourselves?”

Two Gun lunged to grab her. I lunged with my sword. He halted his momentum as soon as my blade bit his wrist. Lucky for him, the bite wasn’t deep.

“Don’t make this so fucking hard, woman,” Two Gun said, clutching the cut in his wrist.

“You’re the one making our lives hard.” Mara gritted her teeth. “Why don’t you tell your task master to go fuck himself.”

It wasn’t the most creative insult, but it showed force of will and strength, which we needed.

The bootsteps of the imperials sounded from outside. That was quick.

Two Gun cursed in Sargosan, then backstepped and bolted down the stairs. His men followed.

We weren’t going to outrun the imperials as easily. I went into the room and put on the brass mask. The straps tightened onto the back of my head and neck, keeping it in place.

“If anyone asks, I lost my arm to a bombard blast at the siege of Rastergan,” I said. “Face got badly burned, too.”

“What’s your name?” Ana asked.

“Malak,” I answered. “I am Princip’s father by blood, foster father to Ana, and husband to Mara. Is that clear?”

The three nodded.

Five imperial guardsmen garbed in plate and chain took us from the inn to a building near the gate that led into the Hand, where the lords of the Imperium resided. They charged us with disturbing the peace, but as we were a family of four, they separated us from the rabble and put us in a room of our own.

We’d have to pay a fine to the judge and pay the innkeeper for a new door. We’d also have to reimburse him for lost revenue, as the gunshot had caused the other guests to flee.

The prosecutor, who wore the purple and teal toga of an imperial judicial officer, explained it well enough while we sat on a bench in a room with a bookshelf, upon which were a few scrolls, likely hymns from Angelsong. Mara sifted through her pouch of gold coins. It was going to cost us most of them, but at least we wouldn’t be detained further.

“What caused the fight?” the prosecutor asked. He was a mouse-looking fellow with thin limbs and a well-groomed mustache.

“Scum tried to flirt with my wife,” I said.

“And you thought a bullet would shut him up.” The prosecutor laughed, then sighed. “I can’t begrudge you for that, especially with your injuries. Do you know the man’s name?”

I shook my head. “Just some scumbag at the inn.”

“Innkeep told us he was a Sargosan,” the prosecutor said. “They’re a wormy, cowardly folk. Not surprised he ran.”

Mara cleared her throat. “He is not just any Sargosan. He is an officer of the East Islands Company.”

This admission by Mara surprised me. But if she was playing some angle, it was meant to keep the children safe, and I’d have her back.

“Oh they’re a most foul bunch,” the prosecutor said. “Not so different from pirates. Profiteering is a terribly ungodly way of life. I am not surprised by this. Not in the least.”

Her hand shook. I held it to steady her — lest the prosecutor notice her nervousness — and to further convince him that we were husband and wife.

“Sir, I would like to submit a formal complaint against them,” Mara said.

She’d have to use stronger language if this was going to work. But for now, I waited to see what she would say.

“Of course, my dear.” The prosecutor took out a quill and parchment. “If you happen to know his name, I will pursue the matter with their higher ups. And if he admits his guilt in this crime, then we’ll reimburse you what you’ve paid us today.”

“The man’s name is Antonio,” she said. “Two Gun Anton to his fellow crewmates. But he is not the worst of them. Not by far.”

“What do you mean?”

Mara took a big breath. “There is a man named Jon. Beneath his toga, he wears a robe covered in bloodrunes. The man freely practices blood magic, including the use of floating eyes. And there is another man named Vasco. He can alter the orbits of daytime stars and do magic thereby.”

The prosecutor dropped his quill and his jaw. “I think I’m going to have to summon someone a little more senior.” He got up and left the room. “Excuse me a moment.”

I let go of Mara’s hand. “You did well.”

“Have I?” She covered her face with her shaking hands. “Or have I doomed us all?”
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VASCO


I commanded one of my men to ride to the convent and bring Jon here. Heath would remain with Trevor to help him recover. In a few days, we’d all be going to Sempuris. Until then, Jon and I would do nothing but focus on getting Mara back.

To starwrite, I needed to hold the hand of someone who loved me. Among my crew, there were three who did, Jon foremost among them.

Love takes many forms. Amorous or platonic. Energetic or calm. Fresh or like a fine wine. No matter the form, it is a difficult thing to earn and keep. You can be loved for your beauty, but beauty fades. You can be loved for your loyalty, but life tends to test and sever even the strongest bonds.

A soul, however, transcends all that. We loved each other in that time and place when our souls shared a home. Jon, Heath, Trevor, Mara – they were each there, with me. Only Mara refused to remember. Refused to accept that we all shared a soul sea. That we all lived on that island with the pyramids whose tops were in the clouds, and among the creatures whose limbs sank into the sea and whose heads were in the heavens.

There were others there, too. Aicard, as well as names I don’t even know. But were I to see their souls, I would recognize them. And once they remembered, they would love me, and I would love them.

The fresh bandage on Two Gun’s wrist affirmed my fears. Micah was ‘protecting’ her.

“Did the imperials see you?” I asked.

“We scurried out of there. The boots didn’t get a whiff of us.”

“Are you certain?”

“I used a fake name to book the room. Nothing leads back to the Company.”

“But they took Mara and Micah into custody?”

Two Gun nodded.

Now that was a whole new problem. Mara would be difficult, if not impossible, to free from imperial custody.

By human means.

“I told you to be discrete,” I said. “I told you not to use violence.” It was like telling a poet not to use words.

“I didn’t start the fight.”

“Are you saying Micah did? He is many things, but he is no fool.”

“And neither am I. It was the boy who fired first.”

“So you let a ten-year-old dictate how things would go?”

“That ten-year-old laid Trevor low.”

“And are you so eager to join him on the sick bed?” I shook my head. “You know what I think? I think you goaded them. I could consider it an act of disobedience. I could have you reprimanded, on the books.”

He looked at me sideways. “And what about you, Captain?”

“What about me?”

He gazed at the floor. “Forget it.”

“No. I want to hear it. What about me, Antonio?”

“Is one woman more important than the Imperium? Because it sure seems like you’re distracted by a nice pair of tits.”

I steadied my breathing to keep the anger from rising too high. “I am your captain. I decide what is and isn’t important. What is and isn’t a distraction.” I could not help but raise my voice. Were we at sea, I’d have sniffed mutiny in his words. “Next time, you’ll be more precise in your methods. Is that clear?”

“Clear.”

“’Yes, Captain, it is clear.’”

“Yes, Captain, it’s clear.”

“Good. Now go cool off at a brothel. I’ll summon you when I need you.”

Jon would arrive soon. The fewer witnesses to our dark doings, the better.

I left the lodging the imperials provided me in the High Castle and relocated to an inn in the Hand. I chose this inn because it was also a brothel, and not the one Two Gun and the others frequented. Brothel owners knew how to be discreet and not betray their guests to the imperials.

I figured the Imperator had people watching me, so I traveled through the catacombs. Hundreds of years ago, the catacombs were a district all their own: the Soul, they called it. Thousands lived within, enjoying a freer existence than they would above ground.

The story goes that a Fallen Angel emerged from the depths. It sang a song of darkness, and those who heard turned mindless and could not help but follow it. The Fallen Angel led those who followed her, most of them children, lower through the winding ways until they reached Labyrinthos itself. None were ever seen again.

After that, few were brave enough to live down here. The Soul has been a husk ever since.

But still useful: one of my missions for the Company, back when I’d first joined, was to smuggle opium through the city. The catacombs proved excellent for that, so I knew the underground route between the Head and the Hand.

The Hand was as lovely a district as you’d find anywhere. Gorgeous, red-roofed villas lined the cobbled streets, placed on a perfect grid. Most had a private bath, though the public ones were clean and lacked no amenity. The markets were less crowded than the Feet’s and overflowed with fine brocade and spices from the East Islands, shipped to these ungrateful souls by our Company.

The brothels also lacked for nothing. Women from as far as the Silklands danced on the stages. The particular establishment I stayed at liked to put on lewd plays that even exarchs would attend. The feature for today was called The Sultan and His Step Sister. Crucians loved to portray easterners as decadent, and yet seemed so enraptured by the very decadence they despised.

If there was one word to describe Crucians, it would be “hypocrite.” The lot of them. When a Crucian criticizes another of something, he’s oft revealing his own faults. Micah was the worst one, accusing me of mistreating my daughter though he’d murdered his own.

But now was not the time to stew in indignation. While waiting for Jon, I decided to see what was going on in the brothel. Two Gun wasn’t the only one who needed to cool off. I needed a distraction from my distraction to clear my head.

I was not a complicated man. I liked blondes with big tits. A rare thing in Sargosa and Crucis, though they grew on trees in Thames and Ruthenia. Mara must’ve had iceland blood; little had passed on to Ana. She resembled me far more than her mother, and I never liked looking in the mirror.

There were only a few patrons sitting on the velvet couches spread across the establishment, each already enjoying the company of one scantily-clad girl or two. From the fine silk of their togas, the men must’ve been lordlings. I gave them each a polite nod as I walked past, and they each either returned it or raised their cups.

Brothels were places of peace, even more so than chapels. No one had license to intrude upon a man’s doings in these walls. Though fornication was punished by at least ten lashes of the whip, and adultery by stoning, prosecutors wouldn’t dare impose such punitive measures on those who lived in the Hand. On paper, the same laws ruled all four districts; but in practice, the Head, Heart, and Hand got away with plenty the Feet never could.

I took a seat on a couch in the back. An elegant, older woman approached.

“Welcome,” she said in Sargosan. She had a soothing Pasgardian lilt.

“How’d you know where I was from?” I was covered in layers of Crucian finery. I didn’t have a Sargosan accent, and had obviously not used my real name when booking my room.

“I’ve been doing this a long time.” She switched to Crucian; her Sargosan must not have been very advanced.

“Doing what, exactly?”

“Pleasing men from all corners.”

I chuckled politely. “Do we Sargosans walk a certain way, or something?”

“No. But you smell sweetly sour.”

“I haven’t had a cup of ginja in days.”

She smiled and cleared her throat. “So what can I get you? Anything you’d like to drink? Or taste?”

“You’ve found me out, so I’ll have your finest ginja.”

“And to taste?”

“Something more… northern.”

The proprietress put her hand on her heart, then went to fulfill my order.

A serving boy brought out a goblet formed from green crystal. He opened a flagon of ginja; the perfect sour-sweet odor wafted out of it. He poured it into my goblet. I raised my red drink and admired how wonderful it looked enveloped in green, especially when the light of the lanterns hit it. Divine.

Something even more divine followed. The proprietress returned with three women, each blond-haired and wearing silver lace that left nothing for my imagination. The one on the left was my daughter’s age and scrawny. The woman on the right was a few years older, but also too skinny. The treasure in the middle, though, was fuller. While the other two stared meekly at the floor, she set her eager eyes on me. So much character in that face. Her right breast was larger and sagged slightly more than the other, which meant she’d given birth. I bet that had helped make her round in all the right ways.

Without me having to tell her, the proprietress dismissed the other two girls.

“What’s your name?” I asked as the one I’d chosen sat next to me, her bare thigh on my clothed one.

“Lumina,” she said in her Ruthenian accent. A typical brothel girl’s name in Crucis. I wished she’d tell me her real, northern name, but revealing one’s true name to a customer wasn’t something brothel girls did.

“What’s yours?” she asked.

“Nick.” Short form of Nikephoros, the fake Crucian name I oft used.

“So, Nick, what do you do?”

“I’m a priest.”

She laughed. Her giggle was rawer and less refined than I expected. A pleasant surprise. “Like I haven’t heard that one a thousand and twelve times.”

“Oh it’s no jest. I’ve only come here to minister. Tell me, do you have anything to confess, Lumina?”

“I’ve been a naughty girl. I suppose I do need to have a sin or two hundred absolved.” She traced her finger down my neck and into my collar.

“There are many ways to absolve sin. Indulgence is the best one. A few pieces of gold, and I can remove all two hundred sins from your scale.”

“I’m afraid I’m only a peasant girl, my lord priest. No gold at all.” She got close to my ear and breathed hot. “If only there was some other way I could indulge you.”

“What other way would that be?”

“You’re still a man beneath all these fine, priestly robes, aren’t you?” She ran her hand across my chest and down to my thigh while nibbling my ear. “Poor girl like me, I only got one thing I can offer.”

“I’m afraid what you’re alluding to would be a terrible sin. It would only add to your suffering in the afterlife.”

She tongued my bottom lip then nuzzled her nose on mine. “Then let’s heap sin upon sin. I’m already in so deep, so what if I add more? Might as well enjoy every moment of my sinful life.”

She stuck her tongue in my mouth. She’d obviously rinsed her mouth recently, but I could still taste opium tar as our tongues slid together. If Josias made good on his threat to ban Company ships from Hyperion, she’d have to do without her addiction.

“Life is short,” I said when we broke from kissing. “And the End of Epochs is coming. We will be judged to Hellfire for this.”

“Then let’s fuck in that fire with the Kings of the Fallen watching.”

That sounded like a fine thing — to my cock, most of all.

She closed the curtain around our couch, giving us privacy, while I pulled my trousers down.

“Do you know their names?” I asked.

She licked her lips at the sight of my erection. “Whose names, my lord priest?”

“The Kings of the Fallen.”

“Afraid not.” Lumina shrugged, saliva from our kissing still dripping from her lips. “I’m just an ignorant peasant girl. Never read a letter in my life.” She got on her knees, then spat on my tip.

“Let me guide and enlighten you, then, as a holy shepherd should for a lamb.” I brought the Fallen to mind. “There’s Purcineps. The sisters at the orphanage where I grew up would terrify us with tales of her eye-filled tentacl⁠—“

Lumina took my swollen cock into her mouth. I couldn’t help but moan.

“Then there’s Lakam. She takes the form of a beautiful, glowing butterfly, deceiving those who would⁠—”

The way she swirled her tongue, all warm and moist, felt like Paradise. I stayed silent and simply savored the pleasure.

After a few minutes, Lumina pulled off my trousers completely, pushed me down flat on the couch, and climbed on top. She stuck a hard nipple in my mouth.

“Go on, my lord priest.” She pulled her nipple out, now drenched in my spittle and surrounded by teeth marks. “Keep singing to me of the damned.”

“T-Transiveum,” I replied as she put my sword in her sheath. “They say you should not even say her name. That she hears all who do, and that she’ll visit you in your dreams.”

“Why are their names so strange?” She rode me soft and sweet. “And yet also familiar?”

“They are anagrams of the Twelve. They mock them, you see.”

“Why are they all women?”

“Not all. Their sex is the opposite of the Twelve. Another way they mock them, aside from the anagrams.” I gripped her soft hips. “Harder.”

“I don’t even know what ‘anagrams’ means.”

“That’s because you’re poor and unlettered.”

“This poor unlettered girl is going to fuck the holiness out of you. Keep singing, my priest.”

“Celeisis,” I said as she rode me so hard the couch legs groaned. “Or is it Ceseilis? Then there’s Hadum. Onn. Sokol. Raaaa-k-k-kin.” She rode me so passionately, I forgot the remaining four names and could do nothing but moan in delight.

I shut my eyes and imagined it was Mara. The image of her the day we first made love appeared in my mind’s eye. We were both so innocent; neither of us had ever tasted flesh. I’ve been to places most men couldn’t conjure in ten thousand dreams, and yet discovering her body remains the greatest journey of my memory.

As I fantasized in my mind, I beheld a star twinkling in the sky outside the window where Mara and I made love. Its brightness grew and waned in a familiar pattern, like one of Heath’s cloud stars.
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“Kaslas,” I said as I orgasmed. Lumina kissed me deeply. The moment felt longer than it was.

“Kaslas?” She caressed my cheek, then climbed off. “That what you always say when you come?”

“The letters just appeared in my head, for some reason.”

“Maybe it’s one of the names of them Fallen Kings.”

“Indeed, it is. Kaslas is an anagram of Saklas.”

Lumina cleaned my crotch with a cloth. “Anagram… so that’s like when the letters are rearranged, right?”

“I’m surprised you figured it out.”

“I had some time to think while I was fucking the holiness out of you.” She gave me a suspicious glare. “Are you really a priest?”

“I was, once.”

“I don’t know if I’ve ever lain with a former priest before. Been with plenty of current ones, though. You coming to watch Sultan and His Step Sister tonight?”

“Are you playing the step sister?”

“I don’t look the part, I’m afraid.”

“Then I’m afraid I can’t be bothered.”

A clamor brewed somewhere, and the sound of it loudened by the second. I grabbed my trousers and pulled them on as hard bootsteps, so many that it gave me alarm, neared.

Someone swung open the curtain.

Behind it stood the worst possible man who could’ve caught me here, with my trousers barely on and a naked woman, who still had my fresh seed dripping down her thighs, sitting next to me.

“High Inquisitor?” I said. “What are you doing here?”

Barnabas shook his head slowly, as he was known to do. “They call me the Lord Hierophant, now.”

I’d at least gotten my trousers fully on, though my tunic and toga were a mess. Lumina scurried away. A relief they didn’t detain her. If I was going to get ten lashes, she’d get twenty, merely for being the woman half of a fornicating pair.

Barnabas was a wide and tall man, so I had to stretch to see that six Ethos Knights stood at his back, each wearing spathas and plate enameled with the names of the Twelve.

“There is a lot wrong with this… sordid situation we’ve found you in,” he said.

I wanted to ask how he’d even found me in the first place. I’d used the catacombs to get here and made certain to lose the High Castle’s spies.

But what if the Inquisition had their own spies following me, and I’d not even noticed?

“I’m an unmarried man who forsook his frock,” I said. “Lash me if you like. I’ve got a hard skin.”

“How sad that one of my own lambs could be so lost.” Barnabas smiled with pity. “And I thought one day you’d don my toga.”

“Pouring wine down the gullets of Eastern Ethosians, tree-worshipers, and crypto-Latians was never really my calling. So let’s get on with it. Take me to be flogged so I can be done with this.”

He was an old man when I knew him, a decade ago. I dare say that Barnabas looked younger now than then. He’d obviously dyed his gray hair black. And it looked like he’d applied skin-colored kohl around his eyes, like a Latian, to hide his wrinkles.

“I’m afraid flogging is not the punishment for the crime you’ve allegedly committed,” he said.

“Has the punishment for fornication changed?”

“You’re not being arrested for fornication, though I will be adding it onto the list of charges.”

“Then what for?”

“I think you know, but you always did love to play ignorant.” He chuckled. It was a quiet, mocking sound. “We’ll continue this conversation somewhere more appropriate.”

As the Ethos Knights marched me out of the brothel and toward the Heart, it dawned on me: Mara had tattled to the Inquisition. They’d arrested me for one of the most grievous crimes in the law books. A crime I was guilty of.

Being a starwriter.

The Ethos Knights threw me in a bare room with a straw bed and a bucket, just like the jails where I’d detained those I once tortured. What a mess we’d made by letting Mara escape. Had Heath and Jon not been so careless, I wouldn’t be on the verge of losing everything.

It was bad character to blame others for your own failures, and my character was already so base. The least I could do, for my own sake, was to admit that Two Gun was right. When it came to Mara, I did not think sensibly. I was like the man in the classic tale — as old as time — who gets lost in the desert. He is ready to give up hope, and then he beholds a grove of palm trees on the horizon, as green as a meadow. And yet, no matter how much closer he gets to that oasis, it always seems to be just a little farther. Just a few more steps— until he dies of thirst.

Knock. Knock knock. Knock… knock knock knock…

It was coming from another room down the hall. I recognized the pattern of the knocks. The cadence was like the twinkling of a cloud star.
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I needed something that could make a hard sound. I pulled off my belt, then used the buckle to knock on the wall.

Where Jon? I knocked in reply.

Stayed to save Trevor. I came instead. Apprehended at gate.

Trevor must’ve been in dire condition for them to have disobeyed my orders. But perhaps it was a fortunate twist of fate. Had Jon come, they would’ve noticed his bloodrune robe and locked him up for sorcery, too. They’d probably detained Heath because he was a known crewmate of mine, though I doubted they could charge him with any crime.

Heath was the most intelligent man I knew. If anyone could get me out of this, it was him.

What to do? I asked.

He did not respond right away. Perhaps he was thinking on my question.

Gouge eye.

No.

That was madness and stupidity. If I gouged my star-seeing eye, I couldn’t just put it back in. I’d lose my powers, forever.

My star-seeing eye was a gift from the Palace of Bones. I needed it to realize my greatest mission, the ultimate reason why I’d put all these plans in motion. There was no other way to bring all the Emigrants home than by writing on the stars, and rewriting reality itself thereby. It was the only way to open the Gate that would take us home, to where our souls truly belonged.

That would come at the end of many struggles. I needed to bring all of Crucis under my dominion, first, then use it as a sword against our true enemy, whom I only knew as the magus who will wear all masks. So much needed to be done. But without my star-seeing eye, none of it would amount to anything. I would not be able to cast the Gate Opening Spell to take us home. Heath, Jon, Trevor, Mara — our souls would forever drift, thirsty and lost in the desert.

My mission was shown to me in visions as I bounced between living stars and dead ones. Completing this task was my worship, and our soul sea my only god. Who was I to defy my destiny by destroying the greatest gift the Palace of Bones had bestowed?

Must be other way, I knocked.

I don’t know any.

I sighed with all the jitters in me. If my intelligence was the height of the High Castle, Heath’s was Mount Damav. Although, he was wanting for a certain sort of base cunning, the kind you oft needed to escape a prison. The kind Micah had plenty of.

I had some, too. Perhaps I could starwrite myself to freedom. If I could hold Heath’s hand, somehow, and pray to the Blood Star, then anything was possible.

Gouge eye, he repeated. Or risk all.

We hold hands, I knocked in reply.

Will make things worse.

Can’t give up starwriting.

Captain. Don’t lose hope. Gouge eye. Will find way forward. Together.

He was asking me to have faith, but to tie my horse, too. It was a hymn from Angelsong. Once in a while, that book does have wisdom to teach. You couldn’t rely on what you believed to be your fate; you had to do your part to bring it about.

I was running out of time to decide. Unlike regular imperial judges who were slow and careful, often taking weeks or months to decide a case, the Inquisition prized speed and outcomes. They measured time in minutes and hours, which meant they would come for me, soon. All they’d need to do is lift my eyepatch, and my crime would be plain to all.

A sorcerer would never be allowed to walk freely in Crucis, let alone rule it. I would have failed my mission. I would have no hundred-thousand-man army to confront the magus who will wear all masks and thus no hope of reaching the Gate.

I lifted my eyepatch. I took out the ruby which the Nawab of Koa had gifted me. I’d kept it in a hidden fold in my tunic, lest a pickpocket steal it. Thankfully, the Ethos Knights had not found it when they seized all the items on my person.

The Nawab’s jewelers had so thoroughly polished one side of the ruby, I could see my own reflection in it.

I stared into my abyssal eye. “O’ Blood Star,” I whispered. “Show me the way.”

The darkness of my eye swirled like a maelstrom in the sea. Within, I beheld the visage of a young woman and her serving girl. That visage grew realer, until a vision seized me.

“Bring us supper,” the young woman said to her serving girl.

Like me, she wore an eyepatch over her right eye. But unlike me, she lived in a palace with simurgh frescoes across the walls.

The serving girl returned with a plate of mutton pilau. The onions were fresh and roasted, and I could taste the cinnamon, cloves, and cardamom wafting from the rice. The mutton had been cut into succulent, bite-sized pieces and mixed with carrots and chickpeas in the typical fashion of Alanyan cuisine.

She placed the big, brass plate on the floor. Butter oil smeared the plate’s edges, which were patterned with Paramic calligraphy. To my surprise, the serving girl sat next to her mistress. Both of them used their hands to eat from the mound of fragrant food.

“Celene, dear, you mustn’t go in with your whole hand,” the woman said. “That is how men eat. A woman must only grasp with the tips of her fingers. When you finish your meal, your palm should be clean.”

Celene, which I recalled was the Imperator’s daughter’s name, tried using the tips of her fingers to grab her food, this time. She barely got any rice aside from a few grains that had stuck.

“It’s difficult enough to eat with my hands,” she said. “Can’t I just use a soup spoon?”

“If people see you eating pilau with a spoon, they’ll look at you funny.”

“They already look at me funny.”

“I know how one eats may seem a trite thing, but everything you do here matters. In Alanya, everything has a proper way and place. The Tower of Wisdom, when it still stood, featured half a floor devoted to etiquette.”

What did she mean by “when it still stood”? Had something happened to my second-favorite building in Alanya? I hoped my favorite building, Wahi’s finest pleasure house, remained intact.

“You’re one of its rulers, now,” Celene said. “Surely you can do what you like.”

“Quite the contrary. With so many eyes on me, I have to cling even more to their ways. And it doesn’t always come easy. Often, I have to consciously think about how I walk, how I talk, and every aspect of my manner.”

“You can be as Alanyan as you like, but I am still a Crucian. I am still the daughter of Imperator Josias.” So she was indeed the Celene. But what in all hells was she doing in Alanya?

“Perhaps Mirima was right. You do have too much pride.”

“It’s all I have.”

“And it’s holding you back. Nothing gets in the way of progress like pride.” On that, we were agreed. “Sometimes the very thing you need is lying in the gutter. If you’re too proud to reach in, you’ll stay stuck.” I liked this one-eyed woman, whoever she was.

“Is that how you felt when you married Khagan Pashang?”

The Khagan of the Jotrids? So this one-eyed woman was his wife.

“You think marrying Pashang was some great sacrifice?” The woman snickered. She lifted her eyepatch to reveal a star-seeing eye. How magnificent were the depths of its darkness. “I have lost parts of myself, Celene. But for everything I lost, I gained far more because I was willing to take any path. I was willing to forgo my past and go through the doors fate had left open.”

“It is not so easy for me, Cyra. I am not strong like you.”

So “Cyra” was her name. I intended never to forget it.

“It’s only been a year and a half since you left Crucis, right?” Cyra asked.

A year and a half? Celene had only been gone a few months.

Perhaps this vision had not yet happened. Perhaps it was a portent of something yet to pass. It seemed I was witnessing the future of Alanya, itself. Somehow, the Jotrid Khagan and his wife were about to gain power — in an event seismic enough to collapse the Tower of Wisdom — and the Imperator’s only daughter would end up in their service.

“It feels far longer,” Celene said.

“The first few years when they took me, I was as lost as you. But unlike me, you have a mission. Marot gave you a purpose, did he not?”

“You’re right.” Celene wiped butter oil off her lips with a kerchief and nodded. “One of the Twelve bid me to serve you, and here I am, complaining.”

She could not mean the Marot, could she?

“I will not complain any longer,” Celene said. “I will do what I must to fit in. I will serve you with my whole self, Sultana Cyra, as holy Marot bid me.”

It did sound like she meant the Marot.

The two women smiled at each other before the vision melted off my eyelids. I was back in the cell, sitting on a bed of straw.

“We’ll find this ‘Cyra’,” I whispered to myself. “She’ll open the Gate. The water clock drains, and I will not let the Inquisition have me.”

Bootsteps sounded in the hall outside.

I put away my ruby. I clutched my belt tight to steady my shaking hands. I brought the leather to my lips and bit down, hard as I could.

I took a deep breath, reached toward my star-seeing eye, and prepared to push my fingers into the sides of my socket.

“We’ll go home,” I whispered to myself as the bootsteps neared. “This is but a bump on the path.”

I pushed in, and scooped. The bitterest pain burst across my skull. I bit down so hard on the belt that I put new holes into it. My fingers pushed deeper, clasping what resembled a jelly delight in texture. I squeezed it, my arms shaking, then pulled away with force.

I beheld my black eye in my palm. It was a perfect ball of darkness covered in blood and tears.

And then it melted into a dark soup. Green letters swam within, though I could not read the language. And then even the letters melted until nothing was left in my hand but clear water.

As the bootsteps halted outside my door, I slid my eyepatch back on. The smell wafting from the water was viler than vinegar left to sit for weeks in the sun. One whiff of it, and my already pained head fell backward onto the hard stone wall.

“Captain Vasco dei Cruz of the Sea Mountain, you have been charged with the crime of sorcery by stars. How do you plead?”

They must’ve dragged me onto the chair I was tied to. My eyelids were heavy, but they flung open after that last slap to my cheek.

I was in a circular room surrounded by ornate, marble pillars. A sun ceiling brought in the light, which reflected off the stained glass windows, each featuring one of the Twelve.

High Inquisitor Barnabas sat behind a podium in the center, along with several other inquisitors, each garbed in black and purple. Beyond them sat my accusers on a long bench: Micah, wearing a brass mask, as well as Ana and Mara. On the other side, closer to me, sat men whom I hoped would be my defenders: Heath and Anton.

“I plead innocence,” I croaked.

“So, you’re finally awake.” Barnabas turned to the scribe, who held a big feather pen in front of a parchment. “Let it be recorded that the accused has pleaded innocence.” He panned his stern gaze across the room. “We are gathered here today to deliver a verdict, using the evidence plain to us. We trust in the Archangel and pray for his guidance that we may render justice through him.” The room did not stir. He turned back to me. “We will now begin the questioning. Vasco dei Cruz, have you ever done star magic before in your life?”

“Never.”

“Have you ever done any act of sorcery, whether related to stars or other entities?”

“No.”

“Have you ever aided in the committing of sorcery?”

“I have not.”

“And have you ever entered into an alliance or a contract, formal or not, with a sorcerer?”

“Not that I know of.”

Barnabas turned to Antonio, who was sitting next to Heath on the bench. “You serve on the same ship, don’t you?”

“I do indeed,” Antonio replied.

“Has your captain given false testimony?”

Antonio looked at me. He hesitated for a moment, as if weighing whether or not to give false testimony along with me. It was a crime punished by lashing and imprisonment, after all.

“The captain speaks truly,” Two Gun said. Though not of our soul sea, at least he was loyal. I resolved not to forget that.

“May I speak?” It was Mara.

“You may,” replied Barnabas with a scowl.

She stood. “Vasco is not blind in his right eye. His eyepatch hides an evil eye. An entirely black eye, which he calls his ‘star-seeing eye’.”

Barnabas had listened to her with patience. Now he turned back to me. “Do you have an eye like she has described?”

I paused, almost in mourning of my star-seeing eye. “I do not.”

“Raise his eyepatch.”

An inquisitor did as the Lord Hierophant ordered, revealing nothing but a sad hole. Mara had seemed scared before, but now she was livid.

“He plucked it out,” she said. “That is why he was not waking, earlier.”

“Did you pluck out your sorcery eye?” Barnabas asked.

“No. My right eye became infected when I was a boy and was removed to save the rest of me. Wish I still had it, but the Archangel gave us two eyes for a reason, and I have long since learned to make do with one.”

Barnabas sighed with disappointment. “It seems we don’t have enough evidence for a quick conviction. But we do have enough to hold the accused for further… questioning.”

That was precisely what I did not want to hear. I hadn’t gouged out my precious eye to be tortured into admission. Judging by how her lips twitched to suppress her smile, Mara seemed pleased.

Heath cleared his throat. “Lord Hierophant, my name is Heath of Kesselrow, and I am the chief healer on the Sea Mountain. May I show the court something in the accused’s favor?”

“You may,” Barnabas said.

Heath brought forward his favorite contraption: the long metal tube within which were his array of lenses. He settled it on Barnabas’ podium, then focused one end of the tube at a spot on the ceiling. He used a flint to light a candle which faced the other end.

A cloud star twinkled on the ceiling. The inquisitors gasped in awe. Heath was taking a titan-sized risk by appealing to the rational part of their minds, which I knew were not well-endowed.

“It is not sorcery, but rather science,” he said. “Mara and the other accusers may have misunderstood this spectacle as star magic. As for the black eye, sometimes Captain Vasco wears a black, oil-soaked bead in his eye socket. This helps to keep the area uninfected.”

Barnabas turned back to me. “Is this true, Captain Vasco?”

“It is so.”

The Lord Hierophant gestured toward the cloud star shimmering on the ceiling. “Tell me, what is its purpose?”

“It is used for measurement while at sea,” the albino healer said. “With it, we can discern the distance of things, all by measuring the luminance of the so-called star on any surface.” Indeed, that was another use of the cloud star.

“I see,” Barnabas said. “And where did you learn how to do this?”

“From a tome on the highest floor of Qandbajar’s Tower of Wisdom.” That wasn’t where he’d learned it. Not at all. I wished he’d crafted a better lie. One that didn’t include Latians, for whom the inquisitors had a burning hatred.

“Crafty, those Lat worshipers,” Barnabas said. “Wise men do say we should learn from our enemies.”

“Indeed. The Inquisition values truth above all else,” Heath said. “It is known that the Alanyan Philosophers have produced seeds, which when eaten, force a man to divulge the truths he hides in his heart.”

Heath was walking down the wrong alley, here. The Inquisition despised the Philosophers as much as they did the Magi.

“Is that so?” Barnabas raised his meaty, dyed eyebrows in surprise. “Sometimes evil men can do good works. These seeds could be a most useful tool.”

“The Company would be happy to procure some for the Inquisition,” Heath said.

“Well, that is not a matter pertinent to our present case,” Barnabas replied in a cold tone. “We can, of course, discuss it later.”

Heath made it look like he was putting away the cloud star device, but instead used its dial to cause the star on the ceiling to flicker in a recognizable pattern.

Be ready to hold breath, the pattern said.

He took the device and sat back on the bench. It seemed he was planning to gas the room if the verdict did not go our way. It would allow us to grab Mara and flee.

But it would also mean declaring war on the Inquisition, which would be declaring war on the Ethos Church and thus the Imperium itself. It would be the end of every plan we’d so carefully crafted. I hit my fingers against the back of my chair and tapped a reply.

Do not do it.

While Barnabas deliberated with his fellow inquisitors, I stared at Mara. She didn’t let her gaze meet mine. Instead, she whispered to Micah and Ana. I wondered what they were saying. If only I could read lips the way I could stars.

“The Inquisition has come to a unanimous verdict,” Lord Hierophant Barnabas said. “Captain Vasco dei Cruz has been declared innocent of the sin of sorcery.”

I closed my eye and tasted sweet relief.

“However, he has been found guilty of the sin of fornicating with a prostitute, for which the punishment is twenty lashes in public at the hippodrome. Or if preferred, forty lashes here and now, in the privacy of this chamber.”

That was the highest punishment possible for fornication. Men have fallen dead after twenty lashes, let alone forty.

“Here and now,” I said. I could not risk my reputation in the Imperium nor delay things further.

“So be it.” Barnabas waved his hand. A page backstepped and ran off through the back door.

Minutes later, the biggest man I’d ever seen walked into the room clutching a whip of the blackest leather. The Inquisition always did have the most brutish executioners and torturers in their employ.

“Prepare him,” Barnabas ordered.

One of his underlings untied me from the chair and pulled off my shirt. I stood beneath the sun ceiling. Forty lashes and I’d be free of this place. I could sail to Sempuris, where eager opportunities waited.

They tied a rope around my right arm and another around my left, then tied those ropes to the pillars at the edges of the room. The whole time, I kept my eyes on Mara. She and Ana argued about something while Micah glared at me from behind his mask. I made sure to give the conqueror my smuggest, most satisfied grin. Their plan to imprison me had failed, and it felt good to win.

But that good feeling fled when the first lash struck my skin. I howled as if my spirit had left me. The second one was like heaping a mountain of pain upon a mountain of pain. At that moment, had they asked, I would’ve sworn never to fuck anyone ever again, sin or not.

The third lash was like killing a man who was already dead. By the tenth lash, I was too numb to feel it. I looked again at the bench. Mara, Micah, and Ana were still arguing about something. I did not like this fake family of theirs. Not one bit.

“Wait,” I shouted as the whipmaster wound to lash me.

“Why do you interrupt your own punishment?” Barnabas asked.

“The girl there — with the burns on her neck.” I could barely speak, so heavy were my breaths. “She is — my daughter. I demand — custody over her.”

Mara clutched Ana’s shoulders. “You will never have her. Not even were I dead.”

“A daughter — by right — belongs to her father — until the day she marries.” I strained my lungs with every letter. “I demand Ana — be placed in my care — from this day forward.”

“He is a fornicator,” Mara said.

“And are you so chaste?” I laughed, more from the pain than anything.

“You will not have my daughter. You never even loved her! You’re the demon who burned her! You are a sorcerer, a schemer, a deceiver, an Emigrant, a⁠—“

“Silence!” Barnabas banged on his podium. “I will disregard each of your accusations on account of your first one proving false. You will control your womanly outbursts in my court and keep in mind that false accusations, for which you cannot provide sufficient evidence, are a grave crime.” He banged on his podium again, as if for good measure. “You have already insinuated, by your outburst, that Vasco dei Cruz is in fact the father of that girl with you. A father is the guardian of his daughter until she marries and her husband takes over that duty. Such is the law of the Ethos, of the Holy Imperium of Crucis, and of all civilized peoples, truly. Is she married?”

Mara shook her head, her eyes leaking tears. Even if Ana wanted to marry to escape me, she’d need my permission to do it. If this were a game of Sultan Slayer, I’d have checkmated Mara’s sultan. Fool of her not to plan many moves ahead.

Barnabas turned to me. “If you survive the remaining thirty lashes, Vasco dei Cruz, then by my order, the girl will walk out of here with you.”

The look in Mara’s eyes made me… sad. It was like she’d realized god himself had betrayed her.

“No,” Mara screamed as the eleventh lash hit me. “Curse this court. Curse you all!”

The inquisitors held her back as Ethos Knights took Ana, who cried out for her mother, to the other side of the room where Heath and Two Gun waited.

The twelfth lash made me retch the salted pork I’d eaten for breakfast. The thirteenth made my limbs seize. The fourteenth put me to sleep, Mara and Ana’s hopeless cries the last things I heard.

I hoped to awaken on the way to sunny Sempuris, with a daughter I cared a rotting fig for – but whom I could use to bait the woman I loved – at my side.


THE HYMN OF THE RESET


They built towers of sin with which to reach heaven,
And boats of sin to sail the seas,
Their houses were of sin and they knew no goodness,
And so did the Archangel command His servant, “Burn them with starfire, then freeze them with darkness, and let the age of ice reign,
Then reset the table that it may be clean,
We will bring forth a new seed and teach them righteousness,
But should mankind worship the Fallen yet again,
Boundless will be our wrath.”
Angelsong, The Book of Micah, Verses 41 - 48
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MICAH


Two moons passed during which winter drifted down from the icelands. Hyperion frosted over and the snows came heavy. In the Feet, bread and wood became the currency of life.

The winter in Mara’s heart was colder. She wouldn’t forgive herself for not going with her daughter. For not submitting to Vasco. She’d sit at the hearth of the room we rented on the first floor of an overcrowded tenement and weep. Princip would play his flute to console her, but it was in vain. Winter comes and goes, but not by our will.

Vasco, however, was gone. No Company ships remained at port, and they even returned the highlands to the imperials.

Rone, the Exarch of Sempuris and former Grand Duke of Crucis, had invited them to winter at his port city of Tethys, I’d heard from gossiping sailors. To what end, I could only wonder. Conspiracies grew like weeds across the imperial court; only a strong Imperator could endure them. I suspected Josias would not last as long as his father. Soon enough, a cousin, uncle, or nephew — someone who possessed Saturni blood or relations — would challenge him, and I doubted he’d rise to the occasion.

But I was never good at politics. Josias had come for me when I’d taken Celene from him. Maybe he was strong, after all. Only time would tell. One thing I did know: Grand Dukes did not enjoy being made into former Grand Dukes. Rone and Vasco were plotting something, and Josias wasn’t going to like it.

Not that I had a part to play. I was just an observer, now. A ghost walking the frozen streets of Hyperion.

I did more than walk, though; I worked. The gold and silver we’d earned from selling Mara’s bangle only lasted so long with the price of bread and firewood rising by the day.

A one-armed man does not have many options, so I did what others weren’t willing to. I guarded the catacombs. The imperials paid me to stand in the tunnel with a lantern and watch the darkness for twelve hours, after which some other poor wretch would take over.

I recognized the frigid winds blowing across the chasms. They were whispers of Labyrinthos. I wondered what else could whisper to me in this darkness. I imagined the demon pretending to be Elly, who claimed her name was Ahriyya, walking up to me, her belly swollen with my child.

But no such thing happened in the fifty days I stood guard.

I’d return to our room each night to find Mara weeping and Princip playing his flute. The boy had gotten skilled with the instrument — without a teacher, too. I’d give the coins I earned to Mara, and she’d buy bread with them. Going to market helped keep her mind off her loss, though I suspected she was also eager to ask for news from Sempuris, the province where Vasco had taken Ana. We’d supper in silence, though I did sometimes try to converse with the boy. He never had much to say.

One day I returned from guard duty and, to my surprise, Mara was not crying. She was sitting near the fire and reading a ragged-looking hymn scroll from Angelsong.

“I have decided to return to the convent,” she said.

It had snowed that morning, so my boots were slick. I wasn’t wearing enough layers, and parts of me were frozen.

“Is it safe?” I asked.

Mara nodded. “There is a desire among the people to restore the monasteries that the Black Front had occupied. I feel I could help in some way. I spent many years there, after all.”

“What if Ruthenian mercenaries or some Rubadi Khagan drive the imperials out? You’d be in danger.”

“We are all in danger, always. No matter where we are.”

“Yes, but there are degrees of danger. Being in the middle of nowhere is…” I realized I was being unsupportive. The woman had languished in tears for two months. I couldn’t deny her a purpose. “If it’s what you want, then let me take you there and see you settled.”

Mara shook her head. “We will be going out in a large group with an escort of paladins. You need not worry for my safety.”

I looked to Princip. “I assume you’ll be going with her?”

He continued playing his flute, hitting some higher notes as if to say “yes.”

What if Vasco returned to her for a fourth time? That convent was the first place he’d go looking, and she’d be defenseless.

But I didn’t voice my concerns. It wasn’t my business, after all. I’d failed to help their family despite earnestly wanting to. I’d watched as Vasco led Mara into his trap and took Ana away. What right did I have to open my mouth now, when I couldn’t then?

Speaking of danger, there had been much talk among the city folk of strange happenings. Of undead sorcerers roaming the snow-covered hills to the west. Of Fallen Angels floating amid the clouds and fishing villages vanishing overnight.

It sounded like a typical Crucian winter. The folk love their hearth tales. But given the things I’d witnessed in Sirm, I hardly found them entertaining anymore. In fact, they frightened me, and I couldn’t help feeling the same fright at the thought of Mara and Princip back in those mountains, out of my sight.

“You’re always welcome to come visit,” Mara said. I knew she was just being kind. I knew she wanted to be rid of me.

“When do you leave?”

“On the morrow. By the time you’re back from your guard duties, we’ll be gone.”

So this would be my final night with them. And then I’d come home to an empty room.

I nodded and handed her the coins I’d earned. “They’ll likely run out of bread soon.”

“Not to worry. The baker outside Tomas’ Chapel always saves me a loaf. I’ll be quick.”

Mara wrapped herself in wool and went to market.

I sat on the floor by the hearth and enjoyed Princip’s tune. Such a hopeful melody. I wondered where the boy had learned it.

“Since this might be our final time together, I need to ask you something,” I said.

He continued playing. It made my thoughts difficult to gather.

“Stop for a moment, would you?”

The boy put the flute in his lap and set his sea green eyes on me.

“Princip, do you know who your parents are?”

“Never had any.”

How matter-of-fact. “Everyone has a mother and father. Everyone is born from a womb.”

“Not me. I was born from bones.”

Aschere had told me of a Palace of Bones and how she’d given the boy to it.

“What do you mean by that, Princip?”

“Don’t know. But I was born from bones. I don’t have a mother and father.”

I had little experience speaking to children. How was I supposed to explain that you couldn’t be born from bones, and that everyone came from the union of a man and a woman?

“You’re not so different from the rest of us,” I said. “It’s just that you were separated from your parents. But if you had a chance to meet them, would you?”

Princip shook his head. “No.”

A boy of few words, but at least he was decisive.

“What do you want?” I asked, unsure whether it even made sense to ask a boy of ten that question. “What do you really want?”

He smiled — a rare thing. “I want to be like you, Metal. You should stay with us.”

I was not expecting that. It almost made me happy. But then I brought to mind who I was and what I’d done.

“I think you’re all the protection she needs,” I said. “Better shot than I’ll ever be, although you need to be a little less itchy on that trigger finger.”

“Guns are too loud. Can you teach me how to fight with a sword?”

“Someday I’ll come and teach you.”

“Do you promise it, Metal?”

“No, but I’ll give it an earnest try.” I rubbed his straw-like hair.

Mara returned a short while later, paler than when she’d left. From the way she darted her eyes away from mine, I knew something ate at her.

“What is it?” I asked.

She put the rough, round loaf on the table. “I should prepare supper.”

“Did you hear something about Sempuris?”

Mara stopped in front of the cupboard where we kept fish paste, olive oil, and a few dried figs. “They are saying…” Her voice quavered.

“Tell me.”

She gulped. “They are saying that Mount Damav spits more fire every night and may soon erupt. That the Rubadi Khagan Kardam Krum raids the Sempurian countryside in search of young girls to sell into slavery. That Redbeard’s sails flutter off the shores of Tethys, and a Fallen Angel floats above the Deadwood, wearing a cloud of blood as its cloak.”

I put my hand on her shaking shoulder. “Mara, they spin these sorts of tales every winter. People imagine the worst when the fog hangs thick.”

“But surely there is some truth to it? They wouldn’t weave whole lies.”

“Perhaps. Mountains like Damav do spit, but rarely do they retch all the fire in their bellies. There are always Rubadis raiding the countryside for easy spoils, which is why cities like Tethys have strong walls. As for Redbeard, he is not like to sail as far as Sempuris, and certainly not in winter. Now, they do say that the Deadwood is cursed by woods witches, but when I saw it, it was naught but a serene sea of green.”

Mara took a knife and some fish paste. She cut the bread and lathered the paste onto it. It was as good a meal as we could hope for until spring.

The three of us sat. The table wasn’t level, so I shoved the broken sandal we used to steady it back into place. We gave thanks to the Archangel for this bounty. I said the words more out of a fear of being ungrateful than for gratefulness itself. I’d felt that fear all my life; the thought that one day, if I wasn’t grateful enough, I’d lose everything. But despite praising the Archangel at each meal, I lost everything, anyway.

I wouldn’t impose my despair on them, though. Faith was the only comfort in the cold and the dark. All Mara could do was pray for Ana, and if those prayers warmed her even a little, then they were worth more than the awful truths that left me cold.

Aschere had said she wanted us to “drown in the truth, our eyes wide open.” But the truth was nothing good. We needed to bury the truth beneath a sweet dream. Mara must’ve dreamed that one day she’d be with Ana; how else could she go on? That despite her own powerlessness, the Archangel and the Twelve would bring her daughter back to her. What else did she have but this one, sugared lie?

After dinner, Mara read from Angelsong while Princip played his flute and I did a bit of dusting. We all suffered fleabites on our shins, though our room was as clean as I could make it without lye for washing the linens, which cost three days of bread at the market for a handful. Then we slept by the hearth, as we always did. It was an uneventful night, aside from the noise of lovemaking coming from the room atop us. The wind howled more fiercely against the walls than it had since the start of winter, too. As usual, I couldn’t sleep until a few hours before dawn; all I could do was listen to the wind’s brooding song until finally my mind got tired.

The next morning, I awoke to a knock at the door. I made sure to put on my mask, then went to see who it was.

A thin, middle-aged woman wrapped in winter wool and a moth-eaten cowl greeted me with a smile.

“Archangel bless you, sir. I am here to get Mara and her boy. We are to set off soon for the highlands. Paladins await us at the gate.”

“I’ll go wake her.”

I put another log in the fire, then lightly shook Mara awake. She was lying on her stomach, her cheek flat against her straw-filled pillow.

“You ought to get ready.” I shook her again. “Mara?”

She sat up, hair a mess over her face. Her eyes were reddened and bleary.

“They’re waiting for you,” I said.

“I had the worst dream.”

“What happened this time?”

She’d not ceased having nightmares about Ana, and they seemed to get worse each night.

“There was a man who hung these strange masks around his neck. He was chasing Ana.” She looked up at me in agony. “And you were chasing him.”

“Could it be Vasco?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. It all feels so distant, now.”

I woke Princip while Mara got ready behind our room’s partition. The boy went first to his flute. He played a tune I’d not heard him play before. It was sweeping and spicy, like an eastern dance I’d witnessed in Ejaz.

“Princip, where are you learning these melodies?”

“In my dreams.”

I laughed. “Well at least someone’s having good dreams.”

“A girl teaches me.”

“A girl?”

“She was born from bones, too. She’s beautiful.”

It seemed he was on the verge of having those kinds of dreams. I’d begun having them at eleven. It saddened me to realize that once his facial hair showed, they wouldn’t let him stay at the convent with Mara. He’d have to find his own way without a mother or father to guide him.

Mara finished dressing, then went outside to speak with the waiting woman while Princip got ready. It was almost time for me to leave for guard duty, too. I’d be returning to an empty room afterward. One too large for one man. I’d have to find a smaller, less expensive dwelling somewhere in the Feet if I planned to stay in Hyperion.

Mara came back inside as Princip emerged from the partition, wrapped in so many layers you could hardly see his face.

“The imperial heralds…” Mara had only been outside a few minutes, but her face had so little color it looked frozen. “She tells me they have just announced it.”

“Announced what?” I asked.

“Khagan Kardam Krum has seized Pendurum from imperial control and now sets his sights on Sempuris. Pendurum has the greatest walls in all of Crucis. If the Rubadi took it, then they must have siege weapons. They’ll take Tethys, too. And we all know what happens to the womenfolk when the Rubadi conquer a place.”

I’d heard of this Kardam Krum. One of several Rubadi khagans whose names I once cared to remember. I’d hired entire tribes of Rubadi cavalrymen during my early conquests, but once I met Jauz and he forged fast-firing guns for me, I’d had little need for their way of war. At best, Rubadi were heretics; at worst, they were heathens. They didn’t mold well with my holy paladins, and often I’d wished we could drive their kind from Crucis entirely.

But none of these thoughts could help me console a mother terrified for her daughter’s wellbeing.

“Do you not think Vasco will keep her safe?” I asked.

“Vasco would sell her to Krum if it afforded him some advantage.”

“No, he wouldn’t. He’ll keep her close, so he can lure you in.”

“I cannot bear this uncertainty anymore. How can you ask me to just forget her?”

I wasn’t the one asking. That was fate’s cruel request.

A knock sounded on the door. “Mara, we must get going or the paladins will leave without us.”

“There is no peace for me in those mountains,” Mara said. “I can’t go there. I have to go to Ana. Now.”

“Mara—“

“Don’t you see? The Archangel is punishing me for being a bad mother. This is my chance to redeem myself. She needs me!”

“I know. But Tethys is a fortnight by sea and a moon by land — in summer. In winter, travel by either means is foolhardy or impossible.”

“I don’t care. I will leave Princip in your care. And I will go to her.”

“I’m going with you,” Princip said. You couldn’t separate the boy from the woman, nor the woman from her daughter.

Another knock sounded. I went outside.

“Sister, you go on,” I said. “I’ll bring Mara up to the convent later.”

“Are you certain?” She tugged at her cowl, which wrapped around a gaunt, weatherbeaten face. “It’s no easy road. We’ll have paladins to guard us and light our fires.”

“I was a paladin, once, too. I’m more capable than a one-handed man may seem.” I smiled. “Archangel watch over you.”

“And you, good sir. And may I just say, thank you. I’ve always felt soldiers don’t get thanked enough.”

Imperial propaganda had gone so far as to say Micah the Metal had worshiped the Fallen and brought ruin to Holy Crucis on their orders. Of course, this woman wasn’t thanking Micah the Metal, but the foot soldier I costumed as. “I appreciate your kindness.”

She walked away through the snow-covered street. I went back inside to the warmth of our fire.

“You can still catch up to them,” I said to Mara. “I strongly advise it over any other drastic course.”

“I’m going to port,” Mara wrapped her scarf tight, “to see if any ships are bound for Tethys. And if there are no ships, I will check the wagons.”

“No one is going to Tethys amid blizzards. I guarantee as much.”

“Then I will go there by myself.”

“You’ll freeze to death. Or get captured and sold off by these savages everyone’s so afraid of.”

I looked out the window to see the sun behind its hazy curtain, drifting up from the horizon toward the mid sky. I needed to be in the catacombs within the hour if I wanted my day’s pay.

“Don’t let her do anything foolish,” I said to Princip. Putting my hopes in a boy who believed he was born from bones was a rather desperate tactic.

“I will find my way to her,” Mara said. “And then… I’ll do what you advised me to do. I’ll invite Vasco to my bed, and once he thinks he’s safe in my arms, I’ll put a knife through his heart. You were right, all along. Peace is not bought with peace. I will buy my peace, and my daughter’s, with his blood.”

My dead wife, Alma, would get into these wild moods. She’d threaten to leave me and return to Pasgard. She’d even threaten to rile up the people against the garrison I’d left there. It was all talk meant to unnerve me. I’d learned to wait these moods out, like you do a storm at port.

“The catacombs have want for me,” I said. “And we have want for money. Whatever happens, we still need that daily bread.”

I put on my coat and armor, then walked outside and hoped the two of them would be there when I returned.

Standing in the bowel of Hyperion, I watched the darkness paint patterns onto my eyes. I realized then that Mara was not merely having a storm. She’d sounded hopeful, earlier, when she told me about returning to the convent. She wanted to get back to the life she knew, but the thought of doing so without Ana must’ve proved too painful. She’d mourned for two months a daughter who wasn’t dead, who was alive across the western edge of the Yunan Sea. Of course she was going to go to her. It was the only path she could imagine for herself.

But what was my path? To stand in this dark hall for the rest of my days? If Mara was willing to die for her daughter, what was I willing to live for?

I envied her resolve. Separation from the one she loved had given her purpose, just like it had Vasco. Even that fatherless, motherless boy had purpose: to protect the woman who’d helped raise him. And here I stood, a purposeless man in the dark, afraid of nothing because I had nothing left to lose.

“Where are you?” I said to the endless shadow. “Show yourself to me, like you did all those moons ago in Sirm.”

A breeze whispered by, smelling of green fireflies.

I held my lantern aloft, then stepped forward, the cold of the ground seeping into my weathered hide boots. I followed the rustle of the breeze against the stone, descending, descending, until the walls themselves turned dark as tar.

She stood at the threshold of another world beyond which was a blackness too strange for our senses. The white sight of Elly, her belly swollen, pumped dread through my veins.

“Sooner than I thought, Papa,” she said. “Did you miss me? Or is it the Deep that sings sweetly to you?”

“I need your help.”

“And I thought you wanted to keep out of trouble.”

“Trouble always finds me, in the end.”

Elly’s black-on-black eyes reminded me of Vasco’s abyssal eye. Was it all born from the same great evil? Or was such a way of thinking too simple? Was evil as varied and vast as the colors of the stars and the endless tarp they hung upon?

“What can I do for you, Micah the Metal?”

“I want to take your road to Tethys.”

“And what will you do there?”

“You really don’t know? You haven’t been watching me?”

She rubbed her belly. “I’m with child. I will not see the light until I’ve given birth to our son, years from now.” She giggled. Such an addicting sound. “Wickedness will have to prosper without me. It’s baked into the nature of man, so I’m not worried.” Another giggle.

“I need to help someone,” I said. “It’s perhaps the least wicked thing I’ve ever done, so it might not fit your agenda.”

“Most often, it’s not what men do that is wicked. It’s how they do it. And I’ve no doubt you’ll rise to meet my awful expectations.” She smiled, showing black teeth.

“So you’ll help me?”

“I couldn’t refuse my favorite human of this past century. The way you trampled the Shah’s infant children — I still glow when I think about it.”

The dread grew and spread into my core. It brought shame and sadness along with it. “You were watching that day.”

“It’s what I did from my perch. Did you not notice the black feathers? I’d watch. And sometimes, I’d whisper. But not as often as you think. At times I question why I am in this war, in the first place, if wickedness already reigns over men’s hearts, if it is already destined to prevail. I suppose most battles are decided before they even begin. You’d know a thing or two about that, wouldn’t you, conqueror?”

What war was she fighting in? Could it be the same war Aicard had spoken of when we stood upon Kostany’s battlements? The war I’d refused to join, despite Aschere’s pleading? “I am no conqueror. Not anymore.”

“You will always be a conqueror. It is who you are, and it is why I chose you to father my child. I have watched mankind kill each other for over a thousand years. You are the conqueror, Micah the Metal.”

I wasn’t going to waste breaths arguing about what I was or wasn’t, what mankind was or wasn’t. It only stood to deepen my dread.

“Take me to Tethys.”

Elly closed the distance between us. She smelled of lilies in her lily-patterned dress. “You’ll want your metal arm back, won’t you?”

Vasco was a powerful man. To overcome him, I needed to be powerful, too.

I nodded. “Before I lost the arm, I was able to fling lightning from my fingers. How does that work?”

“Your command of the lightning will increase the more souls you separate from bodies.”

“I don’t intend to kill people like I once did.”

“Worry not. It counts everyone you killed, starting from the day you were born. Once I give you your arm back, all you need do is discover the power you already earned with blood.” A zealous grin spread across her face. “Though fresher deaths are always a boon for the Blood Star.”

I suppressed my shudder. “The man I’m fighting is powerful. He even has a shapeshifter helping him. It once took my form with perfect eyes.”

“She likely opens her legs for him, too, that abominable whore.”

“You know her?”

“Taurvi. One of my half-human daughters, and the most practiced shapeshifter I know. There’s no shape she can’t take. You’ll have to watch out for her and blue-haired Saurva, both. Though Saurva’s no great shapeshifter, she makes up for it with her crooked schemes.”

“What are their agendas?”

“They pray to Hawwa, ugh. Children are so often a hateful disappointment. And yet I never want to stop squeezing them out. Strange, isn’t it?” Elly pointed to the cold, cave wall. “Now sit and close your eyes.”

“What will you do?”

“I’m not going to ride you again — I already have your seed growing in me. You’ll only sleep for a few hours, this time, since you’re in good health. But when you wake, you’ll have two hands, and one will be gunmetal.”

“And then you’ll guide me to Tethys?”

She turned away from me and stared at the darkness. “If Taurvi is involved, that’ll be a problem. The last thing I want is to run into her while my womb is heavy.”

“Why? What’s the danger?”

“Like a human woman, I’m weaker with something growing inside me, sucking up my being for its own birth. Taurvi could murder our son in his womb, Micah. I cannot risk that. I could guide you somewhere close by. How does… Pendurum sound?”

“That’s not close to Tethys. Not at all.”

“But it’s closer than you are now. All you need do is cross Mount Damav, then the Deadwood, and you’re there, in Tethys. As you go south, it’ll get warmer, too.”

“Pasgard, or even Dycondi, would be far better.” From Pasgard, I’d only need to trek through the southern edge of the Deadwood to reach Tethys. From Dycondi, it was two days by boat. Both had their upsides and downsides, but overall I preferred Pasgard since I had a better chance of avoiding capture by the Company on land.

“All right, Micah. It’s risky because that wretched whore has a good nose. She could smell my essence from afar, but Pasgard it is.”

“Good enough.”

She smiled at me, rocking lightly with her hands on her hips. I must’ve been truly mad to have believed this thing was Elly. Like Mara, who wanted to believe she could find a way to Tethys in winter, I had wanted to believe Elly still lived. When you want to believe something so badly, you are easily deceived and put on strings.

Ahriyya was her true name, and she was a powerful and ancient creature.

“Tell me something,” I said. “What is the Palace of Bones?”

Ahriyya giggled, but she took a mocking tone this time. “You ask that question as if it can be defined. You humans are so strange. You despise darkness because it’s full of things you can’t see and understand, but it is this same darkness that calls you home, too. The Palace of Bones is the Palace of Bones. Should you enter it, you’ll be exposed to truths that will change you. But as you witness these truths, they will also witness you, and you won’t leave quite the same.”

“Why would someone willingly enter it, or even sacrifice someone they love to it?”

“To gain the darkest dream of all — power over space and time itself. Now I don’t have all day to sate your curiosities.” She pointed again at the wall. “Sit down.”

Aschere had that power. She could summon abominations out of the wombs of stars. She could read and write the language which these stars spoke. Had she sacrificed Princip to get this power? And if so, why was Princip still alive?

“One more question,” I said. “Why did you guide me to the convent? Was it for the boy?”

“Boy?” Ahriyya shrugged. “What boy? I led you there because I thought you’d like to see what your decisions had wrought, closer to home. I am no great schemer like my daughter, Saurva. I mostly do what I find joyful, and irony is among my fondest flavors.”

I still could not accept that it was mere happenstance I’d find Aschere’s son in the same convent where my daughter was born. If Ahriyya hadn’t led us there, something else had.

“You claim to be fighting a war,” I said. “Where does joy find its place in that?”

Ahriyya began her long sigh as if a young girl, but the sound coming out of her throat soon turned demonic. “Your inquisition of me is over. Sit down and sleep. I’ll not ask again.”

Realizing I’d stretched her patience thin, I sat against the wall and shut my eyes. I hadn’t slept properly in two moons, and the silence of the catacombs lulled me into a dreamless cloud.
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VASCO


Because Sempuris and Sargosa lay on the same parallel, the climates were similarly mild and sunny. Their countryside was as forested as ours and their fisheries as plentiful, with salmon and striped bass migrating down from colder seas. My crewmates were pleased to be somewhere that looked and smelled like home, though Sempuris had more fig and olive trees while we’d more oaks and birch.

Negotiations with Rone went better than I could’ve hoped. He was a paragon of Crucian politeness and nicety, but there did not exist velvet thick enough to hide the resentment smoldering inside him. He’d served the Imperium all his life, only to be disgraced by an Imperator half his age. He even shared my fears about the unchecked power of the Patriarch, the Lord Hierophant, and others who wore holiness like a crown while pursuing their own selfish aims.

Rone leased us land where the ancient Dycondian port of Palizerra once lay, at a harbor twenty miles south of Tethys. With two hundred Company men and the five hundred Black Front men who’d joined us, as well as three hundred builders sent to us by Rone, we cleared the old ruins and began construction of two dozen docks, four taverns, several dormitories, and a chapel. After two moons, we’d done enough to have a somewhat working port where we could offload our tremendous hauls from the East Islands, Kashan, and further afar.

The plan was complicated, but it boiled down to this: we strengthen ourselves and weaken all others. A year from now, Sempuris would be thriving and the other dukedoms and exarchates of the Imperium would be on their knees. All Company goods would be disguised as Sempurian, as far as official documentation and payment was concerned, and so the balance of trade in the Imperium was about to shift drastically. Sempuris would become the greatest provider of the needs and wants of the people, which meant gold would flow one way: into our coffers. And with gold follows armies, power, and all good things.

The Imperator would figure out our scheme soon enough. What he would do in response remained an open question. Whatever he did, I’d have to plan for it, which meant accounting for many possible moves.

Standing beneath the gusty trees, I watched as Rone raised and aimed the matchlock I’d gifted him, one of the few I’d bought from Kashan’s Philosophers. It fired as fast and far as what Micah had used in Sirm, though the Kashanese did not have many to field since they’d only just designed it.

I pressed the cotton in my ears while Rone tracked the fallow deer with his barrel. He squinted and fired. The deer collapsed at the pond’s edge, a bloody hole in its belly, as birds stormed out of the trees and fluttered into the pale sky.

The two dozen retainers with us clapped their hands or waved their togas. They’d helped pen the animal into a small area, which made it easier for an old man to track. Still, Rone had completed the hunt in a most impressive manner: with a single gunshot.

After, we went back into the grand, ovular tent erected at the edge of the Deadwood. Barons and counts in their glittering togas stood and drank by the generous banquet tables. Sempurian food contained too much goat cheese for my liking. The big mushrooms were stuffed with it, and the calf liver and venison smothered by it. The cheese made their breaths tart, not to mention the effect of the garlic, silphium, and thyme that spiced their dishes.

“Krum is a most licentious fellow,” said a baron named Klokas, who controlled a holding near the border with Pasgard upon which stood a sturdy, though neglected fort. He wore golden frills on his shoulders and shoes that made him two inches taller. “They say he takes a new wife at each full moon.”

“Men like that are easier to sway,” replied Count Bosyan, whose landholdings contained a sizable copper mine. He smelled like women’s perfume, though he did carry a short sword. “I’d be more fearful were he some sort of heathen fanatic.” Bosyan noticed me standing in earshot with my pumpkin wine. Rone liked to have a great variety of drinks at his banquets, and I was curious to try them all. “Ah, my favorite Sargosan,” he said. “Come, tell — what think you of the great brute at our border?”

I put on a smile and walked over, greeting or nodding at all the other lordlings on the way. “I think he is a man like any other. We give him what he wants, and he’ll go terrorize someone else.” I was putting together a carefully crafted plan for Khagan Kardam Krum. I wasn’t going to share it with them, though.

“Despite his perversions, I have heard he is, in fact, tremendously devoted to that tree god whom they dare to name after our beloved angel Saklas,” said Klokas. “He even claims that the trees whisper to him. That they tell him where his enemies are hiding. That every leaf, whether hanging off a branch or blowing in the wind, is an eye for his cause.”

“Unlike women, men can hold many things in their hearts,” I said. “A man can love his god without feeling he has forsook his love for life. Why, I even love my ship…” I noticed Rone waving me over from his dais. “Pardon me, my lords.”

The Exarch was standing among his many grandchildren, whom he was naturally proud of. He knew each of their tastes and distastes, and all his time outside of business was spent among them.

I made it a point to remember their names, at the very least. The shy girl standing cross-armed to his right was Theodisa, the middle daughter of his middle daughter, and the rowdy wine guzzler sitting on the banquet table was his eldest grandson, Evand, who, despite being married, was at this moment chatting up his cousin, a blushing young woman named Atia whose bare feet lay exposed.

“Krum is on everyone’s tongues,” Rone said, a goblet of some thick Rastergani drink in his hand. “Krum this. Krum that. Krum Krum Krum.”

“With Pasgard pacified, it must get boring here.” I gave him a good natured chuckle. “People need their thrills, imagined or not.”

Being the Exarch — as well as grandsire to many of the guests in attendance — Rone did not need to overdress. He wore a hunter’s britches and bear-fur vest, as well as a bandolier for the bullet balls that fit the gun I’d gifted him.

“I prefer to keep them imagined,” he said. “The Deadwood shields us down here from the Rubadi, but most of our mines are up north. We needs deal with Krum to keep the metal flowing.”

“You need not worry, Exarch. I’ll be going up there myself. Consider Krum just another… crumb.” I smiled.

Rone did not smile back. He gestured to the tent opening. “Come. Let’s enjoy a walk through the woods.”

The Deadwoods had lost the colors of two moons ago, when we’d first arrived. But they remained an endless sea of living things, each thriving in the mild chill. The dry air of winter meant the trees continued to shed, and so leaves blew by with every gust. Though it had become overstuffed with birds flying down from the icelands, mostly swallows and blackbirds and red-breasted robins.

“How do you intend to deal with Krum, exactly?” Rone asked.

I had to mind how I presented my ideas to Rone. Frame everything in a way he’d appreciate. “We will show him that peace for us means happiness and riches for him.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning we will pay him a heaping of gold.”

Rone halted. He gave me a foul glare. “Don’t patronize me, Vasco. The Rubadi don’t raid us just for our gold. If you’re going to pay him slaves too, I must know of it.”

“My lord, I would never dare to patronize you. Ours is a partnership. But if Krum wants something that only the Company has — things that are less than decent — then let it be between us and him so that your hands may not be sullied.”

“You drench your words in as much goat cheese as my mushrooms. I would have you be plain.”

“I’ve been as plain as I can be.”

“That’s not good enough. I must be kept apprised of Company doings, to the fine detail. When the Imperator refused to have you, I risked my house to get into bed with you.” Rone pointed at the ground. “And lest you forget it, your port is built on my land.” He raised his chin. “By the way, are you aware of the fire that broke out the other day?”

“It was a tavern brawl.”

“It was a fire, begun by your men, in the heart of Tethys.”

“Regardless, I’ve disciplined everyone involved.”

We’d only been here two moons and cracks already showed. Sempurians were proud of their breeding. Foreign men were viewed as potential thieves of the purity and innocence of Sempurian women, neither of which were truly all that valuable. One day, one of my Company men was getting too flirtatious with some metalworker’s daughter in a tavern. It started a brawl between them and the metalworker’s guild, which led to a fire that burned two or three buildings to a husk.

But that was all beside the point. It was my job to manage Rone without letting him interfere with our doings. I wanted to stay agile. I wanted to make decisions, command men, and not have to worry about his underlings — who were far more skeptical of us — getting in the way, counteracting my designs, and fomenting the downfall of our grand project.

“You wish me to be plain, so I’ll be plain,” I said. “When I was negotiating with the Dycondian emissary, your son was no help. In fact, he undermined my entire strategy. He was trying to drive up the price of our copperware, when I was trying to do the opposite.”

“I don’t understand,” Rone said. “Why are you selling them copperware below what we normally charge?”

Having to explain mercantile tactics, for which the Tower of Wisdom devoted a whole floor, to old men and arrogant sons was a tiresome thing.

“By lowering the price, we stand to become their only supplier. Once we become their only supplier, we can raise the price to higher than ever.”

“But then they’ll just buy their copperware from somewhere else.”

Having to debate these finer points with the ignorant was insufferable.

“Look,” I said. “You’ve been a politician all your life. When dealing with the Imperator and other high lords and bishops, I defer to you. But I’ve been a merchant much of mine, and I’d appreciate deference, and trust, on these matters.”

“Krum is a matter of politics, not trade. I’ve parleyed with many warlords.”

Rone was also prone to gout in cold weather, as he had admitted to me, and so wouldn’t be riding north to deal with Krum himself, lest he risk being carried to the parley on a palanquin, which would be a sad show of weakness. No, he’d send one of his cocksure sons in his place.

“Imagine it, then. Your son swaggers up to Krum, insults his tree god, demands he respect your border — oh, and here’s a few trinkets for being a good boy. Politics is about projecting strength, am I right? Except Krum has been projecting strength all his long life, mostly by making other lives shorter. What will he do to your son to show he is stronger, I wonder?” I watched as Rone’s eyes went wide, likely with the image of his son swaying from a smiling tree. “Or, we can do it my way. A simple trade. Peace for prizes. And since I’m the better trader, I’ll get you even more than you bargained for.”

Rone said nothing and just straightened his vest. He walked onward in silence, me following along next to him.

We arrived at a sweet-smelling stream, beside which grew yellow tulips. They adorned Sargosa’s forests, too. Folks would make garlands on the apostles’ birthdays and hang them on their doors. As you visited your neighbors, you were supposed to pluck a single yellow tulip from the garland until their door had no more, which signaled to others they’d had enough visitors for the day.

Rone struggled to lower himself, then plucked one from the soil. He sniffed it. “Do you know why I invited you to my beautiful land, Vasco dei Cruz?”

I kept silent so he could answer.

“I spent much of my time at court taking what I could for my house, and contributing as little as I could into the imperial treasury. Then one day, I beheld my friend Heraclius, come back from the dead. In that moment, as I marveled at this miracle, I finally believed in Holy Crucis. In the inevitability of our sovereignty spreading to shade all mankind, by the will of the Archangel.” Rone let out a sigh of mourning. “I followed my Imperator across Sirm, to the river Syr Darya, ready to give all to faith and country — only for an infidel host we never saw coming to lay us to waste.” His face went dark. “I watched those golden gholam strike like thunder and cut down two of my sons, and yet I live to tell this sorry tale.”

“It pains me to hear of your loss, my lord. How did you manage to escape?”

“I put on a caftan and turban, and when questioned by Redbeard’s pursuers, plucked enough Sirmian to convince them I truly was one. You know, when I climbed off that Dycondian cog and onto these shores, I — an old man — rolled like a pig across the soil. Then and there, I felt a peace I’d never known before or since.” He smelled the flower again. “I don’t want to leave my country, whether for glory or wealth or the Archangel’s cause, ever again. This is the only holy land for me, and I would see it rise and prosper.”

Perhaps I’d misread him. He may have resented how Josias treated him, but it seemed he was not wanting to be Grand Duke again. No, he was doing this as much for love of Sempuris as any other reason.

“When my designs are complete, Sempuris will be the center of the world. You won’t ever have to leave it because there will be no reason to. All will come to your shores for opportunity. And if you doubt me, check your coffers. Gold does not lie.”

“No, it certainly doesn’t.” Rone breathed in the fragrant air, then let it out in a gust. “All right, I understand you have your own way. I won’t inflict my sons and grandsons upon you, not anymore. You’ll deal with Kardam Krum.”

“I really do appreciate that.” I put my hand on my heart.

He twirled the flower, then smiled in a grandfatherly manner. “But you will be bringing one of my granddaughters.”

The way his smile widened, I couldn’t help but smile back, despite shaking my head in total disdain. “Forgive me, my lord, but I don’t see how that would be helpful.”

“You can choose whichever one pleases you most. She’s going to follow you everywhere. I think you get my meaning.”

“Exarch, this is not how the Company does business.”

“You want to get into bed with me, but you don’t want to fuck.” First time he’d been vulgar in my presence. “Choose which of my granddaughters you’ll marry, Vasco dei Cruz, and do it quickly.” Rone handed me the yellow tulip “This is how we do business in Crucis, partner.”

I was saving marriage for Mara. “I won’t do it, Exarch.”

“You want my trust? Well, I trust my family. Become part of it, or our little love affair will never bloom.”

He turned and walked away as I dropped the tulip onto the soil.

In Crucis, marriage sealed alliances between houses. I chided myself for not anticipating this, but I’d thought gold to be currency enough. I’d never once conceived that Rone, the high lord of an ancient house, would concede to mix his noble bloodline with my base one, let alone force it.

But Rone had, himself, married a base Sargosan woman he’d kidnapped from a farm as a young man on a raid. His father had even disinherited him for doing so, though Rone’s shrewdness won him back that inheritance. Rone was no lover of pure blood, unlike most of the people he ruled.

Perhaps in another life, he could’ve been a Company man, as meritocratic as he was, though he did love his own land too much to endure the strange places I’d been.

Soon enough, Rone summoned me to his manse for a ball, with only his unmarried granddaughters, myself, and my senior officers on the guest list. The maple wine was plentiful, as was the bread and cheese. A harp player sat on the dais, plucking away. There was even a dwarf juggling colored metal balls.

It was embarrassing, for everyone involved. Whoever I chose would be ridiculed for marrying a man so base and foreign. And I only ever dreamed of marrying Mara.

“How about that one, Captain? She’s of a comely sort.” Trevor pointed to the skinny, dark-haired girl leaning against the marble column with her arms crossed. Though her face was handsome and her skin like a pearl, all I could see was Ana when I looked at her.

“Cross her off the list,” I said.

“As you say. What was her name?”

“Diona.”

Trevor crossed her name off the scroll. “You know, you ought to talk to them. It’s the only way you’re going to make up your mind.”

I did not want to talk to them. Not now or ever.

“They are each too young for my liking,” I said. “What could we possibly talk about? What interests could we possibly share, me a man of thirty and nine⁠—”

“Forty and two,” Trevor corrected.

“Thirty and nine, and with more experiences than all of them combined.”

“You could enchant them with tales of your travels.”

“And what would they enchant me with, Trevor?”

While Trevor thought on my question, I eyed Jon, who gregariously moved his hands about as he chatted with the chestnut-haired girl near the Archangel mosaic. He was enchanting her, all right. Heath, meanwhile, was showing off the rainbows within his prism to a freckled girl with cloistered braids that reached her backside. I’d asked them to evaluate the girls on my behalf, while I stood here and observed.

“Their nimble, unblemished bodies,” Trevor finally replied.

“A blank canvas is not enchanting. I need a story.”

“Captain, forgive the discourtesy, but this is not about you. This is about the Company. And more than that, it’s about going home. It’s about finally ending the cursed Emigration imposed upon us by god.”

Trevor True Tongue, some crewmates called him. A man too rigid and honorable for our trade, and yet here he was, by my side, telling me precisely what I didn’t want to hear.

“I can’t engage with this farce,” I said. “You choose.”

“How can I be certain you’ll like whom I choose?”

“You know me, Trevor. How many years has it been?” I chuckled, the dread rising into my throat. “How many pleasure houses have we delighted in, together, in all those years?”

“I’ll choose for you, but you must promise me one thing.”

“What is it?”

“Help me get my sword back. As you know, it was my master’s sword. I had to slay him to get it — and it remains the greatest duel of my life. God himself watched us fight that day, high on the peak of Mount Sorm. I will not dishonor the memory of that duel by letting it remain in the hands of a man who refused to fight me honorably.”

Two Gun had mentioned that Micah was wearing Trevor’s big sword. It was just a sharp lump of metal to my eyes, but if it mattered to Trevor, it mattered to me.

“Of course, Trevor. We’ll get it back.”

He put a comforting hand on my shoulder. The man was tall, blond, and had his Silklander mother’s almond-shaped eyes. He’d retained his youthful vigor, too, thanks to the sword drills his teachers in the Silklands had taught him to perform before sunrise each morning. These granddaughters of Rone would sooner lust for him than me, and yet he was only to be my chooser.

“Leave it to me,” he said with an honest grin. “I think I know what you want, Captain.”

There were no big-breasted blondes among Rone’s flock, so all I could do was wish him luck.

I waited in an all-marble guest room for the next thirty minutes while studying our latest shipping ledgers. Finally, a soft knock sounded on my door.

“You may enter,” I said, trying to seem excited, though could a girl be duller than pages full of numbers? I stood, pressed my tunic and toga, then put my hands behind my back and smiled.

A lithe, little thing stepped inside. Her raven hair reached her shoulders, and it was straight and unstyled. From the softness of her features, she was perhaps a year older than my daughter. She was so pale, I wondered if she even knew what the sun was. Worst of all, she wouldn’t meet my eyes.

Just what was Trevor thinking? Was this meant to be a crewmate’s jape?

I snickered impolitely. Of course, the three of them had concocted this, together. I could picture them laughing among each other, though this was no laughing matter. I was obviously going to send this girl back, but not without treating her with the kindness a granddaughter of Rone’s deserved.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Mirealia.”

“Ah, Mirealia. How beautiful on the tongue. Your namesake is the mother of Partam the Apostle.” I’d gone priest on this one, already. I sat at the small, marble table and gestured to the seat across from me.

“You can just call me Alia — it’s what everyone calls me.”

Ana, Alia — even their names sounded the same.

I sized her up in silence for a moment. She picked at her nails and stared at her own glint in the polished marble. As meek as a babe in the forest.

“So Alia, how do you spend your days?”

Her face twitched into a mellow smile. “I like to watch plays. Often, I also read.”

Plays. She could be Ana’s friend. What a fucking jape. Trevor, Heath, and Jon would not escape my wrath for this.

“What do you read about?”

“I like to read about religion.”

“Ah. So you like to read about the trials of our apostles.” A tiresome topic if ever one existed.

Alia shook her head. “I mean to say, I like to read about other religions.”

Surprising, somewhat. I was suddenly curious. “You mean heathens? Why concern yourself with them?”

“Well, for example, the Saklas religion is interesting, don’t you think? They believe that for every man and woman, there is a tree somewhere on earth which shares their soul, and so only their priests may cut down trees. And out there, in a place called the First Forest, lives Saklas himself, the great tree within which all souls will ultimately come to reside.”

So she had an academic interest in an unusual topic. That was nice, I suppose. Some people were fascinated by spiders, too. It didn’t give them as much personality as they hoped.

But I would engage with her, regardless. “Men are always looking for ways to cheat death, aren’t they? I bet there are trees in the Deadwood that have stood for a thousand years. I suppose, when you look at it a certain way, they would be better homes for our souls than these bodies of skin and bone, which so fast fall apart.”

“I’d say our souls are even older than those trees.” Her gray eyes turned a tad penetrating.

I glanced away. “You know, I heard Kardam Krum practices this strange tree religion.”

“The Quvars, Onogs, Cimmerians, Barsils — each of these Rubadi tribes now follow his tree banner, as do many of the Ruthenians they rule.”

Perhaps this wasn’t a crewmate’s jape, after all. Trevor had chosen her because she knew a thing or two about the Rubadi — and other matters, I assumed. They were giving me the bitter herb they believed I needed. Unfortunately, while I liked books and I liked women, I didn’t like books in the form of women.

How frustrating that she was the best Rone’s blood could give. But as Trevor had said, this wasn’t about me and my needs.

“You’re very intelligent,” I said. “Sadly, a day full of dreary accounting has dulled my mind. Meeting you was the highlight of my night, Alia. I believe we’ll have the chance to speak more, later.”

She dug into her fingernails again. “Before I go, may I ask you something?”

“I am rather spent, but of course, you may.”

She met my eyes the way an owl does. She held her gaze. What hid behind her gray pupils seemed so familiar, it spooked me.

“Do you ever feel like you don’t belong?”

Frigid nails of dread slid down my spine. “I don’t understand the question.”

“Maybe you do.”

Her gray pupils grew like two full moons.

“No.” I shook my head and grinned like a fool, the spiking dread almost unbearable. What she’d just asked me, I’d asked many times to others. Before I made them scream. “No.”

Mirealia stood and put her hand on her heart. “Thank you. I had a good time conversing with a man so well-thought. Have a lovely evening, Captain Vasco.”

Only when she walked out the door could I breathe again.

I did not speak with Trevor, Jon, or Heath afterward. Instead, I hopped on my gelding and rode straight to my villa.

I slinked inside, went to my room, and neglected to light a candle. I grabbed my blanket, covered myself with it, and sat on the floor in the dark.

“Do you ever feel like you don’t belong?”

Yes. I have never ceased feeling it. Even when I tortured the others, I was feeling it.

“Mirealia is one of us,” I whispered to myself. “She is an Emigrant.”

Had Trevor sensed it? Was that why he’d chosen her?

Knock-knock-knock. “Papa? Is everything all right?”

Oh no, not Ana. Since a few weeks ago, I’d given her free reign of the villa, though she was not permitted to ever leave. But she could knock on my door whenever she liked. An annoyance I wished I’d not allowed.

Knock-knock-knock. “Papa?”

Why was she even calling me that? What was wrong with her? She was like a puppy you throw a stone at, and yet it keeps coming back.

I opened the door, lest she not cease knocking. The light from her lantern disturbed my eyes.

“What is it, Ana?”

“You snuck inside like a demon in the night.”

“Because I am tired and would like to go to bed.”

When we arrived, Rone had taken a keen interest in her, even touring her around his vast estate that overlooked the Deadwood. Only now did I realize why: he’d wanted to marry her to one of his grandsons. But for every man in Sempuris, there were two women; I doubted any of his grandsons would agree to marry a disfigured lowborn girl, no matter how rich her father was, especially with so many better choices available.

Though Ana was not without charm. She’d crafted for herself a pleasing manner, which she’d practice on the villa guardsmen. Smiling, giggling, twirling her hair, all while innocently quoting Angelsong — she’d learned such things from Mara. Some day, it was going to work on someone. Hopefully someone with a decent vocation, for her sake.

While I was shutting the door, she said, “Wait. I heard rumors that you’re going north.”

“They’re not rumors, they’re true.”

“I just wanted to know if I’ll be staying here.”

She would attempt to run away and rejoin her mother the moment I left. Her good behavior and kindness toward me these past two moons was a well-acted lie, but I saw through it.

“No, Ana. You’re coming with me.”

“Is that really necessary, Papa?”

I snickered. “It is my will.”

“But I’d only be a bother out there in the wilderness. I’d much prefer to stay here, where it is warm and safe.”

“Does a fisherman ask the worm on his hook if it should prefer to stay warm and safe? You think I don’t know what you’re doing?”

“I don’t understand. What is it you think I’m doing?”

“Your mother is good at these things. Why, she even has the greatest conqueror the west has ever known dancing to her tune. You’re not so advanced.”

“I just want to live, and maybe smile a few times in that life. Does that make me the villain?”

If anyone was the villain, it was me. What I’d done to her could not be forgiven. But I’d chosen this unforgivable path long ago, and there was no going back. My only hope was that at the end of the path, all I’d done would be for something good.

“Captain, this is not about you. It’s about going home. It’s about finally ending the cursed Emigration imposed upon us by god.”

“Ana, this is not about you. I am so sorry, but it’s just not.” I shut the door on her, then went to wash my face with the water in my pail.

As I pulled the curtain to darken my room, I beheld a full moon hanging high in the sky, leering down like the eye of god. I realized: just like I’d done, Khagan Kardam Krum would be choosing his new bride tonight.
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Truly, I did not know whether I would open my eyes again. No right-headed man would trust a Fallen with his fate. But if I died in the dark, I’d already died in the light. And if it be a fate worse than death, then it wouldn’t be my first.

I did wake up, and as promised, with two hands. It did not feel as novel as the first time I’d gained a hand, when I’d woken in Kostany’s Seat to find my army in mutiny. But it made me smile all the same.

Oil simmered within my fresh, gunmetal arm. With my will, I let the oil course through and enflame my black hand. But instead of flames shooting forth, lightning bolts leaped across my fingers.

I’d only used these powers once: against Kevah. I hadn’t known properly how to subject the lightning to my will, and so could hardly be blamed for losing to him. But if I wanted to win the fights ahead, then I had to do better.

“We are only a trial, so do not disbelieve,” I hymned the Book of Marot from memory. “How terrible the price for which you sold your soul, beneath Aurora, the dead star of morning.”

Demonbinding. Bloodwriting. Starwriting. This power was none of those. No, this was the other of Marot’s four cards, each of which contained a method of sorcery he would only teach to those tempted toward forbidden power. This was starfire transformed into sparks. This was sungorging.

And yet, it was said Marot held more than the four cards in his right hand; in his left, which he kept behind his back, he hid an entire deck. Powers so dark and terrible, the kindly angel refused to teach them to us.

When I conquered Ejaz, I encountered, for the first time, men and women who believed Marot to be the greatest of the Twelve instead of Cessiel. The head of their church resided in Alanya, and they called themselves Basilites after the false Opener — though more commonly, folk referred to them as Eastern Ethosians.

Because they refused to recant their heresy, I hung the priests among them. The flock then either recanted or fled Ejaz for Alanya, where Shah Tamaz had not only promised them safety, but had elevated their church to shepherdship over all Ethosians in his realm.

I never understood this heresy until I beheld what a sorcerer could do. There is nothing more dangerous in man’s hands than what Marot brought into this world. And there is nothing more frightening than the power of the hymning stars he taught his disciples to call upon.

With the snap of my sparking fingers, I lit my lantern, then found my way out of the catacombs. I hid my gunmetal arm within my tunic, keeping it as close to my body as I could.

At the tenement, Mara was crying by the fire, like usual. Princip was playing the fresh tune his dream woman had taught him, like usual.

“Mara.” I pushed my black hand through my sleeve and extended it toward her.

She turned to see it. Of all the things she could’ve done in that moment, she smiled. Princip played a single, high note — almost a scream.

“It’s all true, isn’t it?” Mara said, grinning from tear-filled cheek to tear-filled cheek. “The dark things they say of you. It’s what you are.”

“Does it please you to know it?”

She nodded ever so slightly, then gazed at my arm, transfixed. “Marot forgive me, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so wonderful.”

Her cheeks pinkened as she stared at my demonic, gunmetal arm. Beneath her veil of holiness, it seemed she delighted in this darkness. In the possibilities that lay beyond the predictable and permitted. Perhaps no matter how holy we became, the void between the stars would still hymn to us, and we’d always yearn to know what hid behind all that light.

“Go up to the convent. Wait for me there. I’ll bring Ana to you.”

“She is not your daughter, and yet you would save her? Tell me truly — why do our problems concern you so?”

I wasn’t going to tell her what I’d done to my own daughter. What I’d done to the daughters of Shah Murad. And that maybe — maybe — if I saved hers, I could finally forgive myself.

“If we only cared to save our own, mankind would have no saving grace.”

“How selfless of you. But mankind’s fate is not my concern, only Ana’s.” Mara stood and wiped her dried tears with her sleeve. “Do you think Vasco will just let you walk in and take her? Your metal arm may be great, but his sorcery is yet greater. And even without it, he commands dangerous men who won’t think twice about killing you. If I hadn’t shielded you from Anton, that day, he would’ve put a bullet ball through your skull.”

True enough. “Vasco wants you to go to him, you realize?”

“Of course I do. Regardless, I must be with Ana. Something awful is coming for her, Micah. Every night, I dream of it. She needs me. If you don’t take me to her, then I will find my own way.”

“The road I’m going… and the one who is guiding me…”

“I’ve heard the stories,” Mara said. “That you worship a Fallen Angel. That it guided you through Labyrinthos. It always sounded too fanciful to my ears. But if your demonic arm is real, then…”

“I don’t worship her.”

Princip gripped my black hand. He pressed each of my metal fingers, and I felt every little sensation. He looked up at me in stunned silence, which wasn’t any louder than his usual silence.

“You and the boy must keep safe,” I said.

“Keep safe?” Mara’s snicker could rival Heraclius’. “A Khagan has conquered iron Pendurum. Will stone hovels in the mountains, or even Hyperion itself, be any safer than where we’re going? Cessiel’s mercy, I don’t even know what I will eat tomorrow.”

“Have you no one else in the city to shelter with?”

“If I did, do you think I’d be here?”

A wise tactician would bring these two. Mara was the reason I’d escaped Vasco’s bloodwriter, and Princip the reason I’d escaped that haughty swordsman. But now I was walking into the maw, not away from it. I did not want them with me, though what right did I have to choose for them? I was not Mara’s husband nor was I the boy’s father, and they both cared about Ana more than I ever could. Together, we stood the greater chance of freeing her from Vasco’s cage.

“We’ll need to buy biscuits, the harder the better,” I said. “And we’ll need ammo for Princip’s gun, and olive oil to clean it. Oh, and blindfolds.”

“Blindfolds?” Mara looked at me funny. “What for?”

“On the road we’re taking, seeing is a greater danger than being seen.”

Mara shuddered and shook her head. “There exists no fright that will keep me from my daughter.” She rubbed her arms as if suddenly cold. “To the market, then.”

At the market square, the breadbaskets looked lighter than ever, though the crowds had not lessened, so many wives and widows eager to fight with their debased coins over what little they could get. The beggars on the corners looked more skeletal each day, and there were more of them, too. We sold Mara’s Angelsong scrolls to a bookkeeper and used our few remaining coin to fill a sack with hard biscuit and a pouch with bullet balls. We also filled waterskins at the cistern, where a crier was going around reminding all to shun worldly pursuits and reflect on the Fountain at the End of Epochs, from which the thirsty in this life would drink. On my person, I kept the big sword I’d taken off of the warrior Princip had shot, while Princip kept his Sargosan gun. Then with the ragged clothes on our backs and a pair of lanterns, we entered the catacombs.

There was no one on guard, since I was still supposed to be on duty for another few hours, which made the bowels of the city easy enough to pass through. With each step, the chill worsened and the wind sounded more like hushed breathing.

“This guide of yours,” Mara said, her face icy, “do you trust her?”

“I trust her not to murder me. She hasn’t murdered my companions, either, if that helps steel your nerve.”

“But you don’t trust her motives.”

“I can’t speak to her motives, and I think it best you let me worry about her. Don’t talk to her. Don’t even look at her. If she asks you a question, answer it with only a few words. Stay strong, and we’ll come out on the other side.”

Mara nodded. We walked on until we stood at the threshold of what had always felt, in ways both large and small, like another world entirely. It was no subtle change in texture, but rather a jarring transition from ragged stone walls to smooth, black tar. The air, too, was thickly dark.

Ahriyya stood in the distance, still wearing Elly’s skin and that lily-patterned dress. For a shapeshifter, she seemed uneager to shift her shape or even change her outfit. Though I must admit, her form was a comfort. I had not known my daughter by personality, but I knew what she looked like. If only Ahriyya could imitate her eyes, she could match my whole impression of Elaria at the age of six and ten.

“How long will this walk take?” I asked.

“Minutes. Hours.” Elly grinned.

“Have you not traveled this route in your long life?”

“I have. But it’s been a good while. Routes change over time. In truth, no two journeys are exactly alike. Labyrinthos is a living thing, after all.”

“Living thing?” Like Aschere, I was becoming curious. “What do you mean by that?”

“It’s a hairline crack in the egg, yet should you truly dive into its deepest pits, you will witness and become—“ Suddenly, she was not speaking Crucian anymore. The sounds coming from her mouth were not any a human or animal could make, let alone conceive. They sounded like living shadows.

Hearing these sounds, images flashed in my mind’s eye. I beheld a metal egg spinning in the void, its shape changing as it churned. The egg was connected to an all-seeing eye by a sinuous umbilical cord. But the eye did not dwell with us. It was elsewhere. The way we look at a map, it looked at our world and out across all expanses of distance and time.

I put my hand up to make Elly stop speaking in her demonic tongue.

“Is the truth too much for you?” Elly giggled. “And yet, all I gave you was words. Dwell in ignorance, Micah. Your life is short. You’ll be happier not knowing.”

“Your point is taken. Now let’s get going.” I looked back at Mara and Princip. Their fingers were in their ears. I hoped they’d blocked the sound in time and been spared the sight of the egg.

We made ready our blindfolds, should we need to quickly slide them on. I took Mara’s hand with my flesh hand, and she took Princip’s. We crossed the threshold into Labyrinthos.

At first, it seemed like any cave, just darker and quieter, as if you were wrapped in the night sky. As we walked, what began as a constricted hallway widened into a generous cavern, and then widened further until we could not see the walls nor ceiling. It felt as if we were outside beneath a starless, moonless heaven. It reminded me of the strange landscape where I’d battled Kevah, almost five months ago.

Ahriyya stopped suddenly in the middle of what, to my mind, seemed like a rocky field. She pointed at a spectral light glowing in the distant sky.

“What do your eyes see?” she asked.

I had to stare at it for a while. And still, I could not believe what I was seeing enough to say the word.

“Tree,” Princip said. “An upside-down tree.”

Mara gestured for him to keep silent, but it was too late. Ahriyya gave him a wide, curiosity-laden smile.

She walked up to the boy. She was a foot taller, yet the two were similarly thin-limbed. Princip showed no fear, his stance firm and gaze true.

“Maybe one day, you’ll eat of its manna,” she said to him. “It can give you memories, but not of this world. Memories from other worlds, like our own with similar people and places, but vaguely, uncannily different. Would you like that?”

Princip shook his head. He was not one to vacillate.

I wanted to ask why there was an enormous, glowing upside-down tree hanging from the sky, but decided to heed Elly’s advice and enjoy my ignorance. And yet, the desire to know would not leave me in peace, like an itch on your sole.

Elly giggled. “It’s a whole upside-down forest, if you’re wondering. You’d be surprised what lives there. I won’t torture you with the specifics.”

I cleared my throat and gestured forward. Ahriyya took my meaning, and we continued walking.

After an hour, it seemed like we’d not moved at all. The landscape was the same, as was the sky, the glowing tree our only signpost.

Ahriyya stuck her ear out. “Hear that?”

At first, I heard nothing. Then the faintest whispers arrived at my ears. The more I listened, the more those whispers sounded like tormented howls intermixed with maddening laughter.

“They are those who fell into deep cracks,” Ahriyya said. “Things come out of those cracks, too.” She pointed to something in the air.

A spectral green bug hovered a stone’s throw away. At first, I thought it was one of Aschere’s fireflies. But as it fluttered closer, its form became clearer: a circle with a line through it. It was flatter than paper, too.

It vaguely resembled a Crucian letter, floating on its own, as if it had lost the word it was once a part of.

“Don’t let the stray letters hit you,” Ahriyya said. “They will never leave your being. A few of them is not a big bother — you might find a mole growing on your backside that you never realized had always been there — but absorb too many letters and you’ll be rewritten.”

I had to ask about this one. “Rewritten? How?”

“Your eye color could change. Or your name. Or your whole destiny. You’ll have a vague sense that it wasn’t supposed to be that way, but it will be so, now and at the beginning.”

I’d always had a vague sense that I was never meant to become a soldier, that I ought to still be tending to an inn. In my memory, it always seemed strange that a man with no martial experience suddenly took up arms after his inn burned down. But best not to dwell on such things here and simply keep moving.

Thankfully, we did not encounter any more letters. The whispered screams grew more distant until we could not hear them.

It became peaceful, for some time, though no one dared to strike up a conversation or hymn any litanies — things you usually do on a march. The calmness and repetition lulled me into a kind of trance — stuck in a repeating moment. Until the ground shook as if a great beast was coming our way.

“Of all things. Ugh,” Elly said. “It’s time to put on your blindfolds. If you prefer to keep existing, that is.”

She pulled a blindfold out of thin air. Whatever was coming, even she could not endure its sight.

I gave Mara a nod. She hurriedly helped Princip put his on, then said with a jittery voice, “This is no time for your curiosity. Understood?”

Princip nodded.

Mara turned toward me. Her hands were shaking. I could feel her fear, though oddly enough, I could not feel my own. She slid her blindfold over her eyes, and I helped her tie it tight. Then I did the same for myself.

“Take my hand,” Elly said. “We’ll walk by it, and all will be well.”

With the blindfold on, I could truly imagine it was Elly talking to me and not a Fallen Angel with all-black eyes. I took her hand with my gunmetal hand, while continuing to hold onto Mara with my flesh one. We walked forward as if chained to one another.

The rumbling worsened with every step of the beast, and judging by how my stomach turned, it must’ve been larger than several Kashanese war elephants put together. Thump. Thump.

We abruptly veered left, then a short while later, veered right. I wondered if we were trying to avoid the monster’s path, or if this was simply the path to Pasgard.

Ahriyya stopped, and so I stopped. Mara bumped into me.

“Try not to move for a few minutes,” Elly whispered. “It’s right next to us.”

THUMP. THUMP.

I imagined what it might look like. It had a child’s face attached to a long, snaking neck, with a torso that resembled a willow tree and legs like a spider. Its feet were made of metal, which was why its footsteps sounded so harsh. I imagined it looming its face in front of mine and smiling.

A part of me yearned to know if my imagination had gotten it right. A part of me wanted to rip off my blindfold and behold the truth in all its grotesque glory.

But I did not let that part reign over me.

Thump. Thump.

“It’s walked by us,” Elly whispered. “Let’s keep going.”

We journeyed forward, the beast's footsteps now distant enough that we could no longer feel them. Then we walked another hour in a silence so absolute, it stung my ears.

Finally, Elly said, “You can remove the blindfolds.”

We were in a constricted cavern, the smooth walls and ceiling visible, once again.

Dismay erupted across Elly’s face. “Where is the girl?”

“Girl?” I said. “What girl?”

“The girl who was with us, this whole time.”

Mara looked in every direction, as if searching for a ghost.

“Did she lift her blindfold and gaze at the monster?” Elly said. “Did her curiosity get the better of her?”

“There was no girl with us,” I said, though I couldn’t help but feel uneasy by this strangeness.

“Oh but there was. When we began this journey, there were four of you, not including me. Seems the girl has been annihilated from existence, as well as from your memories.”

“What did she look like?” Mara asked, her eyes owl-like.

“She was a beauty. Pupils as green as a swamp and wavy locks redder than fire.”

Mara rubbed her shaking arms. “I know of no such girl.” And yet, the mere idea made her quiver.

A grin snapped onto Elly’s face. “Look at you. I’m only joking.” She erupted into a fit of giggles. “If there had been a girl with you, and if she had gazed at the creature, even I wouldn’t remember her. Maybe there was someone else with us when we began our journey, and maybe they did look at the creature. No way to know, now.”

Mara was almost in tears. I suppose she must’ve imagined that it was Ana who might’ve been with us. But that did not make sense. Ana was not forgotten, only far away.

This was how Ahriyya toyed with people. While I did not know her motives, I knew her disposition. I knew she took joy in our anguish, the way a cruel child might pull off a spider’s legs just to delight in its struggle.

Elly put a hand on Mara’s bloodless cheek. “Your despair is making you blue, both inside and out. You’re a helpless little thing, aren’t you? Hiding between a sword-wielding warrior and a gun-toting little boy. Have you lived your whole life this way?”

Mara did not look the demon in her eyes, perhaps because of what I’d told her at the outset. The best you could do was be too boring for these demons to toy with. But acting shy and evasive can sometimes have the opposite effect. It certainly had for me when it came to women. I always liked those who played hard to get, who seemed unaffected by my affections or too bashful to reciprocate them.

I hoped Ahriyya was not like me, for Mara’s sake.

Onward we walked — the air growing chillier with each step — until finally we came to another threshold beyond which were cave walls slicked with ice. Beneath the ice were long, reddish bands, possibly ironstone.

“This is where I leave you,” Ahriyya said.

The air blowing toward us was colder than that of Labyrinthos. Too cold for the layers we wore. It howled through my clothes and bit into my flesh, making every part of me yearn for fire.

Mara and Princip felt it, too. Both shivered where they stood.

I stepped forward, beyond the threshold, and touched the cave wall. The cold was so intense, it seeped through my woolen glove and into my bones.

“Pasgard is not so frigid,” I said. “Where have you brought us?”

When I looked back, I saw only Mara and Princip standing in the dark. Elly was gone.

“Where is she?” I stomped back into Labyrinthos. “Elly!” No Answer. “Ahriyya!”

She was nowhere.

“It’s no use,” Mara said. “She vanished in front of my eyes. Perhaps she’s brought us to the Endless Waste or even the God Sea. This is what we get for consorting with Fallen Angels.”

I hurried into Labyrinthos. The walls whirled, as if the ground wanted to become the ceiling and the ceiling the ground.

I stepped away — almost falling over myself — back toward the frozen cave, grabbing Mara and Princip as I did. There was no going into Labyrinthos without Ahriyya. Wherever we were, we’d need to find our own way, above ground.

We also needed to make a fire or we’d freeze. Holding hands and keeping close to stay warm, we trudged through the caverns and followed the blasting winds. We’d walked for hours by now, and if my legs and feet were aching this much, then Mara’s and Princip’s must’ve been ready to fall off.

We squeezed through a tunnel as tight as a crushed throat, then climbed up a steep incline, careful to avoid the sharp, jutting rocks.

Finally, we saw light leaking from an opening. It was red, which I hoped meant sunset.

Embers were piled near it; someone else had sheltered here, recently. A pair of worn boots lay amid the embers, and I recognized their make.

Now outside, the sunset-drenched clouds were a welcome sight. The waning moon could barely be seen as it hid behind the sky’s warm colors. We were on a mountain path lined by towering oaks. Horse hooves and bootsteps left deep imprints in the recent snowfall. The cold continued to bite into our souls, so we collected twigs off the ground, then returned to the cave mouth.

I lit the fire with the snap of my fingers, and we sat down to rest. The flickering flames brought relief from the cold that had, up to now, been screaming through my veins. I poured water onto a hard biscuit and used the fire’s warmth to soften it up, then tore it three ways. I passed the pieces around, and we ate and drank in a dismal silence.

“Have you any idea where we are?” Mara said.

“We’re still in Crucis.” I pointed to the boots. “Made for marching down old imperial roads. You wouldn’t do any serious adventuring in those.”

“So we’re not far.” Mara sipped from her waterskin. “And yet, I don’t recognize the trees outside. Wherever we are, it feels different.”

Princip nodded along, then took a big bite of biscuit.

I was so chilly and worn, I could hardly think. “I’m sure we’ll find out, soon enough.”

“I thought the highlands would often get too cold for my liking,” Mara said. “But what we experienced before lighting that fire… that was another thing entirely.”

“No argument there.”

Mara was likely angrier than she was able to show, being so tired. We’d been tricked. To what degree depended on where we were.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“It’s not your fault,” she replied. “I agreed to take this road, too. And this might sound strange, but I feel like we’re… closer to Ana than before.”

The climate was a good deal colder than where we’d come from, obviously. When Ahriyya had first told me she wouldn’t take me directly to Tethys, she’d given the excuse that she feared running into her own daughter. This whole time, we’d been wondering about her motives, and yet she pretended not to have any. But what if this misdirection, too, was part of some plan she was stirring?

“I know where we are.” I bit into my biscuit. It tasted like so many days on campaign, sitting at a fire with other soldiers. “I conquered this land, many years ago, though a quarter of my army froze to death. A better end than the other quarter who died from worms eating them inside-out.” I took another familiarly delicious bite. Nothing like a hard biscuit to keep a soldier in the fight. “No doubt in my mind. This is the land where iron lies under every rock. We’re in Pendurum.”
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We would march north prepared for anything.

Kardam Krum menacing Crucian lands was both a threat and an opportunity. Like the Black Front, their presence as a tormentor of the Imperium put me in the perfect position to play both sides. If I reconquered Pendurum and returned it, gift-wrapped, to the imperials, perhaps they would finally admit their need for me. To Josias, I was a dog who chased away rats, yet who barked too loud to be allowed to sleep inside.

But if, instead, I allied with the Rubadi and let them do as they liked — excepting raids of Sempurian territory — then it would be the imperials who came crawling to me for help. Let the rats gnaw on their shins, and suddenly that barking dog may be worthy of love, after all. You may even let him sleep in your bed.

It was a delicate game. I had to imagine what Josias and Krum were thinking and what they would do. I had to play Sultan Slayer with them in my mind and envision Crucis as the board.

And to do that effectively, I needed to know more about Krum, in particular. His name had never loomed large, and so I could not find anyone in Tethys or any imperial correspondence concerning him that could paint a picture.

Except for one rumor from Rone himself.

“I heard it from a palace eunuch, years ago,” he said as we enjoyed a flagon of Lemnosian wine at the terrace of his seaside estate. “A certain Ruthenian excubitor escaped the carnage of a terrible siege and was ridden down on his way north by a fiercely beautiful huntress. She took him prisoner, and over time grew to like him very much, until love itself bloomed. Her name was Batar, Khatun of a small Rubadi band by the name of Krum, and his name was Vladis, excubitor in the service of Exarch Gregory of Caecara. To better fit in with his new flock, he took the name ‘Kardam’.”

That sounded interesting, especially the part about Caecara and the siege. Fifteen years ago, Exarch Gregory stubbornly resisted the hundred-thousand-man army of Shah Jalal. For six moons, pummeled endlessly by bombards and arrows, the walls of Caecara stood unbent, and it was said even old women would climb upon the battlements to empty their chamber pots on the invaders’ heads. Seeing this, Shah Jalal seethed with rage and desperation. He prayed to the Fallen Angels, and they sent one of their Kings — Kaslas, the antithesis and profaner of Saklas — to aid him. Kaslas spread his cursed roots across the city, from which burst forth wormrotten worms. Wormrot devoured the populace and the city fell, though Gregory’s resistance had bought just enough time for Imperator Heraclius to assemble a fresh host and chase the tired Sirmians to the gates of Rastergan.

The price Gregory paid to save Crucis was the ultimate one: when the gates opened, the Sirmians butchered every man, woman, and child left in the city. They say only Gregory’s daughter was spared, on account of her beauty, and given as a prize to the zabadar warrior who brought Gregory’s head to Shah Jalal. To this day, Caecara remains a ruin, and the curse of Kaslas lingers.

At least, that was the imperial account. The Sirmians likely told a wholly different tale. The truth was buried in the ruins of Caecara.

“Is there any official record of Vladis becoming Kardam Krum?” I asked.

“I’ll have to ask the High Castle,” Rone said. “But the response won’t come until after winter.”

I sat back on the silk couch and watched the Green Sea’s angry tide. “Don’t bother. We’ll have to manage in the dark, though your story, oddly enough, does have the ring of truth to it.”

Rone rang his little bell. A tired-looking serving boy came forth from the interior.

“Get us the one flavored with raisins,” the Exarch said.

The serving boy nodded and went to do as bid.

“Heath would scold you.” I chuckled. “Sweet wine weakens the heart, he says.”

“Then why is mine so strong?” Rone’s whiskers reached his ears when he smiled. “So how is Alia doing? You two are getting along, I hope.”

I’d married Rone’s granddaughter in a hasty ceremony at Tethys’ oldest chapel. The moment the priest doused our handhold in heavy water, Rone must’ve breathed a sigh of relief. One of the richest men on earth was now his grandson and could no longer stab him in the back. Getting a divorce, once a marriage had been consummated, was no easy thing, and so I was stuck in this union.

Except we had not consummated the marriage. After the ceremony, Alia and I returned to my villa, but I could not do it. Instead, I told her I was tired and went to bed. Thankfully, she didn’t tell Rone of my lapse, though if I did not bed her soon, I imagined she would.

“How did you raise such an intelligent, inquisitive, and thoughtful woman?” I asked. “Why, there isn’t a topic for which her mind does not stir. I could stay up all night conversing with her.”

“Yes, she is a sharp one, like her mother. But I hope you’re doing more than just strumming your intellects during your nights together.”

“You want a great grandchild, I know. I’m honestly shocked you don’t have one yet.”

“A great grandchild who could be Exarch, some day, should you raise him right.”

That was hardly the sum of my ambitions, but I wasn’t going to tell Rone that.

The serving boy brought an amphora of wine to our table. When he opened the clay pot, a colorful aroma breezed into my nose. He poured the oak-colored wine into my goblet first, then his master’s.

I enjoyed the scent and took a sip. The sweetness was just right, and the flavor of the raisins gave the wine a fitting counterbalance to its punch. Lemnos was known for only one thing for good reason.

“Sorry to steer things back to business,” I said, “but we’ve prepared a list of needs for the march north. The Company can take care of most of it, except for the manpower. I want two thousand soldiers from your garrison.”

“They are, by cloth, the Imperator’s men.” Rone took a long sip followed by an equally long swallow. “Though, of course, I’m the one who pays them.”

“So who do they obey?”

“I think you already know that, otherwise you wouldn’t have raised the request. But if I put my men under your command, it falls on you to ensure that uniform-wearing paladins don’t act against the Imperator’s interests — at least in appearance. That would be an awful controversy. One that would invite the wrath of Hyperion onto my domain.”

I gulped a mouthful of the raisin wine. It truly was a delightful concoction, though even it couldn’t sweeten what I was hearing. “It doesn’t sound like I’ll have much freedom to act, with so many imperial boots around. But without them, I won’t seem very threatening to a great Khagan. Not with the mere seven hundred Company men I can muster.”

“I understand your dilemma, believe me. I’ve been using imperial standards for mine own ends all my life. Which is why I know, with certainty, that you should bring those two thousand paladins. It will give your expedition a sweet imperial flavor, though the wine itself will still be of our Sempurian-Sargosan vintage.”

I took his meaning. The man knew how to fit into his imperial clothing. I’d have to keep my cards close, the way he must’ve been doing all his life. No more giving speeches with rubies I’d plucked from the breasts of eastern slave girls. In front of an army of holy paladins, I’d have to play my most well-practiced and oldest part: the priest.

As I walked through my tulip garden and approached my villa door, giggling sounded from inside. Two distinct giggles, to be precise: Ana’s and Alia’s. They were getting on, and it did not please me. Alia was a knowledgeable, though naive highborn girl. Ana was the opposite: an ignorant, though shrewd lowborn girl. Who knew what poison she’d pour into Alia’s ear to gain her sympathy?

Alia might then tell Rone about it, which could bring down the edifice I was building. But I could not forbid my daughter and my wife from talking freely. It was strange enough that I forbade Ana from ever leaving the villa, though I could always claim it was for modesty and safety’s sake. Further restricting her freedom risked exposing my cruelty toward my daughter to a man who treasured his many daughters and granddaughters.

I opened the door and stepped inside. Rone told me he’d once lived in this villa and that it was his honor to gift it to me. Everything was white marble, except for the limestone columns that held up the high ceiling. The marble floor never seemed to lose its polish, no matter how much we stepped on it. The place was so airy and lavish, I began to understand why Rone didn’t want to leave his country. Sempurians knew how to build a home.

And their women knew how to make a home, too. Alia could cook, sew, decorate, dust — she lacked no homemaking skill. Perhaps if she taught Ana one or two, the girl could find a decent husband, some day when I was done needing her.

“How’s Grandpapa doing?” Alia asked as I removed my cloak.

She kept her hands behind her back and did not slouch. Ana stood beside her and did her best to imitate, though her slouch was obvious. They dressed similarly, too — Alia had gifted Ana a number of silk dresses after the wedding, as well as simpler trousers and tunics, which women tended to wear around the house.

“He’s as spirited as his wines.” I chuckled. “I hope pray when I’m his age that I’ll keep that zest for life. I chided him for drinking so much sweet wine, but who knows, maybe that’s his secret.”

“Oh don’t indulge him.” Alia sighed and rolled her eyes. “The man would drink wine if it were served to him by a Fallen Angel.”

“I believe it.” I laughed, then set my gaze on Ana. “Daughter, why don’t you go make us some barley tea?”

“I’ll help her,” Alia said. She must’ve realized that Ana didn’t know how to make barley tea and felt shame in letting her admit it. Alia was the definition of too nice. Edgeless. If she was going to stay with me, I’d have to hone her. Though it was too soon for that, so I simply nodded and sat on one of the three red velvet couches in the living room.

I was going to take things slow with Alia, in every respect, and especially with regard to her memories of the time before Emigration. I didn’t want a repeat of Mara; we’d been too eager to force her to remember, and it had turned her against us. No, with Alia I would take the opposite approach, and in doing so, gain an ally not just for the rest of this life, but for as long as my soul existed.

The girls returned with stone mugs and a pot of barley tea. I preferred unsweetened coffee and stronger, eastern teas, but such delights were unknown to these shores, and I did not wish to seem more foreign than I already did.

Alia sat next to me while Ana sat on the couch across.

“When do we leave?” my daughter asked as I took up my cup.

“Once the baggage train is ready,” I said between sips of the hot, barely flavored water.

“Which is when, Father?”

A snide response came to my lips, but I did not let it out lest Alia think badly of me. “Within days. I need to finalize a few matters. What do you think Kardam Krum would like as a gift?”

I was sure Alia had an opinion, but it seemed she kept silent so that perhaps Ana may speak.

“I don’t know anything about him or his people,” Ana admitted. “But everyone wants something.” She looked at me with fear and tenderness, both. “Perhaps if you learn what he’s been missing his whole life, you’ll find your gift.”

I nodded, genuinely impressed. “Alia, what is Kardam Krum missing, in your opinion?”

“Well he certainly has enough wives.” She giggled, and it helped break the ice in the air.

“No.” Ana shook her head. “I think that’s exactly what he’s been missing.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, my curiosity rising at her strange insinuation.

“He takes a new wife every month because he’s looking for something in each of those women, and to his frustration, he’s not finding it.”

Now this was shockingly insightful coming from Ana. Had I misjudged her? She was my blood, after all. Had some of my own intellect passed on?

“What do you think he’s looking for?” Alia asked her.

“I think it’s something he had, once, but no matter how much he searches, can never find again.” Ana’s answer left me stunned, and for a few seconds, I could not summon any words.

“I think we ought to lower our ambitions just a bit,” I said with a genuine smile. “Let’s not try to solve his deepest yearnings, but rather give him a more superficial joy.”

“You gave Grandpapa a hunting gun,” Alia said. “For many Rubadi, hunting is a sacred pastime. They don’t just hunt for sport, but to live, and even to worship.”

There was that bookishness of Alia’s. I was starting to enjoy it more than I expected.

“I think a Kashanese gun would make a fine gift.” I chuckled. “Let’s hope he doesn’t aim it at us.”

I gazed out the window. The sun was on the decline and much needed doing. I had to ride down to the Company port in Palizerra to meet with the captains of the galleons wintering there. My position in the Company was on the ascent. Though I remained a captain by official record — purely by choice since it afforded me less time sitting in an office and more in the field — in practice I was more of a major-general, which gave me the power to command an entire trading fleet.

“I should get ready.” I stood. “And I’ve a lot of ledgers to review.”

“You have that meeting later tonight, don’t you?” Alia asked.

“I do, indeed. I suppose I’ll just summon a carriage and review them on the way.”

“May I make a request?”

“Of course.”

Alia glanced at Ana. “Take your daughter with you. She’s been cooped up too long and could use an outing.”

So this was Ana’s game: getting my wife to softly ask for things on her behalf in the hope I’d be more willing to acquiesce. It was a good game, I admit, because refusing my new wife such a simple request would seem unreasonable at best and tyrannical at worst. I respected my daughter’s cunning, though I did not appreciate it.

The question was, to what end was Ana working toward? Would she attempt to escape while I was in the meeting? If she was clever enough to gain my wife’s sympathies, then I hoped she wasn’t fool enough to think we wouldn’t track her down. There was no route to Hyperion during this month of blizzards, so where would she run off to?

I saw no harm in taking her, then. “Let’s go, Ana. I suppose it’s time you saw your new home.”

We sat in silence for the first hour. I reviewed the ledgers while Ana gazed out the carriage window at the miles of grass, mud, and sand that formed the Sempurian coast. It was raining on and off, which made the tides nippier than usual and the ride somewhat bumpy.

“What are all those numbers telling you?” Ana asked.

I didn’t have to be nice to her now that Alia wasn’t here. I could just ignore her if I so chose. But this time, I decided to answer her.

“A trader deals in numbers the way a playwright does in words. It tells me everything I need to know.”

“How so?”

“Let’s say I buy an ingot of iron in Tethys and then sell it in Demoskar. How much did I buy it for? How much did it cost me to transport? How much did I make at the sale? What, in the end, is my profit from these labors? It’s all written here, and it’s my job to know the details so I can make good choices about what we should transport and where. I climbed as high as I have because I pay attention to the large and the small.”

“I only see you scribbling in the margins.”

“I’m not a bookkeeper. I don’t dare change a single number — that would be distorting the truth. My job is only to interpret.”

Ana returned to gazing out the window, and I returned to my ledger. It was joyless work, I had to admit. But I meant what I told her, and now was not the time to slacken.

The carriage slowed, then stopped. I opened the slit to address the driver, who was one of Rone’s own. Mounted horsemen to the front and rear guarded us, too. You can never be too careful on country roads.

“Why have you stopped?” I asked.

“The road ahead is flooded, sir.”

“Well can’t you go around?”

“We’re looking for a path ‘round.”

We waited. And waited. Wind howled against the carriage walls.

Ana rubbed her hands together. The storm’s chill was no pleasant thing, and we were not dressed for it.

Which was why it shocked me when she reached for the handle and opened the door.

“Ana,” I called. “What are you doing?”

She slipped me a cutting look, then stepped outside and shut the door behind her. I opened the slit to tell the driver to apprehend her, but he wasn’t there.

No choice but for me to do it. I got out and endured the pounding rain. There were no riders to be seen, as they’d all gone to look for a route around the submerged road. But Ana had not walked far. She was standing in the mud and staring at the sea.

“What is the meaning of this, Ana?”

“Meaning of what?” she asked.

“Why are you standing around in the rain?”

“Why do you care?”

“Because it’s a bother to me. The riders may have gone, but if you try anything, you won’t get far.”

She chuckled. “Do I look like I’m running? No, my only hope of escape is that maybe, if I’m lucky, I’ll catch sweating sickness.”

“That line of sympathy may work on Alia, but I’m immune. Get back in the carriage, or I’ll drag you back.”

“Then drag me. Go on. Let them all see you do it.” She snickered. “Let them all see how unnaturally you treat your daughter. You pretend to be so many things… let them see the true you.”

I reached to grab her arm, but she pushed me. Hard. I would’ve slipped on the slick road had I not rebalanced quickly.

“You will regret that,” I said. “Badly.”

“Not more than I regret being born.”

“I regret your birth just as much, believe me. You think what I’ve done to you is bad? If you don’t cooperate, I can make things so much worse.”

“Cooperate? These past two months, I’ve been as little of a bother as could be. I even treated you kindly. And still… still you treat me with contempt.”

“What were you expecting?”

“I don’t know. All I know is… one day, I will have my revenge. I will press your face to the fire, and I won’t let go till your eyes are cold. It’ll be so sweet.”

“It’s your right to do that. It would be justice. But I am beyond justice. There are things I can do to you that will make you forget all about that fire. All I need do is ask Red Jon to scribble a tiny, tiny bloodrune onto your belly. It’ll be so small, others will mistake it for a birthmark. But it’ll make your life a thousand times worse than it already is. It’ll make you scream not only for death, but for fire.”

“How can you be like this?” Ana laughed. “I’m not even angry anymore. I pity you and whatever it is you are. And I pity Alia. She’ll have to suffer you for Archangel-knows how long. Mother got away, and I pray she forgets about me. But Alia is a kind woman. Rewarding an ugly creature like you with such a kind woman… the Archangel and the Twelve are cruel for it.”

She had her mother’s sharp tongue and quick-to-boil heart — and her peasant’s penchant for ascribing fate to the will of the angels.

“You think we’re ever rewarded for being kind?” I smiled with mirth and shook my head. “As your Father, let this be a lesson. There are no merciful angels, whether in the sky or on the earth. There are no just angels, either. There are only cruel angels, Ana. The more things you are willing to cruelly forsake for your true goal, the greater your chance of achieving it. The truth is, I have never hated you. But long ago, I made a decision, one that I continue to stand upon. Blood matters nothing to me. Only soul does.”

I’d said too much. I didn’t want to reveal the truth of the Emigrants to this insufferable daughter of mine.

“I know who you and Mother are. You may think I’m dull, but I can put the pieces together.” Ana walked by me toward the carriage. She went back inside, just as the riders returned. I followed, far colder and wetter than I wanted to be.

Thankfully, the meeting went more smoothly than the ride. We were ready to march. Many in the Company were eager for the adventure. You can’t be a Company man without an adventurer’s spirit, after all. A spirit for loot also pervaded. As we marched, we would doubtless find things worth buying — even if the sellers weren’t exactly willing. “Commerce at the barrel of a gun,” the Nawab of Koa had called it when we forced him to open his stash of rare metals. But at least we paid for them.

We returned to Tethys late at night. Alia had prepared lamb livers soaked in milk and vinegar, which helped remove the livery taste. I didn’t mind it either way, and she’d noted my distaste for cheese without me having to tell her.

Ana sat at the table and ate a few bites, but she did not talk, even when Alia asked her why she wasn’t hungry. She had not said a word since our fight in the rain. It seemed silence would be her new weapon.

I tried to escape to bed after dinner, but Alia called me to the outdoor kitchen where the servants were scrubbing the dishes. We stepped into the tulip garden, out of earshot of everyone. The waning moon brightened the air.

“How was your meeting?” she asked. “Any developments?”

“We’re ready to begin the journey. The plans are drawn. We’ll march up to Mount Damav and winter at its forts. Then come the thaw, we’ll put Pendurum in our sights.”

“Good. Sounds sensible. You know, I had hoped to see some cheer in Ana when you returned, but it seems she’s more sullen than ever.”

“We had a fight. She’ll get over it.”

Only now did I notice that Alia had braided her hair. She’d put a touch of kohl under her eyes to give her face more color, too. She was a pleasing looking woman, for certain men who preferred a delicate elegance. I could at least admire her that much, though it didn’t stir my loins.

Alia’s sigh was laden. “I know it’s banal to say it, but my father loved me very much. My mother loved me, too. More than I probably deserved. Even so, for some reason, I never felt home… at home.”

“Your true home lies elsewhere.”

“Where?”

That was the ultimate question: Where was the island? We’d crossed the Sea Mists hoping to find it, but all we discovered was one abomination after another: Hollow Doom Harbor, the Swallowed Men and the Swallowed Titan, the Burning Walls, the Light Cannon.

I gazed up at the sky. “Do you remember what it looked like?”

Alia looked up, too. “The stars were so different. More alive, each one dancing around the other. Closer, as if you could reach out and touch them. Blue, red, gold, green — the constellations were more colorful than the Deadwood in autumn.”

She’d described it precisely how I remembered it. How Jon, Heath, and Trevor remembered it.

“Alia, you haven’t told anyone of this, have you?”

“I told my mother, once. But she said to never speak of it again. I understand, now, that it is a dangerous thing. That it invites the scrutiny of the Inquisition.”

“I’ll never let them touch you, you understand? From now and beyond the end of time, you are one of us, and I will guarantee your protection, in this life and all lives.”

While I did not love Alia’s body and had only a passing appreciation for her mind, I did love her soul, which meant I loved whom she truly was. I hoped she would understand this love and accept it.

“I’m sorry.” Alia took a seat on a stone bench and covered her face with her hands. “I never understood any of it, and I still don’t.”

Moments like this were why blood flowed through me. I was the shepherd who would bring these lost lambs home. But first, I had to help them understand and have faith.

I sat next to her. I even took her hand in mine.

“Listen to me, Alia. You are a student of the world’s religions. Tell me, what is it you know about the Silklander religion?”

“They call their church Meteora. Their holy place is a hundred mile crater.” She tugged at her straight, raven hair. “Or was it a thousand mile crater?”

“Never mind that. What do they worship?”

“The Wheel.”

“And what is the Wheel?”

“They say it is where all souls go after death. And that after you die, your soul comes back to this earth reborn in a different body.”

“It is called reincarnation.” I darted my head around to ensure none of the servants were eavesdropping. They were Rone’s people, after all. Just in case, I hushed my voice. “And it is the way things work, Alia.”

Creases formed between her eyes and her cheeks as she looked at me with anguish. “But what about all we’re taught about Baladict, the Fountain, and the judgment of Principus?”

“You must not cling to that. Meteorans, Latians, Ethosians — each faith has some truth in it, but none have the whole.”

“And you do?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “I don’t claim that. But I do know the truths that matter to you and me. I don’t want to overwhelm you, my dear, but we are Emigrants. We’re different from everyone else. When we die, we don’t go to the Wheel. That’s why we remember our first life.”

“I don’t understand.”

I scooped a pile of dirt in my right hand and fingered a single grain with my left. “This grain is a soul.” I dropped it in the pile of dirt, then mixed all the dirt together. “When the body dies, this soul goes back into the Wheel — into a great soul sea. It mixes together with that sea, such that it cannot be distinguished from it. Now, it can never be recovered exactly the way it was.” I took a grain of dirt from the pile onto the tip of my finger. “Imagine now that it’s time for a soul to be reborn. Tell me, is this the same grain of dirt that I dropped inside?”

Alia shook her head. “No, it’s not. The soul that went into the Wheel got so mixed up in the sea, that the soul that left it was different.”

“Exactly. Such is the fate of all people, of all life — except for us Emigrants. Our souls are maintained and cannot mix with other souls. We remember our past life. It is the one sign that we are who we are. That we are different.”

“But why are we this way?”

“Why is there something rather than nothing, in the first place? We simply are what we are.”

“Then what is to be our fate?”

She was clutching at the only question that truly mattered. I dropped all the dirt onto the ground, then rubbed my soiled hands together.

“I don’t want to frighten you.” I took her hand again and placed it between mine. I gazed deep into her silver eyes. “The world is about to end, Mirealia. There is nothing that can be done about it. There is no way of saving everyone from the terror of the hatching egg. But I will save us Emigrants. I will save our souls from becoming part of a creation so strange, our minds cannot encompass the like of it.”

Her pupils grew large with terror. “How?”

I gazed up at the stars. I’d once believed that the island was somewhere beyond the Sea Mists. It took many years of fruitlessly sailing the world to realize that the island was somewhere up there, in the sea of night. “By bringing us home.”
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MICAH


We slept huddled together at the fire. I awoke to bands of reddened sunshine streaking into the cave. It was a deceptive warmth; no light could banish Pendurum’s cold.

I shook my two companions awake. If we were to travel, we couldn’t waste a morsel of sunlight, given that we’d only have eight hours of it. We ate more hard biscuit, drank hot water, then stood and began the journey south.

Frozen streams covered Pendurum’s mountains; we found one easily enough. Though I knew what land we were in, I did not know where in that land we were. From the angle of the rising sun, it was simple to figure south from north, so we followed a stream that flowed southward. It would take us to the lowlands, where we could hopefully find a village to shelter in through the winter.

There was no question of marching to Tethys until winter wore over. But the farther south we got, the farther we would get from the Rubadi. Hopefully we could find a village under imperial protection, though I knew not the extent of the Rubadi conquest here.

The Rubadi were not known to be conquerors. They were raiders. You paid them to go away, or else they took what they wanted — mostly food, gold, and slaves. A Rubadi Khagan hauling bombards to break city walls was unheard of, let alone the iron walls of Pendurum. But we lived in strange times, and so I could not dismiss the possibility that Kardam Krum’s ambitions had swelled beyond what anyone thought possible.

“Why is the stream shaped so strangely?” Mara asked in a hushed tone. “It keeps swerving left and right, like a curly strand of hair.”

“It’s been altered to trap iron silt,” I replied. “It tends to settle where there’s a bend in the flow. The more bends, the more iron. Simple as that. It also means we might not be far from a work camp. Let’s pray that whoever lords over it will be kind to us.”

We followed the stream into a mountain forest, though the trees had shed all life moons ago. Snow drenched the branches as much as it did the ground. Not a single leaf or animal crossed our path. Aside from the rustling breeze, which thankfully blew in our direction, there was only a somber silence.

So it was easy enough to hear the horses trotting our way. I pointed to a boulder and gestured for us to hide. It was just large enough for the three of us.

The riders neared at speed. I covered my mouth to silence my breathing. Mara and Princip did the same. Soon enough, voices drifted our way.

They spoke Rutheni, which I knew little of, but which to my ear sounded distinct. It was a language full of harsh consonants and constricted vowels, so unlike the flowing beauty of our Crucian tongue.

Hundreds of Ruthenian farming villages lay scattered across Pendurum’s countryside. When I was besieging Pendurum, we’d seek out these villages for resupply. If ever I saw cube totems in the village square instead of a statue of the Archangel, I’d seize everything of value and burn the village, showing no mercy. Otherwise, I’d politely request food and supplies.

So the Ruthenians had reason to curse me, though they wouldn’t know I was Micah the Metal. The question was, were these riders truly Ruthenians, or Rubadis who spoke Rutheni?

While I wondered about it, Princip gasped. He grappled Mara and pushed her with a strength I could hardly believe a young boy possessed. Mara flew backward as an arrow landed where she’d been crouching.

I stood and beheld four riders — two with spears, two with composite bows.

“A Crucian lamb,” the only one with a helmet said in accented Crucian. His helmet was also a size too large for his small, though round head. It had curled horns, too, which was a distinctly Ruthenian style.

Mara and Princip looked Ruthenian, but with my straight black hair, dark eyes, and honey skin, I was the image of a Crucian.

“Who else you got hiding behind that rock?” he said. “Show yourselves or I’ll make it rain arrows.”

Mara and Princip stood. A rider in the back whistled as if he liked what he saw.

“You got any gold to spare, lamb?” the helmeted man asked me.

“No gold,” I replied. “My family and I are only looking for shelter.”

“I’m more than happy to give them shelter. My home is warm and big enough. ‘Cept there’s no room in it for you, Crucian.”

“Let us go,” I said. “I ask you to choose mercy.”

The riders in the back laughed along with the helmeted man. “Tell me — who is your god, lamb?”

Sometimes we’d come across a village without cube totems or angel statues, and so I’d ask that question to the villagers. If one answered wrong, I’d cut him open. It usually took one example to make the rest answer right.

I did not know the names of the strange, Ruthenian cube gods. Some Rubadi worshiped Saklas, though I did not know if these did. And yet others worshiped the Archangel, like the rest of us. It was as fraught a question as could be asked.

“I have no god,” I said. “I know of nothing worthy of my worship. I curse every god for how they deluded me, and for the evil deeds they inspired me toward. For the path of blood I paved in their names.”

That made them laugh. It took some time for the laughter to quiet down.

“Wrong, though entertaining answer,” helmet said. “I’ll allow you to live for disowning Balhut, the cursed creature you call the Archangel. I will take your woman and your son, though, fine looking creatures that they are.”

It was heresy to call the Archangel Balhut or any other name. Punishable by death, last I checked.

“You’ll not touch my wife and son.” Behind my back, I made a fist with my gunmetal hand. The oil within simmered. “Now I asked you to choose mercy⁠—“

“And I’ve given it! Leave your son and woman in my care and go. I promise to love them.” He licked his dry lips. “More than a lamb ever could.”

“It wasn’t your mercy I was asking you to choose.” I unsheathed my sword with my flesh hand. “This is your last chance to ride away, or face my wrath.”

They were done laughing, their gazes stern and warlike.

“A Crucian lamb with a big sword,” helmet said. “Can’t say I haven’t killed a few dozen of those. What’s one more, eh?”

I raised my black fist, opened it, and palmed a bolt of lightning at the helmeted man. It hit his head and turned it to char, sparks flaring across his jowls and forehead. He did not have time to scream or wipe that smug grin off his face.

Princip reached down for his gun and shot one of the bow-wielding riders off his horse. I swatted the arrow of the remaining bow rider with my black hand, then stuck my longsword into the charging horse of the spear-wielder.

The man flew off with a scream. I made a fist and palmed a lightning bolt at the last bow rider. It struck him in the chest and fried him up to the neck, sparks coursing through his body. The stench of burnt human meat itched my nose. Princip bashed the dismounted rider’s head in with the butt of his gun, brains spewing.

It was a noisy fight, and I could only pray that no one had heard it. The three living horses had bolted in different directions, and so there was little hope of catching a mount and escaping at speed.

A trembling, wide-eyed Mara came out from the rock she’d been hiding behind during the battle. Not that it was much of a battle. It was over within a few breaths.

The bow-wielder Princip had shot in the heart looked Rubadi, with his almond-shaped eyes and braided black hair. But the spearman whose head he’d bashed in was blond and green-eyed — as Ruthenian-looking as one could imagine.

Before we could loot their bodies of anything useful, the ground shook with the rumble of horses. It turned my stomach. Seconds later, riders galloped toward us from every direction. Many wore Ruthenian helmets, and many others wore Rubadi furs and plumed caps. Most, however, wore both styles in a mish mash that contrasted yet inspired fear. And more strangely, there were as many women galloping toward us as men.

Soon enough, we were surrounded by nocked arrows and matchlocks aimed our way. I raised my empty palms. Mara and Princip did the same.

A woman trotted forward. She wore a tattoo of a grinning tree, starting at the base of her neck and extending up to her right cheek. A molar earring adorned her left ear, the tip still bloody. Like one of the riders we’d killed, she had green eyes, though hers were a mellow olive. The ferocious purple kohl surrounding them and the yellow kohl on her forehead seemed meant to compensate for what were otherwise soft, plain features. Straight, raven hair reached down to her narrow shoulders, which were wrapped in wolf pelt.

She circled us on her slender horse while keeping her back high and imperious. I tried to think of the smart thing to say. We’d just killed four of their flock, after all. I couldn’t smite two score riders with my lightning, and so the next word out of my mouth could be the difference between life and the grave.

I decided to let her speak first. She stopped at my front and glared at me from high on her snorting warhorse.

“Are you from among those they imprisoned at Nixos?” she asked in good Crucian.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I answered.

“I was watching. I witnessed your lightning. They were fools to threaten a sorcerer, and as far as I’m concerned, they paid a fair price for it.”

That helped steady my heart — a little. “I was only protecting my wife and son.”

“As is your right to do.” The hint of a smile appeared on her purple lips. “So you were not locked up in Nixos like the others, then. Why is a Crucian sorcerer roaming around these parts, I wonder?”

I could not lie; a single hole in a concocted story would risk exposing me. I could not tell the truth; these were heathens of a sort — they must’ve despised Micah the Metal for what he’d done to their kind.

So I kept silent.

“I see you’d rather your purpose remain a secret.” The woman snickered. “What’s your name, then?”

“Malak. And yours?”

“I’m called Asparia. Tell me, Malak — were you sent out here by the Inquisition to murder our Khagan?”

“What kind of assassin brings his wife and son on a job?” I didn’t ask the even more puzzling questions: why would the Inquisition employ a sorcerer to do its dirty work? Why would it be the Inquisition’s initiative to assassinate Krum, in the first place?

“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Could be a clever little ruse.”

“I’m just a man who’s had a lot of strange things happen to him. But like any man, I’ve a family to care for. We wish to go south, to the fair land of Sempuris. If you could help us winter somewhere safe, we’d be in your debt.”

“Sempurians won’t take kindly to someone who looses lightning out of an arm forged from angel metal,” the woman said. “But I suppose you must’ve gotten good at hiding it. As for your request for shelter, it’s not my decision to make.”

“Then whose is it?”

“My husband’s — the Khagan.”

We were treated well on the ride. They gave us room in their covered wagon, where they kept the injured. I enjoyed small talk with a young Rubadi man who’d taken an arrow in the shin when a friend of his confused his movements for the elk they were hunting. Worst place to take an arrow, I’d heard. He was an affable enough fellow who smiled a lot — though whenever he did, his eyes narrowed so much that they couldn’t be seen behind his folds. His cheerful disposition made me hopeful that the rest of Krum’s flock would be as good-natured.

Many hours later, a familiar sound came to my ears: the grinding of chains pulling up a thousand pounds of steel. I could never forget the sweet sound of Pendurum’s gate finally rising to welcome my army; we’d been camped outside for the whole winter, enduring one calamity after another. Orwo’s concoction of liquid fire had shattered the eastern wall with a deafening blast, which allowed myself and my best warriors to storm through, cut down the starved fighters of the cutthroat alliance, and finally open the gate for the rest of our legion.

Now I was returning not as a proud conqueror, but a man hiding from the world.

“Welcome to the farthest edge of civilization,” I said to Mara as she woke. “The food is all slop, but they do have a few decent inns. Not that we’ll be staying in one.”

Princip was still silently asleep against her shoulder. Mara rubbed her bleary, sadness-filled eyes.

“Another dream?” I asked.

“She was standing in the rain and staring at the sea. The rain soon turned dark as deep soil. It drowned her, and she didn’t even cry out for help.”

It sounded much like my own repeating nightmare. The woman’s arms began to shake. I wasn’t sure if it was from the terrible cold, or from fear.

“We’re going to bring Ana to safety,” I said. “Don’t let your nightmares reign.”

The wagon soon came to a stop. Mara patted Princip awake and the three of us climbed down.

We were in a sea of horses and riders, all speaking Rutheni, though half had the look of the Rubadi. Best of all, it seemed no one minded us amid the crowd, which meant we were not under suspicion. Things were going well, so far; if we could winter in Pendurum, with the protection of the Khagan who ruled it, we’d be safer than outside the iron walls.

The walls stood ruddy and magnificent, hugging the seven hills that formed the city. Lofty, snow-covered peaks towered beyond the eastern wall; the patch which Orwo had exploded, many years ago, was still fresh gray iron, in stark contrast to the redder iron elsewhere.

During the Age of the Apostles, Josias the Apostle came to Pendurum to preach Angelsong. The people embraced the Archangel, and so the Archangel pledged to protect them until the End of Epochs. He sent one of the Twelve, Kolos, with a mountain-sized hammer to forge the iron walls as a sign of his protection. Strange, then, that the city had fallen to heathens so many times since. The iron walls were great, but there were other ways to conquer a city aside from breaking its walls. And given the total lack of char and holes from bombard blasts, Krum must’ve done just that.

We held hands and walked across the massive plaza in front of the gate, through the sea of horse and rider, toward Asparia. She’d dismounted and was standing upon the mile-wide stone steps that led into the city center.

Mara tapped my shoulder and pointed to a line of wagons. Crucian men and women of all ages were climbing out, their faces caked in dirt and sweat, iron chains around their wrists and ankles.

It bubbled an age-old bitterness within me. I’d once sworn to the Archangel that I would free my people from bondage. From the threat of being raided and stolen from their homes to serve as slaves in foreign lands. And here, in front of me in the city I’d once conquered, were hundreds of those I’d sworn to protect now at the mercy of Khagan Krum and his heathen horde.

And I could do nothing about it.

“Let’s pray we don’t end up like them,” Mara said.

It was all we could do.

Asparia greeted us with an eager smile. “There you are, Malak the Bolt Flinger. Krum’ll want to meet you at the soonest.”

The sight of my own flock in chains had soured me on the meeting. But it had also made our need for his protection all the greater. Out there, in the wilderness, our lives were at the mercy of anyone’s greed — or even worse yearnings.

“Looks like you’ve brought quite the haul of slaves,” I said, doing my best to disguise my venom. “You’ve been raiding Crucian villages, I take it?”

“Does that upset you, Bolt Flinger?” Asparia chuckled. “Aye, I led my riders to pick clean the fruits of this land before they rotted. If those lambs had half a brain, they would’ve gone south soon as they heard we’d come down from the north. And yet they lingered in their hovels, praying to accursed Balhut to keep them safe. You going to turn me to cinders for punishing their poor choices?”

Mara pinched my arm. She also didn’t appreciate the tone I was taking. I had to reign over my feelings if we were to survive this.

“Micah the Metal, when he was here, did much the same as you,” I said. “It is the way of conquerors I suppose.”

“You’d compare us to that fiend?” Asparia pooled spit in her mouth, then spat at my feet. “We’re nothing like that mad tyrant. He’d lock good folk in their homes and set them alight.” I did that only once. “We at least have the decency to give them work, shelter, and bread.” A strange way to describe enslavement.

Mara pinched me even harder.

“My apologies.” I bent my neck to Asparia, as heathens liked to do. “I only meant to compare your strength to his. He was a cruel tyrant, for true.”

“You’ve got a lamb’s way of looking at things.” Asparia let out a belittling laugh. “You’re surrounded by wolves, my little lambs, and you’re about to meet the head of the pack. If you like having tongues, I advise you to think before you speak.”

What puzzled me was how Asparia spoke — good Crucian, correct at every point of inflection. Though her words were of a Khatun, her accent was that of a choir girl.

While Asparia turned to address one of her riders, I could not help but look again at the Crucian slaves climbing down from the wagons. A little girl was standing on her own, between a group of riders, chains around her ankles and wrists. Dust covered her dark hair and a bleary red surrounded her brown irises. She shivered like a terrified puppy caught in a storm.

I pushed out of Mara’s hold and went to her.

“Where’s your mama and papa?” I asked.

“I put an axe in their throats,” someone behind me said. “I’m her papa, now.”

I turned to see a Ruthenian man of my own height and thickness, which was a rare enough thing. He was armed in every way imaginable: dagger, matchlock, gun, sword, axe — all draped over his body. A tree tattoo covered his whole face.

Mara grabbed my hand and pulled me away. “By the Archangel — what are you doing?”

I gestured to the little girl, who seemed too terrified to cry or even blink. “That could be your own daughter.”

“We can’t save everyone from the evils of the earth.”

“You can’t. But I can. And I will.”

Mara wrapped her hands around my wrists, as if shackling me. “Even you can’t, Micah. Look at what happened when you tried. You fought them with an army larger than anyone alive has mustered. Remind me — how did it all end?”

“Should I not try again?”

“And how many will perish, this second time? Will there be a soul left to sow the fields? To reap the harvest? To sift the flour and knead the dough?”

“Most often, it’s not what men do that is wicked.” Ahriyya’s words rang in my mind. “It’s how they do it. And I’ve no doubt you’ll rise to meet my awful expectations.”

“You don’t understand, Mara. People like this… they took my daughter…” I could not restrain the hatred bursting from my words. “They took her and when I saw her again… I didn’t recognize her…. And so I…”

Even now, I couldn’t say the words. They were too cruel, but perhaps it was what I’d deserved, all along. My daughter had not deserved it, though.

Mara slid her hands down from my wrists. She took my hands in hers, which were hard and slicked with frost. “I have come to accept that we’ll never find justice in this life.”

“We won’t find it in the next one, either.”

“My faith is not strong enough to argue. Even if you’re right, why must you carry the burden of righting these wrongs all by yourself?”

“Because everyone else looks away. When it’s not happening to them, everyone pretends it’s not happening at all. But someone must refuse to look away, and so be stirred to seek justice. And if the whole world should burn in justice’s pursuit, then let it burn. It’s what this sinful world deserves.”

Mara nodded with understanding. “I have felt as you do, many times. I watched as the Black Front sold my sisters of the cloth and all the orphans we’d cared for. But all I could do was survive, even if it meant getting into bed with the enemy. That’s what we must do, now, Micah.”

Princip tugged on my coat. He pointed at the glistening dome upon the highest of the seven hills. While Mara and I had been arguing, we’d forgotten to mind him. While I’d been so focused on some other man’s daughter, I’d forgotten the boy I’d pledged — to myself — to protect.

“The wolf woman told me he’s waiting there,” Princip said. “Khagan Cardamom.”

“Khagan Kardam Krum,” I corrected. It was time to meet him.

With Asparia as our guide, we climbed the mile-wide staircase to the city center. From that point onward, every tree we passed had at least one man or woman swinging from its highest branch. To my dismay, I recognized a few faces: they were among the garrison of two thousand I’d left to defend the city after I conquered it. And their wives.

Mara looked away, as if they were not even there. Princip would glance at them, unamused and unbothered. As for me, that familiar, intoxicating rage bubbled in my core. I did my best to ignore it, but that only made it stew.

We walked through the noisy market stalls surrounding the main thoroughfare, then climbed the highest and steepest hill, upon which sat the Iron Citadel. Buildings of stone and metal clustered around and upon each of the seven hills. The second highest hill featured the Cathedral of Josias the Apostle, which was composed of four spires and an iron dome that reflected the ruddy sun. I wondered what these heathens had done to the churchmen and women, though perhaps it was better for my heart’s sake to not find out.

The Crucian folk who lived in the city continued to work, though, their fiery smelters belching enough smoke to cover everything in haze. Unlike the folk of the villages, Kardam Krum had left them alone, likely so he could tax their sought-after metalware. That meant he was here to stay. But once spring came, he must’ve realized that the Imperium would send an army to oust his motley confederation of Rubadi and Ruthenian tribes, and that the people of the city would not be on his side when that battle began.

We entered the citadel through its prickly iron gate, only to notice that the battlements were lined with heads. We walked up another stairway into the open atrium, which rested beneath the iron dome. All the climbing made our breaths and legs heavy, which I suppose was the point. I could only wonder what had happened to the Exarch who’d lorded over this place, in a citadel so high it rivaled a mountain peak.

I found out soon enough. The Khagan sat the throne with the Exarch, still alive, serving as his footstool. Bardas was his name; I knew him well, since he’d helped me conquer the city.

To his credit, it seemed Bardas made a good footstool, his back straight and knees and arms bent to perfection. He was still wearing silk, which was part of the irony Kardam Krum was putting on display. No matter how high you rise in Crucis, you are still beneath my boot.

Krum himself was the most Ruthenian looking man I’d ever seen. He scowled better than Kevah had while in Kostany’s dungeon. He sported a curly head of blond hair, just like Kevah, and his eyes were stone gray. But he wore the garb of a Rubadi Khagan: wolf pelt draped around the shoulders, a pair of molar earrings, and a tree tattoo across the whole of his bare chest, which was chiseled like a wrestler. It was too cold to be shirtless, but perhaps the Khagan had ice in his veins.

Bardas, his footstool, glanced at me. I had not worn my mask since our jaunt through Labyrinthos, and now regretted it. Bardas must’ve recognized me, and yet he must’ve also known that I’d been executed two moons ago in front of thousands in Hyperion. His mind would be in as much agony as his knees.

“Bow,” Krum said as his wife came to his side. A dozen other women, dressed in wool and bone and fur, stood behind the throne at the farthest edge of the circular room.

I glanced at Mara, who was trembling. For her sake, I got on my knees and put my forehead to the cold, iron floor. I could only hold the pose for a few seconds before I began to hate myself.

“All it took was a single word,” Krum said, “to make you forsake your angel and bow to another. He was the same.” Krum gave Bardas a kick, hard enough that he rolled onto his side, yelping in pain. “A lamb has no honor. No loyalty. No higher calling. It is herded through fear, and fear alone.”

His Crucian was exquisite, even better than Asparia’s. Kardam Krum and his wife were not what they seemed, but I feared pulling at the thread.

“Yes, we are lambs.” I hoped my tone was even enough. “Little lambs in need of safety and shelter, at least until the thaw.”

“Show me your lightning, little lamb. I want to see what sent four of my riders back to the dirt.”

I closed my gunmetal fist. When I opened it, a ball of sparks floated above my palm.

It put a smile on the Khagan’s face. “So it is true. You are a sungorger.”

If he knew that term, then he must’ve known the Book of Marot. He must’ve known Angelsong, despite being a heathen.

“Where did you get this blessing, lamb?”

Refusing to answer could be seen as obstinance, which could get us killed. “I was given this gift by a Fallen Angel.”

“They are not gift givers. What price did they ask of you?”

“The price of my seed.”

The Khagan laughed. So did his wife, her cheeks turning pink. Even the women behind the throne enjoyed a hearty chuckle. If only Mara and Princip weren’t here to hear my shame.

“Why did you fuck a Fallen, lamb?”

“I wanted power. What man doesn’t?”

“So you forsook your angels long ago, then.” Krum leaned forward and nodded as if impressed. “And yet despite your power, you seek my safety.”

“The truth is, I am persecuted by my own flock, who see my arm and lightning as a great evil. I could not remain in Hyperion, which is why I’m here.”

“And yet I’m told you wish to go to Sempuris come spring.”

“The Deadwood is vast and beautiful. We could make a life there, far from the Inquisition and the Ethos Church.”

“It seems holy Saklas has ordained our meeting.” Khagan Krum sat back in his seat and gestured for his footstool to return from being prone. “The Deadwood is precisely where I mean to go.”

Bardas crawled toward Krum’s feet and retook his position as footstool, though he wasn’t quite as steady as before.

“Listen, my lightning lamb,” Krum said, “I am willing to grant you shade under my vast tree. But I must ask something of you, first.”

“Ask it. I’ll do what I can.”

“A lamb army commanded by one General Leo encamps at the lowland path into the Deadwood. They’ve built a marching camp in the middle of the path and dug an enormous trench around it, which they then covered with leaves. A wolf is not baited into a lamb’s trap, so we’ll take the mountain path across Damav. Except something is blocking it.”

“Something?”

“A demon,” Asparia said. “A Fallen Angel.”

“What am I to do about that?” I asked.

“Your arm is forged from the sword of Balhut,” Krum said. “Slay this Fallen Angel, lamb, and I’ll take you in safety to the Deadwood. We’ve already sent a hundred men against it, to no avail, but I think you’ll succeed.”

I did not share his faith in myself. “What happened to those men?”

Krum sat forward and put his fist to his chin. “Men?”

“The hundred men you sent against the Fallen Angel.”

He squinted at me. “I don’t know of whom you’re referring.”

“You just mentioned them.”

“Mentioned who?”

I looked at Mara, who seemed as befuddled as I did. Either this Khagan suffered from an ailment of memory, or something far, far worse had happened to those hundred men.

“Worry not, I’ll look after your wife and son while you’re gone.” Krum put his feet up on Bardas’ nape and sat back. “You better return as a slayer of a Fallen Angel, not just a fucker of one — or I might replace my footstool with something… softer.” He glanced at Mara, who was still trembling.
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VASCO


He put his hand on my cock, again, and it made me want to scream.

I opened my eyes to see him sitting on my bed, his beer-bloated belly falling beneath his thighs. He touched himself and smiled, eyeballs bulging with pleasure.

I grabbed the dagger I often slept with and thrust it at his arm.

The blade shattered, metal pieces flying everywhere. The man’s smile grew so wide, his jawbone snapped through his cheeks, the ends dripping with sinew.

I slapped myself, but I was not dreaming. Cloth walls surrounded me — I was in the tent where I’d gone to sleep. When the laughter came shrill from his throat, I recognized it.

The shapeshifter snapped back into the epicene, empty parchment that it liked to embody. Hairless. No nipples, privates, and only slight curves. Skin so bloodless, it was blue. Though horrific and uncanny, it was a better sight than Priam the Priest.

I found myself shaking. I wanted to let out my terror, but as soon as I braced to scream, its arm snaked forward, growing to twice its length — contorting at bizarre angles — and clamped my mouth shut.

“Did you forget me, Captain Vasco?”

Its other arm was at my belly. It had transformed into a metal sheet thinner than any blade.

“Is this what you were like?” Taurvi said. “Back when you were just a little worm, only a few years removed from the womb? Shaking at the feeling of some lumpy man stroking your cock.”

She lifted her hand. I grabbed the pitcher of water off my bedside table. I chugged a mouthful, then doused myself with what remained.

I’d been peacefully asleep before this creature took the form of the Priest and groped me. Made a mockery of me. I’d always done my best not to show fear in its presence nor any other kind of weakness. But I was sleeping, and it had taken a form it ought not to know about — not unless it had been watching me for thirty years.

I gripped myself as hard as I could. “What do you want, Taurvi?”

“Don’t think I’ve forgotten your debts.”

“Debts?”

“I’ve done much for you, Captain Vasco. If it weren’t for me, you’d be languishing at the bottom of the mountain you’re so desperately trying to climb. The moment of repayment is coming — sooner than you think.”

Fine, it was well enough for a lender to remind a debtor of his dues. But why did she have to take his form?

To make fun of me, obviously. To insult everything I’d become. To remind me of weaknesses I’d shed long ago. Things I vowed never to succumb to ever again.

“I’m a man who pays his debts,” I said. “But what are you, demon? What purpose could you possibly be serving?”

It snapped its neck sideways. Its head inflated, as if full of gas, and loomed closer to me. I could see my reflection in its metallic teeth.

“You never asked me that before.” It spoke only from its throat. “I don’t owe you any answers. I came only to give you a gentle reminder. But it seems I scared you.” Such a noxious giggle.

“Humans will never transcend fear. Fear is the fire in which your clay was molded.”

“How did you know about him?”

“My eyes can see into your dreams. Into your memories. Into your soul. All your layers are spread flat. I know everything, little Vasco.”

I stared at my doused head in the glint of its giant teeth, each one the size of my face. For a moment, I saw the boy I once was. The boy who did not know why he’d climbed a pyramid in one world and woken up in another.

I’d come too far to be afraid of the truth. Of what simply was. The demons were real, but so was home. And home was always a comfort, always a candle in the dark.

“If there’s nothing else you want, then I have things to do.” I stood and went to the chest where I kept my clothes. It was the eleventh day of our march into the Deadwood, and each day it got colder. The deeper we went, the more silent the forest and skeletal the trees, as if we were marching toward death itself.

For all we knew about our enemy, we may well be.

I grabbed a pair of work trousers and a tunic. But when I glanced back at my bed, Taurvi was gone. Only the imprint of Priam the Priest’s behind on my bedsheets remained.

We sat at an oak table under the pallid sky. Myself and my lieutenants on one side, and the imperial garrison commander and his lieutenants on the other. I kept staring at the trees of the Deadwood, imagining the Priest peeking at me from behind them, that wide, cheek-cracking smile across his face.

“General Leo’s no craven,” Commander Demetri said. “And neither is he easily goaded. He’ll hold the Pendurum lowlands through the thick of winter.”

Trevor nudged me and whispered, “Captain, you seem distracted.”

I couldn’t take my eyes off the tree line. The Priest must be there, in the shadows, watching me.

“Your General Leo might as well be waving a flag with a big, bright arrow pointed right at us,” Jon said, his eyeballs no longer rheumy. Since we’d come to Sempuris, he’d stopped pretending to be blind.

Demetri snickered. “Treachery may be the norm in whatever blood-soaked ruin you come from, but here in Crucis, we are all threads in the same purple cloth. Leo is doing his duty, nothing more.”

I gripped myself. The Priest was not here. And even if he was, I was the bigger man, now.

“Jon is right,” I said to Demetri, who I bet couldn’t grow a beard if he wanted to. He’d not shed his boyish softness, and he tried to make up for it with a thin mustache and baggy clothes that hid his thin frame. “Krum isn’t going to sit still,” I continued. “He knows armies will march his way come spring, and he’ll want to strike the first blow. With General Leo barring the lowland route, only the mountain road into the Deadwood remains open. We should expect a greeting.”

“Then we’ll gladly give him one in return,” Demetri said.

“You ever been in battle, Commander?” I drew a line in the air from his chest to his chin. “Ever swung at a man who wants to cut you right open?”

Commander Demetri remained silent. Neither General Leo nor him had ever tasted war. The veteran Crucian commanders had all been devoured by carrion at the banks of the Syr Darya River. Was it any wonder that Khagan Krum had seized Pendurum from the sheep that remained, then?

But Demetri did seem eager for battle, as young fools often are. He was the third son of Baron Arborios, whose estates included vineyards of orange grape, silver and tin mines, and some of the Imperium’s best horse pastures. His father had half the silver smithing guilds of Sempuris in his pocket, too.

An accomplished father casts a long shadow over a third son, who must do much to shine amid that shadow, as Demetri seemed eager to do.

Black Belly Bal grumbled. The small, round man’s face was stained with oil. Every day, he ensured that the bombards were cleaned and that our gunpowder was safe from the showers the sky spurted for a few hours each morning. He was no son of a baron — he was a sweeper at a smithy when I found him. He’d touch the heated embers as if they were dough. Men are born with a deep, primal fear for fire; not Bal. In his mother’s womb, that fear must’ve been transmuted into love.

“The mountain has many a choke point,” Bal said, “and we’re not going to get there before him.”

“What do you suggest?” I asked.

“We sit our asses down in those forts and wait. Spring. Summer. And winter again. Let us test his patience.”

It was the wise course. But Bal was not one of us. He did not realize we came with a higher purpose. That our goal was not simply to triumph, but to triumph quickly so we could prepare to face our true enemy, who was far in the east.

“Kardam Krum is raping and murdering true believers,” Demetri said, “and you’d have us just sit on our asses safe in our forts?”

“Unless you want to be raped and murdered too, then yes,” said Bal.

A shadow slinked amid the oak behind Bal. The smiling Priest appeared in that darkness. I blinked, and he was gone. I grabbed my hand to stop it from shaking, lest the others notice.

“C-Commander Demetri makes a good argument,” I said. “Come spring, we must march to the iron walls — at the same time as General Leo’s force. Dividing Krum’s strength across two fronts is the key to defeating him.”

“Leo’s an old friend of the family,” Demetri said. “I’ll write to him. We’ll coordinate our preparations and come spring, our march forward.”

Jon rapped his fingers on the oak table, then fidgeted in discomfort. “And what if Krum is already in the Deadwood by the time we make it north?”

Demetri snickered and shook his head in disdain. “Krum isn’t going to march across the Damav in winter. He’d lose half his horde to landslides and blizzards. You foreigners have no understanding of our land.”

“But they do,” Jon said. “If Krum gets to those forts before us, the north Deadwood is as good as his. And if he rides around us, he’ll be in Tethys by spring. Want to watch him make a footstool of your dear daddy baron, or would you rather be prepared?”

Jon was a Sultan Slayer player. We’d compete late into the night in Wahi’s pleasure houses, a belly dancer or two dandling in our laps. He knew to expect the unexpected. Krum existed deep in the fog of war, but in that haze, he’d already done something no one had anticipated: captured the most fortified city on the continent — and amid blizzards, too. He had his own playbook, and we knew little about it.

“Let’s say Krum takes the forts before we do,” I said. “Is he going to hunker down in those forts, or will he line up for battle against us?”

Bal cleared his throat with a wet gargle, then spat to his side. “Can’t say I know the man, but if I had a horde at my beck and call, I wouldn’t hide behind stone. I’d use the Deadwood itself as cover and flank us as we approached the forts. We’d drive off his riders with matchlock fire, sure, but we’d take losses. And we would never sleep easy in these woods again.”

Now we were playing. Krum would neither line up for battle nor hide within the forts. He’d garrison the forts to stop us from occupying them, then whittle us down with hit and run attacks. It was what I’d do were I him.

Though in a way, it was also what was expected of a Rubadi Khagan. We still didn’t know if he’d captured Pendurum with bombards or through subterfuge. We’d heard tales of his ill treatment of Exarch Bardas and his family — Krum’s revenge for Bardas allowing the Inquisition free reign in Pendurum. Since Micah’s reconquest of the city, the Inquisition — backed by the Ethos Knights — had ordered the mass burnings of Saklas worshipers and even the trees they bowed to. In that matter, I sympathized with Krum. Once I’d gained enough influence within the Imperium, I planned to end the Inquisition for good.

But to gain that influence, I needed to defeat Kardam Krum. Instead of defeating him in battle, I could defeat him in strategy: by convincing him to attack General Leo instead of us.

“It’s been a fruitful discussion. Before we conclude, let us all pray.” I put my hand on my heart. “Archangel, may you light our path. May you bestow us with your wisdom. May you destroy the infidels and bring down their schemes. We put our trust in you, from this day until the Last Day, when the sky shall drip with blood and dark wings devour the moon. Grant us salvation from your harshest trials, lord.” I raised my open hand above my head to deliver our prayer, not knowing who or what would hear it.

After, I met with Jon. Being a sorcerer and the craftiest man among us, he was perfect to intercede with Krum on our behalf. The plan was to temporarily ally with Krum against Leo’s imperial legion, which numbered five thousand and occupied the lowlands a hundred miles southeast of Pendurum’s walls. While Krum wiped Leo off the board, I could advance and confront Krum from a far more advantageous position.

If Commander Demetri got even the slightest whisper of this plan, he’d turn his guns on us. And so I would tell no one except Jon — not even Trevor and Heath, for now.

We discussed the details far from camp while bathing in a river fed by a waterfall.

“It is a bold plan.” Jon laughed as he scrubbed his curly head of hair with lye. “I’m shocked you came up with it before I did, Captain.”

“Can you twist Krum’s arm, Jon?”

“Twist his arm? No. But I can bewitch his eyes and ears. By leaving only one way for Krum to go, Leo pointed an arrow at us — I’ll point a far brighter one back at him.”

It seemed Jon was planning some subterfuge, like how he’d used apparent wormrotten worms to conquer that Black Front fort. As a younger man, he’d preferred confrontation and the spectacle of blood magic to more subtle interventions. I suppose we all must change and grow, even bloodwriters.

“If we succeed, we’ll be the only army left standing in the Imperium,” I said. “We’ll have all the gold, too. The Imperator will have no choice but to get into bed with us. And if he’s too prude to open his legs, we’ll replace him with a more pliant man.”

“We’re almost there, aren’t we?” Jon smiled, water dripping from his beard. “All your dreams are coming true, Captain.”

“Our dreams. I wouldn’t have done any of this if each of us Emigrants didn’t stand to gain. We are one soul.”

I looked down to scrub my crotch. A pale hand grabbed at my cock. I screamed and fell backward into the water.

“Captain?” Jon said.

I darted my head around, looking for Taurvi. But I couldn’t find her.

“The dev is here,” I said. “She⁠—“

Jon calmly glanced in each direction. “My eyes are unveiled, too. I don’t see any dev.”

Had I imagined it? I gazed at the trees surrounding us. The Priest was hiding behind each one. He’d become an army of himself — there were hundreds of Priam the Priests watching me from behind every tree, grinning so widely the ends of their jaws had burst through their cheeks.

“What’s wrong, Captain?”

I splashed water onto my eyes. “Bad memories, that’s all.”

“Ah. A ghost from the past.”

Though we’d had endless conversations on an endless number of topics, we’d never discussed the early years when we’d first awoken in this world. What was there to say? We were all confused, lost, powerless — we each suffered different variations of the same helplessness.

“Want to know what I did with my ghost, Captain?”

I doused my whole head in the frigid stream, then brought it up.

“I went back,” Jon said. “I slew my haunter. I have been free ever since.” He scrubbed his chest with foamy water.

“You used a bloodrune to go into your memories?”

“Indeed. Making him scream as I flayed his flesh, morsel by morsel, was the most satisfying feeling imaginable.”

“What did he do to make you hate him so?” I was almost frightened to ask.

“Blood Hymns of Himyar.”

“Come again?”

Jon chuckled dryly. “You haven’t read it? There are at least three copies in the Tower of Wisdom. It’s an incredibly life-like account of the blood plague in Himyar and Labash, and the creatures it brought into our world.”

“And?”

“And I was his scribe. He would take me on his forays into blood-plague ravished lands. And I would assist him. I would help him tie the children to posts, even as they writhed and screamed for their mothers. And when the monsters would come to feast, I would turn my back — lest I go mad from the sight of Fallen Angels. But he would watch. He would look right at them. He’d describe them to me as they wrapped their tentacles around the screaming children, and I would write down exactly what he described, down to the finest detail — how many teeth were in their eye sockets, the prismatic color of the eyes that dangled from their lapping tongues — that sort of thing. You really should read Blood Hymns of Himyar.”

I’d never been less eager to read a book. “Perhaps on our next visit to Qandbajar.”

“Sometimes, I still hear those children screaming when I am alone. And it is no illusion or portent of madness. They are still screaming to this day, Captain — within the soul sea of the angels who consumed their minds, bodies, and souls. That is why it is a sweet thing to make him scream in my blood dreams. I would love for you to taste the same sweetness.”

“We learned cruelty at a young age, didn’t we?

“Our worst — and most useful — lesson. So shall I paint the bloodrune?”

“There’s no time for indulgent dreams.” In truth, I did not want to go back to my own dismal past. I was not so brave. I simply wanted to forget. I’d been doing that well enough until Taurvi had taken the Priest’s form, this morning, and reminded me of everything he’d done. She was the true villain, and going back into a memory would not save me from her. Her plan was a wicked one. She’d freed all the sorcerers imprisoned in Nixos — but to what end? And what would she demand of me to repay the debt I owed her?

I should never have trusted a daughter of Ahriyya. Fool on me.

We gave Jon our sturdiest horse, muscled for mountain riding, then saw him off. His third eye would ensure he didn’t meet with any unexpected surprises as he bolted north, far ahead of our slower march.

It was always difficult to watch one of us ride away. Being distant from your own soul was no light thing. I still felt that ache for Mara, each day that passed.

Once we’d gained supremacy over Crucis, Mara would have no choice but to rejoin us. There would be no shade for her beneath any other tree. We’d help her to remember, and all would be well.

Today may have been a rest day, but tomorrow was a marching one. Hundreds of campfires lit up the Deadwood as the evening cold came. Trevor trained and meditated on the oak-covered hill near our Company tents. Heath busied himself by reading and sipping barley tea beneath a tree. Antonio and Bal diced and drank by a campfire.

I returned to my tent. The imprint of Priam’s naked behind remained on my sheets. I flattened the sheet with my hands, but when I let go, it came back, as if his ghost were sitting there.

I grabbed the sheets with my shaking hands and tore them off the mattress. I sniffed them — his rotten, unwashed skin crept into my nostrils. A stench I’d never forget.

“Vasco?” a voice from behind said.

I swung around to see Alia in a yellow, spade-patterned dress.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

I dropped the sheet and hid my shaking hands behind my back. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

She held a parchment with constellations drawn across it. She’d been visiting with her astrologer, whom she’d dragged along on this journey. The woman was mostly a charlatan, but I tolerated her since she made Alia happy.

“Pythia says today is a good day for…” She hemmed and hawed. “Never mind.”

“You discuss such things with her?”

“It has nothing to do with the stars. I stopped believing in her predictions after she got so many wrong. But when it comes to… womanly things, she’s more often right. She helped so many of my aunties have children.”

We’d consummated our marriage and had sex a few times since. It wasn’t ecstacy for either of us, but it wasn’t bad, either.

“Today isn’t a good day for me, unfortunately.”

“I see. It’s fine.” Alia picked up the sheet I’d dropped. “Is there really nothing wrong? I’m your wife. You can tell me.”

“We all carry things that are better carried alone, Alia.”

“But if we Emigrants are one soul, why should we ever suffer alone?”

“One day, when we’re all together and home, we’ll forget what we did here and what was done to us. It will be a mercy.”

“Will I forget my father and mother? My brothers and sisters and cousins? All my friends?”

I nodded.

Alia’s posture shrunk with sadness. “I wish they could come with us. I don’t understand why we’re so different from them.”

“A flower doesn’t understand why it’s yellow and not blue. But it is what it is, and we are what we are. If you’re looking for a reason, I hope you find it, but you should also learn to be comfortable without one.”

“It’s just… I am who I am because of all the people who’ve been with me, all this time.”

“Or maybe you were always supposed to be the way you are. Maybe it was destined, from the first moment a candle flickered in the abyss. How can we ever know, really?”

“What is it that you believe, then?” Alia asked.

“I believe in what I’ve seen, whether it makes me happy or not. And I won’t guess about the rest. There is too much we can never know, and to fill that darkness with our fancies won’t help anyone.”

“Then what is there to hope for? That we will leave all the ones we love behind and just let them become part of some awful, new creation? That we will only save ourselves?”

I dropped onto my mattress of wool and hide. “Be thankful we can at least do that.” In truth, I felt her pain. But she was lucky to have me to guide her through each of these realizations. She was lucky I’d already paved the path.

When I was a young man waking up, I had no guide. No path to follow. I stumbled around, stepping on spikes, until I bled from every part of me.

In the end I had to let go of so much. Of any attachment to this world. Of every attachment to anyone who was not one of us. Because one day we’ll be in another world, and they’ll be inside an evil angel.

“Can you get me a flagon of ginja?” I asked.

“Only if you let me drink it with you.”

I wanted to be alone. But this wasn’t about what I wanted. This was about what Alia needed, what each of us Emigrants needed. I could not let go of her hand, lest she fall into the same pit of despair as Mara. Mara could not let go of her love for her daughter, and so chose to deny her own specialness.

“Of course,” I said. “You don’t even have to ask that. You are always welcome.”

“Is it because I’m your wife?” She frowned. “Or because I’m an Emigrant?”

Was this one of those trick questions women liked to ask? “I have a duty to you in both respects.” I hoped I’d answered right.

“Is everything with you one duty or another?” The creases of her frown deepened. It seemed I’d answered wrong.

I had my joys. But at the surface, we were too different to share in them. I’d learned to enjoy life on a galleon surrounded by loot-desperate men, and at port with coin-desperate whores.

“I was a priest, a long time ago,” I said. “I’ve never stopped thinking of everyone as my flock, whom it is my duty to tend to. I suppose I just… added you to it.”

“I am not one of your flock.” Alia crumpled the sheet she held into a ball. “We are partners.”

She left with it. Alone in my tent, I felt suddenly uneasy. The cloth walls turned solid, my mattress hardened, my limbs and body shrank — I was back in the orphanage. The woman I’d come to call Mother stood in front of me. She was the first person I ever loved. Benedita was her name. How I wish I’d been spared her notice.

Alia had been molded by generous people who instilled good character into her. I’d been molded by the opposite. By the fire of fear, as Taurvi had said.

“Antonio told me this is the one you like.” Alia slipped back into the tent, sparing me a horrible remembrance. She poured ginja from the flagon into the mugs she’d brought. “Not too sour and very sweet, he says.” She handed me the cup, but froze when she saw my face. “Vasco… you’re crying.”

I took the mug and chugged a mouthful. The hit of sour amid an ocean of sweet was just right. It went down my throat like music.

“I was thinking about my mother,” I said.

“Oh… I thought you didn’t know your parents.” Alia sat next to me. She sipped, though from the way she recoiled, had obviously no taste for ginja yet. “This isn’t sweet at all,” she mumbled.

“She wasn’t my real mother. She adopted me. The day she took me away from the orphanage, to her enormous estate overlooking the Sea of Saragos, was the happiest day of my life — up to then. I thought I was the luckiest boy in the whole world.”

I did not want to inflict this story upon Alia, but now she would expect an ending.

“She had a problem,” I said. “Her husband had hung himself the year before, and so she’d think about him burning in hell for the sin. She thought about hell all the time. The image of flames melting her husband’s skin off his bones consumed her. Terrified her.

“The Ethos Church teaches you can pay them money for forgiveness, and so she began giving all her belongings away, in the hope it would spare her from the fires of hell. When she ran out of things to give, our lives got a lot more difficult. But she was still obsessed with avoiding hell, with gaining forgiveness for any sin, whether of the mind, eye, or hand. The Priest she would see, he suggested to her a better way to gain forgiveness. He suggested that she give her adopted son — me — over to him, so I could be brought up to serve in the Church. He promised her that by this one deed, she would surely escape the fire.

“I loved her so much and did not want to leave her, even though we were living on the streets by then. But I also did not want to see her own inner demons torment her anymore. So I willingly left her and went to live with the Priest.” I swallowed. My throat hurt. “It turned out the man was not interested in teaching me anything godly. No, his interests were far… baser.”

Alia’s gasp was almost silent. “Did you tell your mother?”

“I did, when next I saw her. But the Priest had promised her Paradise, and she would not listen to what I had to say. To this day, I am not certain if she simply did not believe me, or if she saw me as some sort of… sacrifice for the sake of earning her cottage near to the Archangel. I loved her like a son would a mother — more so, even — and yet, to her, I was just another thing to be bought and sold for Paradise.”

I had nothing more to say. Alia set her mug down and took my hand. She pressed up next to me.

“Thank you for confiding in me. Whatever way it makes you feel… I’ll help you carry it.” She squeezed my hand. “Don’t suffer alone. That’s what drives people into despair, isn’t it?”

I’d wanted to help carry my mother’s suffering, too. I’d wanted to carry it so badly. I could not spurn Alia the way that woman had spurned me.

“You’re right.” I drank my ginja and held my wife’s hand until I fell asleep on her shoulder.

We marched north for the next several days. The days got colder and the nights darker. On a night when the wind angrily rapped against my tent walls, I was awoken from sleep at a dismal hour by Anton.

“Something you need to see,” he said.

I rubbed by bleary eyes, then got up and stepped out of my tent.

A cloud star shimmered in the low heaven. The imperial paladins were going tent to tent, waking each other up so all could behold the miracle. Hymns glorifying the Archangel became as deafening as a chorus of cicadas.

We’d given a cloud star apparatus to Jon, so it could only be him. One word repeated, again and again, an obvious warning to all of us marching north:

WORMROT.

WORMROT.

WORMROT.
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Our group set out as dawn’s whip cracked a thin bruise across the sky. It was a steep ride up the mountain on our mares, especially with the wind howling against our wool-wrapped faces. We carried what we needed: snug furs, sharp weapons, leather boots filled with felt, and hard biscuit or beef.

Asparia led the way. Aside from myself, she’d brought four tattooed men, each who thought himself hard. It soon became clear that they weren’t coming to fell the Fallen Angel, but to make certain I would.

“Pretty little thing, your wife,” said the one with the ponytail and blue eyes, whose name was Vidar. “You think if I ask nicely, the Khagan’ll give me a go at her?”

I ignored the jeer. We’d halted once sunset painted the sky red. Now we sat in the mouth of a cave with a fire going, fueled by our horses’ dung. The mountain terrain had not been straightforward: most paths led to dead ends and cliffs. But they knew precisely where to go and what to avoid, which meant they were not foreign to Pendurum nor to the mountain range which led to Damav.

“Harl, you like them small and bony, don’t you?” Vidar said to the man cutting logs outside the cave mouth. “What you think of his son?”

“I’d sooner fuck your skull,” replied red-bearded Harl between axe swings. He was the only one among them who wasn’t gaunt of face.

Vidar laughed. And so did Harl. The third man, whom they called Bald Boris — though he had long, braided brown hair — sat unamused by the fire. His stoicism made him tolerable. The fourth, whose name was Golf, had been detongued, so he never spoke at all. Never paid us much mind, either, and sat aloof in the corner.

Asparia, meanwhile, was nervously tapping her foot, oiling an arrowhead with a clump of deer fat, and refusing to do anything with her olive eyes but stare at me. She’d dressed like the men: leather boots up to the knee, a bulky tunic-coat tied to her person by an oversized belt, and enough concealed daggers to double her weight. She’d wrapped her dark, oil-shined hair high on her head, almost like a narrow crown.

“Your taunts aren’t breaking through his iron walls,” she said. “Can usually tell when someone’s corking in their anger by the little twitches here and there. But he’s not doing any of that. He really doesn’t care a fig about what you sad shits think.”

“Doesn’t matter how he feels,” Vidar said. “If he dies — and he will — I’ll ask your husband to gift me that wife of his.”

“If he dies, means you’ll have died first.” Asparia’s chuckle dripped with mockery. “And even if by some miracle you do live, why would Krum give such a comely lass to you? You bosom friends, all of a sudden?”

“Course we’re friends. We’ve bonded over… manly things I won’t discuss with no woman.”

“Manly things? You let him stick it in your arsehole?” Asparia’s shrill laugh echoed into the cave depths.

Vidar spat to the side. “And how wide is your arsehole? How many husbands you had by now? Three, is it? I lost count.”

“It’s not my fault they all wanted to murder each other. And it’s not like you haven’t benefited since I became Khatun.”

“Don’t get so high and mighty. You used to smell like a fish’s arse, growing up. Just ‘cause you’re a Khagan’s wife now don’t mean you don’t need reminding of the shitpile you and me’s came from.”

So they were old friends. They had adopted their way of life, not been born to it. And more than that, they were talking about private matters — and speaking Crucian.

Boris said something to them in deadpan Rutheni. Asparia massaged her wrists, as if discomforted.

A tense silence descended on the camp. It was a nice respite. I warmed some hard biscuit and bit into it. Harl poured water on a lump of dried beef, then heated it in a pot by the fire.

They called us lambs, but they were the same. Lambs wearing the clothes of wolves are still lambs, after all.

Asparia broke what had been a lovely silence. “What’s going on in that head of yours, Malak the Thunder Thrower?”

“Oh nothing,” I said. “Just thinking about how wonderful it is to have such lovely traveling companions.”

“Thinking about digging our graves, more’s like,” Vidar said. “Best you focus on what needs be doing if you want to kiss your wife and son again.”

“You don’t need to remind me incessantly,” I said. “I know what’s at stake.”

“Vidar here isn’t good for much aside from—“ Asparia made a mouth wagging motion with her hands. The shadow cast by the flickering fire looked like a monster devouring its prey.

“Then why bring him on such an important mission?” I asked.

Asparia snickered. “Important mission? That what you think this is? Nothing important about dying in the cold embrace of a Fallen Angel.” She gestured to Boris. “He thinks we should run. Flee into the Deadwood. None of us have anyone we love back in Pendurum. ‘Cept for you.”

Only then did I realize what they each had been chewing on, all this time: Kardam Krum had sent us out here believing we would almost certainly die.

“But you’re the wife of the Khagan,” I said.

“I’m a wife of the Khagan, you dullard.” Disappointment creased her gaunt, tree-tattooed face. “He bedded me once. On our wedding night. It was a full moon and I didn’t get with child, means I must prove my worth some other way.” She pulled some dried beef from Harl’s bowl. “Wish I knew what the rest of you cunts did to get chosen for this.”

They each kept silent. Not becoming pregnant was a bizarre enough reason to send your wife on a death march.

“You’re a strange folk,” I said. “The whole point of marriage is so you can keep trying to conceive.”

“Right.” She chewed her beef. “But the prophecy says the Opener will be conceived on a full moon to a woman pure. I didn’t conceive on the full moon and am no longer pure. There is no purpose in trying again, according to those woods witches.”

I’d never heard such a prophecy about the Opener before. These heathens had added many bizarre twists to things.

“But you’d been married before.” I took a helping of beef from the bowl. It was tough on my teeth. Despite lacking all seasoning, the pleasure it brought to my tongue was undeniable.

“The moment I drank the tree’s manna for the first time, I was born again — pure. Didn’t matter what I’d done before that. I was a maiden in the eyes of Saklas.”

Manna. I’d never heard of such a thing until Ahriyya had mentioned it. She’d said that enormous, glowing upside-down tree we’d witnessed in Labyrinthos had manna within, and if you sipped it, you’d gain memories from another world. She’d even mentioned that these worlds were like ours, with some of the same people and places — and yet they’d be different in uncanny ways.

“The manna don’t mean nothing,” Vidar said. “Wasn’t real manna. Saw them mixing honey with ale over by the stables.”

“Real or not, doesn’t matter,” Bald Boris said in badly accented Crucian. “Khagan believes what he believes. We win or we die. Better to run, no?”

“I’m no craven,” Asparia said.

“Rather be craven than inside angel’s belly,” Boris replied.

We ate from the bowl of beef in silence for a while.

Big Harl with his chiseled forearms and red mane looked like he was in mourning for himself, already. From the face Vidar was making, it seemed like he had a thought weighing on his mind, which I bet was a strange experience for him. Golf seemed like he hadn’t heard anything we’d said, at all, and was somewhere else entirely. Asparia stared at me, but now it was with a faint hope.

They weren’t lambs or wolves. They were young soldiers terrified of dying in battle, like so many thousands I’d fought with and against. They were soldiers looking for someone to help them be brave.

“I’ve never slain a Fallen Angel before.” I made a fist, then opened it. A sizzling, grape-sized ball of lightning hovered above my palm. “But I have the power of lightning in my hands. And I’ve done plenty of things most believed were impossible.”

Vidar gaped in awe as the grape-sized lightning grew larger than a fig.

“You’re something else.” Harl’s voice lifted with the breeze of hope. “You are a much better sorcerer than those woods witches who turned up a moon ago.”

I looked to Boris. “Help me slay the Fallen Angel. You’ll be a hero to your people. They’ll give you some dumb, new name — Boris the Demon Defiler.”

A chuckle came out of Boris’ throat. I’d often try to make new recruits laugh before their first battle, though Berrin was better at it.

“You really think we can kill it?” asked Vidar. “Or’re you just drumming us up?”

“Depends on what it can do,” I answered honestly.

“It’s big.” Asparia sipped from her waterskin. “And it sings.”

“What else can you tell me?”

A gust of wind fanned the campfire. The sky outside the cave mouth was now black and starless; heavy clouds hovered above. It could rain tomorrow, which would make the path all the more treacherous.

Asparia shook her head. “I saw it when we tried to cross the mountain, but I don’t…” Her head shaking got faster, as if her head was about to fall off her neck. “I don’t — I can’t remember.”

I grasped her fur-covered shoulders. “It’s all right. We’ll find out tomorrow.” I looked at the others, who each seemed overcome with dread. “Everyone, go get some rest.”

The nights were long, so we had plenty of time for that —the one mercy of these cold, dark months up north.

I woke up in the thick of night — hard to tell whether I’d slept for an hour or five. Three men lay silently next to me. The sole woman among us was not here, though she’d gone to sleep with us. Golf was not here, either.

I left the cave to piss, holding my cock in my woolen gloves to keep it from freezing off. My stream hit the tree branch, then misted and froze.

“Don’t let them see you pissing on a tree.” It was Asparia, standing a pace behind me.

I quickly finished what I was doing, then turned toward her. “I meant no offense. It’s just a habit.”

“That could be someone’s soul inside there. Now it has to taste your piss for Saklas-knows how long.”

I glanced at the tree bark. My piss had frozen in a splatter pattern. “Soul, if you can hear me, so sorry about the piss.”

“Are our beliefs a jape to you?”

“All beliefs are a jape. Played by the gods upon mankind.”

Asparia stared into me. She liked to stare into me — a lot. It was a rude thing to do in Crucis; perhaps not so much among her Rubadi-Ruthenian flock.

“Who are you, Malak?”

“Who are you, Asparia?”

“You heard Vidar. I’m just a whelp from some shitpile village.”

“I’m just an innkeep, also from a shitpile village.”

“Yeh, but why do you have the hand of Balhut?” She crossed her arms.

“I told you, I fucked a Fallen Angel.”

“I fucked a Khagan. Didn’t make me so special.”

“You should try fucking a Fallen Angel.”

“How about you and I fuck?”

I smiled, cheeks warm. I shook my head. “I’m a married man.”

“That doesn’t mean anything — and you know it. Or maybe you do believe in something, after all?”

I wasn’t truly married. There was no reason for me to refuse her, except to hold onto my final shred of honor. The last woman I’d slept with was Alma, my deceased wife, years ago. Since losing her to the pox, I’d never committed the sin of fornication… with a human.

But was it even a sin if the god I worshiped was as false as this tree god of theirs?

“Your face just said ‘yes’.” Asparia giggled as her cheeks went from pale to pink. “I knew it. All you men are the same. You rode all the way here to slay a Fallen Angel just so Krum won’t harm your son and wife — and then some woman you barely know offers up her twat, and because the veil’s thick enough, you can’t say ‘no’, can you?”

I wasn’t betraying anyone, but she could think whatever she wanted of me.

I gave her a shrug. “I suppose you’re right. Does that bother you?”

“No. It’s all good with me, Malak.” She smiled. “One day, someone in another world will drink manna from the Godtree. They’ll see — and feel — all my memories. Last thing I want is for them to be bored. And behind that iron wall of yours — I daresay you seem like fun.”

I didn’t know how to respond to something like that. Of all reasons to bed me, pleasing someone in another world who was drinking their god’s tree sap wasn’t one I ever imagined a partner having.

Suddenly, I felt like I was twenty years old again. Behind her strange beliefs and Rubadi adornments, Asparia reminded me of the women I once used to chase: plain, pasty, and mischievous — just like your village baker’s daughter. I suppose it was what I liked. The only thing she lacked was the feigned innocence.

“So how do we do it?” I asked.

“You don’t know how to do it?” She giggled, though it wasn’t in her usual mocking way.

“It’s fucking freezing out here.”

She pushed me against the tree I’d just pissed on. I obviously wasn’t going to sit on the frozen ground, but I could lean against the bent trunk. She loosened her belt, then reached into my trousers and grabbed my cock with her gloved hand. She slipped out of the glove, leaving it inside my trousers, then gripped my cock again, this time with her skin.

It was a feeling. One I can’t say I hadn’t missed. She straddled me, and soon enough, I entered her.

It was like bathing for the first time in months, except it had been years. It was hot and wet enough to make me forget about the snow around me.

I stuck my hands in her huge tunic-coat, careful to avoid anything sharp. I slid them up her hips, which were like the Damav, and around to her breasts. Soft and a handful, just how I liked them. I slid the glove off my flesh hand, leaving my metal hand gloved. I hadn’t enjoyed this pleasure in forever, and for a moment, it made me wish I could live a long life, if only to experience it again.

Asparia looked into my eyes the whole time. She hardly blinked. Our noses touched, and it was like the meeting of steel. She nibbled on my bottom lip, warming it. When she kissed me, it was also a feeling. She pulled on my tongue as if she wanted to tear it off. Alma wouldn’t kiss me like that, but some of the girls from my youthful encounters had. Miriam, Elly’s mother, had done so, too.

Asparia came quickly, which was fine by me. My loins were roiling, and I could finally get my release.

Leaning against the bark with her in my arms, I suddenly felt afraid. I’d not betrayed my wife, but I’d led her into betraying her husband, which was just as bad. Why had I let my desires lead me to sin?

“I’ll just say it’s Krum’s.” Asparia stood and tightened her belt. “If, you know…”

That only sharpened my dread. Had I just fathered the Opener of the tree worshipers?

“You look troubled.” She snickered. “Thinking about your wife’s smile, now that your balls’ve been drained?”

“She’s not my wife.” Now why would I tell her that? Was it because of the shame eating at me?

“Then who is she? And the boy?”

“Two people I’ve come to care a great deal about. Nothing more.”

“I see. I won’t tell anyone. Your secret’s safe with me.”

We had a far worse secret between us now, so I didn’t doubt her.

“Don’t look so glum,” she said. “If we die tomorrow, at least we had a fun night.”

“You don’t believe in the afterlife?”

“If I’m going to become part of some tree, who cares what I did? We’re not like you Crucians, with all your boring rules.”

“You don’t seem so different from us without your tattoos and bone earrings.”

She fingered her molar earring. “Why do you say that? I’m a Rubadi of the Krum tribe. Just because I grew up speaking Crucian as much as Rutheni doesn’t mean anything.”

“Did you grow up bowing to Saklas?”

Asparia shook her head. “My mother and father bowed to Balhut, like you, but they also liked to put up a totem to bless the harvest. I don’t want to ruin the night with a sad story, so let’s just say the paladins ransacking our lands really didn’t like that.”

She would’ve been a young girl when I was conquering Pendurum. Could be that I’d sent those paladins.

I didn’t want to know. “How’d you end up a wife of Khagan Krum?”

“I charmed my way into the heart of the son of the Onog Khagan. Another Khagan’s son killed him, and so by Rubadi custom, I became that man’s wife — those were some shit years, I tell you. But then to my delight, Krum killed that lout, and though he doesn’t obey Rubadi custom when it comes to marriage, he still chose me on the full moon. But things became… complicated between me, him, and his other wives. And so here I am.”

“Here we are.”

“You know, you smell good.” She closed her eyes and inhaled my scent. “Like fresh pie. A lot better than Krum’s foul stench, that’s for sure.” A grin spread across her frosted cheeks. “You want to go again?”

Maybe adding more shame upon shame was the only way forward. Maybe I needed my soul to be as numb as my nose was in this frozen hell. “All right.” I smiled. “Let’s give your manna drinker one more good memory.”

I awoke at dawn with an aching back and legs. Asparia was similarly worn, though our four companions were chipper enough in the pale, morning light. We ate more beef and biscuit, drank hot water, packed our packs, then climbed our mares.

The clouds were bulging and bruised, though they hadn’t loosed on us yet. We rode beside one another, and we did so at a trot. No one wanted to canter toward death, let alone gallop.

“Why you smiling so much?” Vidar asked Asparia. “You never smile when riding horse.”

“I do too,” she replied.

“No. You never smile when eating, riding, or training. You only smile like that when you’re drunk. You got kumis hidden away somewhere?”

“What are you, the smile inquisition?” Asparia snickered, though she maintained her smile. “I happen to be hopeful of our chances.”

“You’re the most miserable bitch I’ve ever had the displeasure of knowing. If you’re hopeful then fuck, maybe there is hope.”

“I am not miserable.” Vidar’s jeer had turned Asparia’s smile into a scowl. “I happen to have a sunny outlook on most things. You must be confusing me for one of Krum’s other wives.”

“Impossible. They’re much better looking.” Now Vidar was the one grinning.

“Fuck you,” she growled. “If the Fallen Angel doesn’t kill you, I’ll do it myself.”

Orwo and Edmar used to rib each other this way. When Orwo died, Edmar didn’t eat for a week, even though he’d just lost his leg and needed to regain his strength.

Boris held up his hand. “Hear that?”

It carried on the breeze: a faint hum.

Asparia reached for her bow and pulled an arrow from her quiver. The arrowhead was a shard of unshaped metal — and as black as my arm. It was just like the shards Damian had sold in Hyperion.

“How many of those shards you got?” I asked.

“Just this one.”

“Aim true, then.”

The tree line beside us was still, as were the rocky ridges at our back. The humming came from over the next crest.

We trotted onward in silence as the hum loudened. Harl, Vidar, Boris, and Golf each clutched their spears, while Asparia kept her bow at hand.

“Look.” Harl pointed his spear at something.

A red flower jutted out of a sheet of ice and rock. It looked like a tulip bathed in blood.

And it wasn’t alone. A trail of them jutted up from the dead ground. They led into a thicket between two ridges.

Asparia tugged her reins, but her mare refused to budge toward the flower path. I tried the same, but my horse growled and veered the opposite way. Vidar’s black mare almost reared him off her back. Golf’s horse simply stopped moving.

We dismounted and tied our unwilling horses to the tree trunks. We left our packs with them, taking only our weapons.

Deeper into the thicket we went, following the humming on the breeze and the trail of red tulips, until we came upon the silhouette of a man, far in the distance.

I gestured for my companions to halt. I took the vanguard alone, and we stepped toward him as slowly and silently as a party of six could.

An emerald aura surrounded his barbed body. The closer we got, the more my fears were confirmed: tiny green letters fluttered around his arms, legs, and neck like gnats. Red tulips jutted out of his eyeballs, chest, knees, and palms. I wondered, then, if he was one of the hundred men the Khagan had mentioned — then forgotten.

“Don’t let the letters touch you,” I said. “You’ll be rewritten.”

“The fuck does that mean?” Vidar’s voice was all jitters.

“I don’t know. But whatever you’re imagining, it’s almost certainly worse.”

The man must’ve sensed us. He lumbered our way. A green letter would land inside the mouth of a red tulip on his body, which would then close. At the same time, another red tulip somewhere else on his body would open, spitting out a green letter. It was a bizarre harmony, like a painting with a human as the canvas. Or like a living hymn to a god I hoped never to meet.

It did not belong in this world, so I shut my fist, opened it, and palmed a lightning bolt at it.

My thunder hit a nearby tree, alighting it. I needed to focus. I needed to become the fire flowing through me. I took a deep breath and palmed another bolt.

This time, my thunder roared as it struck its target. Fire erupted across the man’s body. The letters scattered in all directions; I pushed Asparia into a dead bush to save her from a stray letter’s impact.

The man continued to lumber toward us, though his limbs burned. His legs turned to cinders and he fell over, truly dead.

“Looks like fire does the trick.” Asparia stood. She pulled a flint from her coat and a lump of deer fat. “Oil your spears. We’ll set them alight.”

“Your fires won’t burn as hot as mine,” I said.

“Might slow ‘em down, at least.” She passed some fat to Vidar and Boris. Harl and Golf, though, were too busy gawking at something.

“Fuck me,” Harl said. “Look at this.”

A dust-colored human finger jutted out of a tree trunk. It wriggled.

“Must’ve gotten hit by a letter,” I said.

The other trees and rocks that had been hit by the scattering letters had not fared so strangely. In some places, the bark looked discolored, like that of palm instead of birch. Some of the rocks had changed color and texture and now seemed to be from a different forest altogether.

Like within our own languages, some letters were stranger than others, it seemed.

Branches snapped deep in the line of dead trees. More jagged, spectral silhouettes shone in the distance.

But the way they moved was too smooth. They glided as if their feet were not touching the ground.

“F-Fuckers can fly?” Vidar quavered.

Four bodies floated toward us, each flower-covered, green letters orbiting them. Golf stood between us and them. I wanted to scream for him to get out of the way. But as soon as they passed through him, I forgot his name.

And then there were five flower-covered bodies floating toward us. But there had always been five floating toward us, so why was I filled with shock and dismay?

The oil in my gunmetal arm sizzled. I palmed a thunderbolt at the nearest flying body. As the letters scattered outward, we made ourselves small behind the trees to avoid getting hit.

More silhouettes appeared from every direction.

While I palmed lightning at them, Asparia set fire to a dead bush. She lit her wooden arrows and loosed on the flying, flower-covered bodies.

As I’d expected, all her arrows did was turn them into flaming, flying bodies. Her fire was for cooking. Mine was for lighting up the sun.

The bodies flew upward above the dead trees, then came steeply down upon us. I blackened them with my thunder; letters shot down.

We dove behind boulders or trees. A letter clipped Boris in the head, though he didn’t take notice. I saw no change in him.

Asparia kept loosing her arrows. They arced beautifully with their heads on fire. When next I opened my palm, it was not a ball of lightning I beheld. It was an arrow of lightning.

It flew off my hand like one of Orwo’s rockets and hit the ground. Focus. Be better. I conjured another lightning arrow and loosed it at a flower body; the thunder turned it to cinders. But there were so many of them flying toward us from every direction. I needed more.

The next time I opened my hand, three lightning arrows hovered above my palm. Each launched off my hand knowing where they had to go. Thunder turned flower bodies into ash. Letters rained.

What else could I conjure?

“You’re all dead weight for me,” I said to my companions as yet more flower bodies floated toward us, their feet hitting the tops of the trees. “Retreat and let me handle this — alone.”

“We can watch your back, at least.” Asparia put down her bow. Perhaps she’d finally realized the futility of her flaming arrows.

The background hum ceased, leaving a discordant silence and the sound of burning. And then someone — or something — laughed.

The flower bodies kept coming. Who knew how many we’d have to fight? The oil in my arm would eventually extinguish, and we’d be weaponless. Better to end this madness by cutting off the head. By killing whatever had just laughed.

“You all need to retreat,” I said.

“To where?” Asparia gestured at the flower bodies blocking the way out of the canyon.

“Don’t follow me. Focus on staying safe.”

“Why? What you going to do?”

I hurried out of cover and ran deeper into the thicket. I palmed lightning arrows at the endless flower bodies, always keeping near enough to a large tree so I could shield myself from the letters. Sometimes the tree I’d be hiding behind would change color or texture before my eyes, and in the moment, I’d question whether it had always been that way.

I came to a lake. Molten rocks surrounded it, and steam drifted up from the water. At the center of the lake stood a single red tulip — ten times my size.

But it was not like a tulip you could pluck off the ground. Veins ran up its stem which thickened steadily into a neck, atop which was attached a giant human head, its toothless mouth contorted into a shrieking smile. Smaller human faces were imprinted upon the forehead and cheeks, each stuck and tortured, each yearning to be anywhere but this creature’s soul sea. The hair of the abomination was formed from giant red petals; teeth lined the edges of each petal and dripped with ichor. Its mere presence seemed to poison the lake, which stank like turned milk and worms. As I stared at the Fallen Angel for what was certainly too long, I felt a sinuous hand reach into my head and pull on my eyeballs from inside.

“Behind you!” Asparia’s shrill cry shattered my trance.

I turned and beheld an army of flower bodies only seconds away. I made a fist, praying for something deadly enough to cut through them.

When I opened my fist, the lightning bolts flying between my fingers solidified into a sword hilt. I squeezed it. A blade of storm twice as large as the longsword I carried shot off the hilt. It weighed nothing, so I swung, cutting through trees and flower bodies, painting the dead forest with thunder.

So much was now on fire. I heaved as I breathed in smoke. I hoped my companions were moving away from the fire and not toward it. At the very least, it could serve as a barrier between them and the Fallen Angel.

I stepped toward the lake’s shore and faced the giant, part-human part-tulip creature. It stood upon the water, its brutal veins pulsing. How did it come to take this awful, uncanny form? Why combine a flower with a human head? Was it mocking us and what we found beautiful?

Oil coursed through my gunmetal arm. I let the oil flow into my fist. When I opened it, a spear of lightning formed. I reared back, aimed, and flung it at the flower.

It opened wide its toothless mouth and shot out a hale of green letters. The letters crashed into my spear, turning it from lightning to ash.

The ash impacted the Fallen Angel harmlessly. Its mouth widened again, this time to release a laugh cold enough to chill my bones. And more letters.

They torrented my way. I dove behind an oak tree. Hit by the letters, the tree grew a set of human arms and hands, which snatched at me. I rolled to the side, barely evading its knife-like nails. I palmed a thunder strike at each of the arms, charring them and alighting the tree trunk. It screamed like a dying child.

To my ever-increasing horror, a stray letter grazed my foot. I was not certain whether I had absorbed it or not, though I felt no change in myself.

Ahriyya had said that when you were rewritten, you wouldn’t know it. Whatever you’d become might seem strange, but it would be how it had always been. The rewriting was not occurring in that moment, but rather at the beginning of time itself.

Asparia emerged from the nearby copse and came to my side, her face covered in soot. She pulled her angel metal arrow from her quiver.

“You’re still alive,” she said.

“I always seem to be.” I gestured at the abomination. “Let’s try hitting it at the same time.” I had no better idea.

Asparia nodded, wiped soot off her eyelashes, and nocked her black arrow.

I conjured another spear, then flung it at the Fallen Angel as Asparia loosed.

The thing’s mouth spewed enough green letters to devour both our attacks and turn them to dust. It laughed and belched a tide of strange letters our way.

We were ready for it. We slid behind the molten rock. It absorbed the letters and turned from rock into gold.

But it had always been gold, hadn’t it? Of course it had. I’d noticed the gleaming rock as I’d approached the lake. It seemed as strange as the abomination. I remembered thinking that we ought to take the rock home with us.

Nothing had changed — and yet nothing but the green letters could explain the presence of a boulder made of solid gold. Was it meant to distract us?

This was no time to be fooled. To defeat the Fallen Angel, I needed something stronger. I needed the Blood Star to give me something it could not counter.

I eyed Harl and Vidar clutching their spears and stabbing flower bodies, who seemed endless and everywhere. We’d all absorbed some green letters by now, hadn’t we? Was it too late to save ourselves from being changed?

The Fallen Angel opened its mouth. Its icy laugh rattled my bones. Smoke from the fires had spread this way, and breathing became a desperate chore. From the fire, a letter flew toward my arm. I flicked it away with my gunmetal fingers as if it were a bug.

A holler sounded. Given that I could see everyone else, it must’ve been Boris. I hurried to where it had come from, cutting through flower bodies with my lightning sword all the while.

Boris was on the ground, crawling away from a mass of flying flower bodies.

“Take cover.” I launched lightning arrows at the bodies as Boris crawled behind a tree stump. Thunder annihilated them and letters flew. I swatted each like gnats.

Another shout sounded.

It was Harl. He was flying.

One of the flower bodies had him in its grasp. I could smite it, but then he’d fall and break his bones.

“Someone get under him!” I shouted.

“I will!” Vidar ran into position.

I loosed a lightning arrow at the flower body holding Harl, torching it. He fell into Vidar’s arms, screaming the whole time.

“Fuck!” Yet another yell came from the lakeside.

A tentacle had shot out of the open mouth of the Fallen Angel and latched onto Asparia’s foot. She screamed as it yanked her off her feet.

I shot a lightning arrow at the tentacle, but it curved its sinuous form out of the way. It pulled Asparia toward the lake where it stood.

She reached out and grabbed onto a tree branch. I conjured my lightning sword and hurried to cut the tentacle. It yanked her again, breaking her grip and pulling her out of my reach.

Now it held her dangling above the lake. If only I could walk on water, I would rend that fucking abomination and send it back to hell.

But I could not reach it. And if now I did nothing, Asparia would surely face a fate worse than death. This creature wasn’t interested in killing. No, it was interested in recreating. In changing our world to match its image. I did not want to see how it would change Asparia.

I coughed smoke as my worn limbs threatened to seize on me. “Help me help her,” I said to no one.

My eyes shut on their own. The Blood Star hovered in the vast depths of darkness. It wore a ring of dead light formed from the corpses of entire worlds. Its shell was an impossible black, and its core existed apart from us, witnessing our births and our deaths at once.

An uncountable number of green fireflies painted letters across its face. These letters bled through time — backwards and forwards — and burst through the veils separating us from the star.

A droplet of the star itself trickled into my metal arm. When I opened my eyes, I was clutching a rope of light that led up into the clouds.

“You don’t belong in this world,” I said to the Fallen Angel. “And neither does this.”

I pulled on the rope. I pulled something down, toward us.

A hole appeared in the sky, just like the one that brought the fireball which had burned Zosi and hundreds of my paladins alive. I pulled the rope with all my strength, until a hand the size of a castle emerged from the hole.

It reached down and grabbed the Fallen Angel’s stem with eleven fingers. The arm it extended from was metal, like my own.

It yanked the Fallen Angel up; its tulip-like stem was attached to a slithering, sinuous body that resembled an enormous sea serpent. And it was covered in giant flowers, each with human heads with petals as hair.

Asparia crashed into the water as the hand pulled the flower-covered serpent up into the hole in the sky. Once both the hand and serpent had gone through, the hole closed.

All the flower bodies around us fell and turned to cinders.

Stepping over so much ash, I ran toward the water. “Asparia!”

I was about to rush in, when I noticed something drifting like foam across the water: letters. The water Asparia had fallen into was full of letters.

Asparia swam toward the shore. She stumbled out of the water. As I stared at her, I became uncertain of whom I was staring at. My head ached violently. She was Asparia… and yet she was certainly not Asparia.

“What you looking at?” the drenched, red-haired woman said, her irises as yellow and bright as gold. The image of Asparia, dark-haired and olive-eyed, flickered on my eyelids in her place, like a ghost from another world.

“You’re… different…” I said as I forgot how Asparia had once looked. She’d always been red-haired and amber-eyed. I remembered staring into those amber eyes when we’d fucked last night.

“I’m tired.” She held out her sand-colored hand. “Let’s just go home.”

I took it and pulled her out of the poisoned water.
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VASCO


“Wormrot is man’s greatest enemy,” the Himyarite Philosopher Rohimya had once said. “And wormrot’s greatest enemy is fire.”

After Jon’s warning that wormrot lay ahead, we took every precaution. Each night, we dug a trench around our marching camp, filled it with wood and leaves, and lit it on fire. This fire wall, so long as it had no breaks, would surely keep the worms out — but there was always a chance that the flame would dim somewhere, for the briefest moment, and allow a single worm to get through.

So as a second layer of precaution, we kept lit braziers and torches all around camp. The guards would now fix their gazes to the ground, ever alert. A single worm infecting a single person could be enough to destroy us all, and so we could not spare any precaution.

Of course, we discussed whether or not we ought to turn back, but the Deadwood was large enough that we could avoid the straighter path Jon took and instead move west and take the inland path. We did not know the extent of the wormrot infection, but if we avoided the larger towns, villages, and castles along the route, it would serve us well.

Turning back would also mean leaving the door open for Kardam Krum. Allowing the Rubadi barbarian who’d ransacked and enslaved Pendurum to do the same to Sempuris was simply unacceptable. One plague was bad enough.

A rider rode south to our flaming wall, one night. He screamed for us to let him through. But wormrot comes in two flavors: fast and slow.

Those bitten by a fast worm have only seconds left to live. I have never witnessed it myself, but the endless number of records all say the same: a man’s belly or chest bursts and hundreds of worms come crawling out, each seeking a fresh victim.

The slow worms are less dramatic, but far worse. A man may not even know he was bitten. Over the course of several weeks before he withers and dies, he leaks worms out of his ears, nose, mouth, and anus. Those worms infect more folk, who infect more folk, and in this way, entire countries are brought to ruin.

The Latians believe that for every disease on earth, Lat has provided a cure, which is why their healers so eagerly make potions out of plants and are thus among the best. But there is no cure for wormrot, whether fast or slow, because wormrot is not from this earth.

We shot the rider with flaming arrows. His body burned and so did the worms he may have been carrying.

A few days later, we arrived at a river. There were four stone bridges to help us across it, but three had collapsed, and so only a single one stood. A village had sprawled across the near side of the bridge, and its hovels were built from wood. Our scouts did not enter it, but they reported that all seemed normal. Men would fish from the river or cut down trees in the day, and smoke would rise from so many cookfires at night. Children would play in the flower fields, and women would pick the flowers and put them in their hair. No sign of wormrot.

But you could never be certain. If even one among them was infected by slow worms, they would all be dead in a fortnight. And if even one of those slow worms passed onto someone in our army, then we would join them.

“You cannot mean it,” Demetri said as we discussed the predicament among only the senior-most men. “They are loyal Crucians. True Ethosians.”

I hushed him. The cloth walls of the command tent were thin, after all.

“Wormrot is no time for mercy,” I said.

“What wormrot?” Demetri scoffed. “All we have is the word of one of your men.”

“Jon would not lie.”

“I will not order the murder of my own people on the word of a foreigner!”

Of course he wouldn’t. But we needed to cross that bridge, and I wasn’t going to allow a crossing with so many possibly infected villagers nearby.

Black Belly Bal strummed his soot-stained fingers across the table. “We could order the villagers to leave. Burn the village. Then cross.”

“Burn their homes? In the middle of winter? You might as well kill them.” Demetri glared at Bal with all the bitterness in him, straining every muscle of his boyish face, his thin mustache twitching.

Bal stared back, deadpan.

Demetri sighed, then softened. “Fine. We’ll order them to leave and then burn everything. Crucians are a tenacious folk — they’ll find a way to survive. But first, I must have confirmation that there is even an infection to begin with.”

“Wormrot doesn’t work that way,” I said. “The moment you get your confirmation is also the moment your life may be about to end. We are playing it safe, Commander, because it is the wise thing. Our mission is of far greater import than one little river village. Would you risk the safety of the whole Imperium to spare their suffering?”

“What even is the Imperium if it cannot keep its people safe?” Demetri shook his head in obvious disgust.

He’d asked the question I’d been asking. When Anton had mentioned that it took minutes for imperial guardsmen to intervene in his altercation with Micah at the inn in Hyperion, it didn’t surprise me. Hyperion was the Imperium and its holy order prevailed, but outside of its walls, there was no Imperium to speak of.

Shah Jalal’s invasion sixteen years ago had left Caecara a cursed ruin. Pendurum had been conquered by a Rubadi Khagan. It was only a matter of time until Nixos fell to Hayrad the Redbeard. Sempuris was — more or less — under my benevolent Company rule. What remained of the Imperium of Holy Crucis, then?

Only I could save it. But to do so, I’d have to kill it, first. Then it could be reborn — far better and stronger.

“I must have confirmation,” Demetri said. “And if I don’t get it, I’m turning around.”

This was what I feared: the little lordling throwing his weight around. He commanded the numbers I needed to inspire the fear of the Archangel into Krum’s tree-loving heart. I could not afford his withdrawal.

“We’ll send scouts to the major forts and villages.” I stood and wrapped myself in the cowl Alia had knitted for me. It was gold and blue for the Sempurian standard. “Choose them carefully, Commander. They won’t be allowed back inside our fire wall.”

The scouts returned, days later. They gave their reports while standing at the other edge of our burning trench.

The villages of Kilna, Jasos, Lidos and the coastal castle towns of Cycades, Pyrgo and Tefkara were all deserted, and the scouts did not dare enter them. Looking out upon these towns and cities, they did not see a soul walking the fields nor a fire flickering at night. Carrion filled the skies and picked at the bodies left to rot.

They did encounter folk fleeing south, so we sent riders to warn the castles and villages of the southern Deadwood to kill and burn anyone from the north on sight — hopefully they wouldn’t apply the warning on those doing the warning, though I would if I were them.

Terror gripped our camp. Men would see worms where there were only shadows. One soldier mistook his tent mate’s fingers for worms, and so cut them off. Some accused those with fever or more mild illnesses of harboring slow worms, and it took much calming and reassurance to quiet them.

By the nature of the destitution described by the scouts, I believed it was a fast worm infestation that had struck the Deadwood, which was good news when considering the slow worm alternative. Fast worms were large — about the size of small snakes — which meant they were far easier to see and kill. Because they eradicated towns and cities at speed, fast worm infestations died off quickly, since the worms could not survive outside of a host for more than hours.

But I wasn’t ready to act on that comforting assumption.

We ordered the villagers around the bridge to march several miles inland. They complained, stomped their feet, and refused, so I ordered my Company men to fire a volley in the air. When that didn’t work, I asked Demetri if he would allow us to fire lower.

Standing within the line of ancient oaks facing the village, he snarled and paced about.

“They are refusing orders from an imperial army,” I said. “We carry the standard of Imperator Josias himself. What they are doing is treason.”

“If it is treason to abandon your homes to a burning, then what sense is left in the world?”

I gave him my most derisive snicker. “Commander, let me lend you some wisdom. The Imperium only exists where there is order, and order only exists where there is fear. If you can’t stomach a bit of blood now, then what about later? What about when we have to murder thousands of Rubadi to pull the Imperium back from the brink?”

“If it must be done, then let it be my men who do it,” he said. “It is not the East Islands Company whose order we’re restoring — never forget that, Sargosan.”

He could believe what he wanted, but he was still a piece on my side of the board.

Demetri ordered a single shot to be fired into the crowd. It struck a veiled, middle-aged woman in the chest, which only made the crowd angrier. As they charged the imperial soldiers with their sickles and axes, he ordered his men to fire a full volley.

That did the trick. Four villagers fell and several more endured wounds, but the crowd dispersed. Within hours, they marched off into the wilderness, and we burned their homes.

When the fire and smoke died down, we marched through the ruins of the village and crossed the bridge, though our minds were not at ease. You could take every precaution in the book and wormrot could still strike. Slow worms were small — the size of maggots — but despite being called slow, they moved fiercely fast. We were most vulnerable when we marched, and so had to be vigilant.

But nothing happened. We marched for days more until the glorious Mount Damav appeared on the distant horizon, a red giant looming over the world. Its frozen peak was a holy sight to the imperials, and they hymned the day and night away. The forested flatlands turned swampy, and low hills dotted our path. The land which was safe to march across narrowed, and we were forced to diverge from the straightest path.

We came to our first castle in the northern Deadwood. It towered over the swamplands with a single spire. Its red stone must’ve been carted down from the Damav, and it looked so out of place amid the muted green of the swamp and the parched white of the sky. A fire wall, burning taller than our own, surrounded it.

We camped just south. I sent scouts to request an audience with the lord, whose name was Palos.

When the scouts did not return, I sent scouts to learn what happened. They returned with the obvious truth: our scouts had been shot and burned.

So we sent scouts to chart a path around the castle, eastward. But it was far too swampy — our bombards and gunpowder-laden wagons would get stuck in the mire. Further eastward stood a second castle — also under the control of Lord Palos — and it too had a fire wall around it, which meant we’d fare no better.

If we turned west, we’d come to a lake, and we did not have ships with which to cross it.

Again, it seemed we’d encountered an impassible obstacle. But unlike the village at the bridge, we were the ones under suspicion, now.

I had my archers shoot volleys of arrows into the castle; each arrow carried a paper ordering Lord Palos to extinguish his fire wall and let us pass.

But it did not work. We convened a meeting in the command tent to discuss the problem.

“A few bombard blasts would send a stronger message,” Bal said, his forehead as soot-stained as ever.

“Are we at war with the lords of the Imperium?” Demetri’s glower could put out the sun. “Lord Palos is merely doing what is best for his own, as we did.”

“But not what is best for the Imperium.” I huffed out a sneeze. It seemed I was catching a cold from the fly-ridden swampland around us. “The longer we remain in a cold, damp place like this, the more our gunpowder will spoil, which will leave us toothless against Krum. Palos can see us from his high tower. He knows who we are and why we’ve come — he’s just scared we’re bringing worms. But as we’ve come to know, there is no precaution in the world that can soothe that fear.” I wrapped my cowl tighter around my forearms, then swatted away the flies buzzing near my nose. “I’m afraid Bal is right. Wormrot is terrifying, true, so we must give Palos something greater to fear — his total destruction at our hands.”

I knew I was right. I knew it was the only way. And I knew Demetri knew it, too. He’d been swallowing bitter herbs this whole journey, but this one was the bitterest of all. Both Demetri and Palos were lords who worshiped the lands their families had lorded over for decades or centuries or who-knows how long. An attack like this was an affront upon their way of being.

“I will not allow it,” Demetri said. “We will cross the swampland, instead.”

“Then we will lose to Krum,” I replied. “With half our baggage train at the bottom of a swamp.”

“We are not attacking Lord Palos. He is a friend of my family, and more than that, a true Ethosian and a loyal Crucian. I will not allow it, and that is final.”

I stood. “Last I checked, the bombards all belong to the East Islands Company. I will command them to fire.”

Demetri stood, too. “We outnumber you three to one. If you fire upon an imperial lord, I’ll be forced to fire upon you in his defense.”

“Go ahead.” I smiled. “Do you really think numbers will win it for you? My men fought and defeated Shah Babur’s armies and fleets. We may be few, but we know what we’re doing.”

I was bluffing, obviously. I could not allow this to end in our self-destruction. But I had to stare Commander Demetri down until he flinched first.

“Bal,” I said. “Get the bombards ready.”

“Aye, Captain.” Bal went to do his duty.

Demetri’s face reddened. He looked ready to explode. “You’re really going to do this?”

“Unlike you, I know what the Archangel wants me to do. I am warmed by the fire of certainty. When the Archangel ordered him to do so, our Apostle Benth slew — with his own hand — a baby in his crib. Sometimes we must kill our own children for the good, Commander Demetri. You’re a young man, but if you’re going to fight for our faith, then you must learn this lesson now.”

A restless wind howled against our cloth walls. The fire in the brazier flickered, causing Demetri’s hard shadow to waver.

“There are limits,” he said. “Surely we cannot fight our own.”

“You’d be fighting your own if you acted against me. True, I am a Sargosan of the East Islands Company, but your liege lord has made me family. You Sempurians are proud of your breeding, yet Lord Rone deigned to wed me to his granddaughter. Do you know why, Commander?”

Demetri remained silent.

“Because I’m a man who climbed this mountain from the very bottom. I know what I’m doing. Now you and I meet near the summit, but ask yourself truly — have you done any climbing at all? Or were you merely born to your station?”

He remained silent.

“We can both die here in the middle of the mountain, or we can both climb to the top — together.” I gave him an open hand.

Demetri stared at it as if his whole life hung in the balance. In a way, it did. I was willing to wait a long time for him to take it, though my arm did ache.

Finally, he shook my hand. But still, he said nothing.

“As soon as Palos sends a messenger out to beg for peace, I’ll silence the bombards.” I kept holding his hand. “With good fortune, few will die — it’s his castle and walls that’ll be harmed most. Nothing a little stone and mortar can’t fix.” I sealed our handshake by putting my other hand over his.

Lord Palos, to his credit, was quick to surrender. By our fifth angry volley, he sent men out waving a white flag. The messengers agreed to all my terms. They doused their fire wall and let us into the castle’s lands.

Our bombards had damaged several of his red towers, his red wall, and even his granary — wheat now spilled across the courtyard. He’d put out the fires our blasts had caused, already, but from the blackened stone and charred wood of the various dwellings, it had spread quite far. Two people died and dozens suffered wounds of one sort or another.

But the most peculiar sight of all lay at the castle town’s heart. It was there that we found three women, each nailed by their hands and feet to wooden posts — alive.

“They are the ones who brought the wormrot,” Lord Palos himself said as we met outside his tower. “Woods witches, they are.”

He was a short, crookbacked man who liked to oil his hairless head. Despite the dampness of the climate, skin flakes covered his cheeks and forehead. Not a healthy looking fellow, which might be why his resolve had broken so fast.

“How do you know they’re witches?” I asked.

“They were casting spells under our nose.” Palos waved away the biting flies hovering near his forehead. “Many witnesses will attest. It is the Archangel’s blessing that we have an inquisitor with us.”

“Inquisitor? Here?”

Palos gestured to the chapel, which was also formed of red Damav stone.

It was almost empty inside, though from the leftover drink, food, and mess, it seemed it had recently been full — likely when the bombards were roaring. A man sat on the altar, a metal Archangel statue at his back. The eleven wings and eleven arms of god looked like they were his own.

“Gonsalo,” I said, recognizing him.

“Vasco dei Cruz,” he replied. He looked like he did in my decade-old memory. Long, sharp nose that could’ve been a horn were it on some other beast. Thin eyelids that allowed his eyeballs to float out of their sockets. Unadorned, though clean and well-pressed Inquisition tunic and robe. “Have you come to repent?”

I snickered and shook my head. “I’ve come to inquire about those woods witches you’ve affixed to those posts.”

“Tell me, dei Cruz, in the Book of Marot, what did the Apostle Neydas do to those who failed Marot’s trial?”

“He cut off their hands and feet, then nailed them by their arms and legs to posts in the city center.”

Gonsalo grinned. “My fellow hunter in arms. What is it we used to say? ‘No Emigrant or sorcerer is safe so long as our eyes are open.’ Good to know your adventures with the East Islands Company haven’t sapped you of your hymns.”

We had gone on quite a few hunts together, though I wasn’t eager to bring them to mind. “Why should they have? My aims are the Archangel’s own.”

“Are they?” Gonsalo stood. The light through the red-painted window cast a bloody hue across his bloodless face. “The man you gifted to Imperator Josias. The man you claimed was Micah the Metal. Where did you find him?”

“Am I under an inquisition?” I scoffed.

“A judicial review was conducted, shortly before I departed Hyperion. Witnesses were heard, including men who once served Micah. They insisted that the man you handed over was not, in fact, Micah the Metal.”

This was the first I was hearing of this. Taurvi’s imitation of Micah had been far from perfect, though good enough to fool those who didn’t know him well. But what did it matter? My strategy no longer hinged on winning over Imperator Josias with Micah’s death. It hinged on subjugating Josias with the threat of his own downfall.

“What did this review conclude?” I asked.

“That in their rush to execute and be rid of the traitor Micah, an innocent man was hung that day. And that it’s ultimately your fault for deceiving everyone.”

“I thought he was Micah.” I shrugged. “In any case, I will plead my innocence in the matter.”

I knew Gonsalo well enough to read his face. From the way he squinted, his mouth half open, he obviously did not believe me.

“Innocence, you say? You know, I have heard troubling, troubling rumors of a blessed colleague kidnapped by men who love not the Archangel, but rather coin. How they forced him to divulge heart-held secrets of the Inquisition — before they cut open his throat.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I’m sure you don’t.” He leaned in close to my ear. “Something terrible, terrible happened a few moons ago. It began in Nixos, at the Sepulcher of our beloved Apostle Benth. But it is spreading. And it may just set the world on fire.”

I could glean he was referring to Taurvi’s freeing of the sorcerers the Inquisition had captured over the past several decades. But he was being coy about it.

“Is that why there is wormrot here in the Deadwood?” I asked.

“You think the wormrot is the worst of it?” He let out his usual dry chuckle. “It is only a taste of the evil they seek to bring — or have already brought.”

“I’d like to hear what they have to say. And worry not, Gonsalo. I’m only here to help.”

Gonsalo pressed his tunic, straightening its bent lines. “Do what you will, but remember — evil has no walls. Make certain to recite your hymns for protection before you speak to them.”

The three witches were baking beneath the cloud-covered sun. Gonsalo had not severed their hands and feet, like in the hymn, but had nailed them well enough to their posts. They’d soiled themselves and so standing in their presence was nothing pleasant. The flies seemed to like it — an uncountable number of the biters buzzed about.

They were each of middle age. Two had typical Crucian features: tan skin and black hair, while one looked Ruthenian with wavy hazel hair and freckled skin. She resembled somewhat the whore I’d bedded in the Hand. Their eyes remained shut, as if asleep.

“Did you bring the wormrot?” I asked.

“Please sir, let us go,” one of the black-haired ones said.

“We did no wrong,” said the other.

The Ruthenian-looking woman opened her eyes. Green, like the sea. “Water. Please.”

I helped her sip from my waterskin.

“I brought the wormrot,” she said, her throat sounding drier than bones.

“Why?”

“In service of my lord, of course.”

“And who is your lord?”

“Our lord is Kaslas,” all three of them said with one voice.

Ice slid down my spine at the mention of that Fallen King, anagram and profaner of Saklas. “And what does Kaslas seek?”

“The Gate.”

“What is the Gate?”

“Celeisis is the Gate. Celeisis is the key and guardian of the Gate.”

Celeisis was another Fallen King, anagram and profaner of Cessiel. If they were muttering these demonic names around the country folk, it was no wonder they’d been nailed to posts.

“Where is the Gate?” I’d wanted to know what and where it was ever since I’d witnessed my purpose within the Palace of Bones. Saving the Emigrants — returning home — was all tied to opening the Gate.

“Follow the blood cloud to the Gate,” the sea-eyed woman said. “Beneath the eyes of Lakam, the Gate shall walk the earth.” Lakam was yet another Fallen King, profaner of the angel Malak. “Past, present, future, all are one in Lakam.”

“I don’t quite understand. How does spreading wormrot serve this purpose?”

The witches went silent.

“Were you once imprisoned in Nixos?” I asked, hopeful to get them talking again. “If you tell me what I want to know, I can help you die peacefully.”

A mass of flies bit at a seeping wound in the sea-eyed woman’s neck. She did not show pain, nor did she stir to address me. It seemed she was not interested in a peaceful death — only in serving the Fallen Kings.

We helped Lord Palos rebuild the structures our bombards had damaged. Our healers attended to his wounded, too. In return, Lord Palos proved a gracious host — he even gave me a tower to stay in. As the sun sank, I stared out its window at the stinking bogs and all the ugly shadows cast by the bent trees. We’d be at the forts of Damav within days, where the truest obstacle of all would present itself.

I could not afford to take my mind off Kardam Krum. Whether with guns or gold or shrewdness, I had to subdue him, and thereby bring East Islands Company suzerainty over all of Crucis. Only then could I pursue the greater challenges that lay east, foremost of which was finding and opening the Gate.

Someone cleared their throat behind me. I turned to see my daughter standing by the brazier.

“What is it, Ana?”

“That man… the inquisitor…” She scratched the old burn scars on her cheek.

“Gonsalo.”

She stared at my shoes. “I… I remember him. He was with you, wasn’t he?”

I’d almost put it out of my mind. Gonsalo was with me, in those days. We were hunting Emigrants and sorcerers, and I knew Mara was the former, so we traveled to her town. Gonsalo had assisted me during my inquisition of Mara, when I’d put my own five-year-old daughter’s face into the brazier.

“So what?” I said.

“He’s a witness.” Her arm shook. Nervous little animal. “I’ll tell them all what you did to me, and he’ll be forced to confirm it.” The violence of her shaking intensified. “You’ll be-be exposed, for what you-you are.”

She was right. Gonsalo was unlikely to miss an opportunity to lay me low. Leaving the Inquisition, as I’d done, had been a betrayal of everything he believed. He would enjoy watching me get my recompense.

“Then do it,” I said. “Loose your arrow. It’s what I would do.”

“If you try to st-stop me, I’ll tell Alia. Not a day goes by when she doesn’t c-come to see me. She won’t let-let you imprison me.” She could hardly speak with how terrified she was. Not just of me, but of what she was imagining. Of the thought that finally, after ten years of nightmares, she could get her revenge on the man who’d destroyed her life. The man who should’ve loved and cherished her, but did not have it in his heart to do so.

“Good,” I said. “You’re a clever girl, Ana. And you’re right. You’ve cornered my sultan. Now do what you will.”

I watched from my window as Ana went into the courtyard. First, she spoke with Alia. After that, with Demetri, who summoned Palos, who summoned Gonsalo. There really was nothing I could do except watch. Or maybe I simply didn’t have the heart to stop her. My daughter, concocting her first great scheme. I was almost proud.

Was this the end of my great purpose? Josias, Demetri, Krum — it wouldn’t be these lofty names who defeated me, but my own sins and a feeble girl determined to get her just revenge.

I went outside to address what was brewing.

Alia glared at me as if she were staring at a Fallen Angel. Trevor and Heath came to my side, ever loyal. Demetri, Palos, and Gonsalo stood in front of Ana, as if shielding her from me.

“Your own daughter has made a serious accusation against you,” Demetri said.

“You always did go too far, Vasco.” Gonsalo pressed his collar. “If I’d known at the time that the girl you burned was your own daughter, I would have put a dagger through your heart that very moment.”

I recalled him goading me on, but that detail wasn’t germane. “What does it matter if she was my daughter or not?” I shrugged. “I did what I did. It was a terrible crime. Are you going to punish me for a decade-old sin?”

“There is nothing more unnatural than hurting one’s own,” Demetri said. “You are not fit to be guardian over her. I will be sending the girl back to Tethys, where she will then be returned to her mother.”

“You’re going to march her back through the very same wormrotten lands we just crossed?” I chuckled. “I realize there’s enough bitterness between us to poison a flock of geese, but this is no time for drastic acts. Not when there are witches casting spells and summoning plagues. Not when Kardam Krum is coming to raid and feast. We have a duty to protect the people, foremost of all, and we can’t do that mired in old family feuds.”

“Leave my land,” Palos said in disgust. “I welcomed you in, believing you righteous Ethosians. But you are a cruel sort.”

We were planning to march north in the morning, in any case.

“You’ll change your tone once you see Krum’s grinning trees fluttering outside your holdfast,” I said. “There are varieties to cruelty. I wager mine is kinder than his. Besides, who do you want defending you when a horde is coming to pick you clean?” I gestured to Demetri. “Cute boy like him?” I put my hand on my heart. “Or a cruel sort who’ll do what needs be done, no matter how costly?”

Ana erupted into sobs and tears. Alia took her by the hand and led her away, not even giving me a spare glance.

My daughter’s gambit had only somewhat worked. I wasn’t being chained and overthrown, like she must’ve fantasized. But I’d been undermined. Men don’t like following men who hurt their own daughters. There’s no pride in following a man like that.

I pulled my cowl off my shoulders as the others walked away, shaking their heads. Only Trevor and Heath remained by my side.

“A bad setback,” Trevor said. “Everyone’s going to know what you did. Even Rone will find out, soon enough.”

“You should have treated her kindly,” Heath said, as if he’d been holding that thought in for a long time. “You had every chance to show her how much you’ve changed.”

I stared at the three witches hanging from their posts, their heads slumped over. The coming darkness would bring their parched skin relief, though it would also chill their bones.

“I have, at times, asked people to forgive me for what I’ve done,” I said. “I’ve even fallen to my knees and begged them. But I know there’s no coming back from what I did to her. There’s no forgiveness or redemption, as much as I may want it. I’m nailed to that sin like those witches are to their posts.”

“You should’ve at least tried, even if it was futile!” Spittle flew from the angry, albino healer’s mouth. “I do not understand you, Captain. Ana may not be an Emigrant, but she still came from you. Even I cannot comprehend your disdain.”

“My daughter should’ve been born an Emigrant, like us.”

“Emigrant or not, we are all still human.”

“Hah. Now you sound like Aicard.”

“Maybe he had the right of it, this entire time.”

“Lessons in morality from Micah the Metal’s spymaster. What’s next? Learning how to fly from a fish?”

Heath walked away fuming, leaving only Trevor by my side.

“I don’t want to say it, but I must speak the truth,” the tall swordsman said. “You’ve endangered our mission by being so callous. But what is broken can be fixed. If you’re sincere, it is not too late to mend things.”

It sure seemed like it was. It was too late for a lot of things. Too late to save humanity from what those witches hoped to birth.

But it was not too late to save ourselves. That was the only rope I clung to.
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Upon leaving the canyon where I’d felled a Fallen Angel, we sighted Mount Damav in the distance.

Unlike all the mountains around it, its snow-drenched peak was red. I brought to mind its story in the Book of Kolos: the tribes who lived in these parts, a thousand years ago, refused to bow to the Archangel, clinging to their totems and stone idols. And so the Apostle Josias prayed for a sign — a miracle — to convince them. The Archangel sent Kolos, one of the Twelve, to pick up a mountain from the east and drop it here — thus why Mount Damav looks nothing like its surroundings. Upon seeing a mountain fall out of the sky, the tribes fell to their knees and praised the Archangel, now convinced of his might and sovereignty.

Berrin once told me that Mount Damav looked like the mountains of the Karmaz, which sit between Alanya and Sirm. Could that have been where Kolos carried it from?

Asparia, with her red hair and golden eyes, seemed just as out of place as the Damav. She did not know how to ride a horse, and so Vidar had to take her on his. She did not even know how to start a fire or nock her bow, though her pack was full of fletching gear, flints, and deer fat. She spoke Crucian, some Rutheni, and one other language no one here recognized. She was strangely beautiful, as if she were a pearl plucked from the sea and dropped onto a desert.

I knew she’d absorbed more letters than the rest of us had combined, but I did not know how they’d changed her. I could not remember her being any different than how she was, now. I’d been intimate with her the night before the battle, so I wouldn’t forget her face and the many expressions she’d shown me.

But why would we bring someone so unskilled on this mission? Why didn’t anyone here know of the city Asparia claimed to be from? Why did she seem so out of place?

It could only be the letters. Whoever Asparia had been, we’d never know. But I could guess she must’ve been more similar to Vidar, Harl, and Boris than whatever she was, now.

Aside from her strangeness, we had a sixth horse with us and only five people. Harl insisted he’d brought it as a remount, which everyone else seemed to accept, and so I did, too.

We entered the iron walls of Pendurum. The first thing we saw was a horned Ruthenian whipping his Crucian slave, a middle-aged man who had my father’s haircut. We’d heard the whip’s crack a half mile before entering, so powerful were the blows. The poor slave’s back was raw like a skinned pig — he must’ve been whipped a dozen times already. My chest boiling, I climbed off my horse to intervene. Someone tugged on my arm to stop me.

It was Asparia. “Don’t,” she said, her earthen face clashing with the pale of the snow around us. “Krum has your woman and boy. You’d be a fool to upset him.”

I had been given powers from the Blood Star. I couldn’t just look away from all these evils and pretend I could do nothing.

“That’s enough,” I said to the Ruthenian slave master as he wound his whip.

He ignored me, so I grabbed the whip out of his hand and pushed him away from his slave, his horned helmet almost falling off his fat head as he nearly slipped on the ice.

He cursed in Rutheni, then pulled a dagger from his belt and took a low, fighting stance.

I opened my fist and conjured a broadsword of lightning. Though big, it weighed nothing, so I raised it high above my head. The man’s eyes went wide. He cursed, then turned and ran.

“Hurt him again and I’ll smite you,” I shouted as he fled. I wanted to comfort the Crucian slave, but Boris was already giving him sips from his waterskin.

“You can’t save every slave in Pendurum,” Asparia said. “Not if you want to save your woman and boy. You might think yourself strong after felling a Fallen, but trust me — Krum is more terrifying than you know.”

She might have been right. But I had at least saved one. For the first time in many moons, I felt like Micah the Metal.

We climbed Pendurum’s tallest hill and stood before Khagan Kardam Krum, who rested his feet on Bardas’ back as he sat upon his throne beneath the iron dome.

“The Fallen Angel is dead,” I said. “The way to Sempuris is open.”

The iron-faced Khagan glared at me, black kohl around his eyes. Despite the wind’s chill, he did not pull his fur robe over his tree-tattooed chest and instead let it dangle at his sides.

“You killed it?” Krum asked.

“I did.” I glanced at Vidar, Harl, Boris, and Asparia, who were standing behind me. “They… helped, too.” I cleared my dry throat. “Where are my wife and son?”

Krum gestured to one of his servants, who fetched Mara and Princip. From the rosiness of their complexions, it was obvious they’d been keeping warm, eating well, and resting.

“Everything all right?” I asked as they came to my side.

Mara nodded. “We were treated just fine.”

“Good.” I turned back to Krum. “When are you riding south?”

He lifted his feet off Bardas’ back, then gestured for the Exarch to stand. Bardas struggled to rise off his knees; Krum’s servant had to help him up.

Dust covered the poor man’s face. His chin and neck had thinned — I doubted they fed him well — though fat lingered on his cheeks and forehead. He still wore his purple Exarch’s toga, though it was torn and soiled.

“My footstool has an interesting story to tell. About you.” Krum sat up and leaned forward, his feet now firmly on the ground.

“That man…” Bardas struggled to straighten his posture. “He is not who he says he is. I could never forget his appearance — neither his commoner’s face nor his wrestler’s build.” He looked at me. “He is Micah the Metal.”

Vidar, Harl, and Boris gasped, though Asparia seemed indifferent, almost like she already knew. The seven guards standing at the entrance clutched their swords, spears, and bows, as if getting ready to strike me down. With arrows and spears of thunder, I could kill them all, but Mara or Princip might take a mortal wound in the chaos.

“Micah the Metal is dead,” I said. “Hanged at the gallows in front of thousands in Hyperion.”

“Or maybe that was a trick. You intervened in a Crucian slave’s punishment, just before coming here. Sounds like something Micah would do.”

“Or any decent Crucian man.”

Krum stood. He was tall, though not as tall as me. He came close, as if to get a good look at my face. He must’ve dabbed too much myrrh oil on his neck and shoulders; it overpowered all other stenches. “Tell me. Who is your god?”

“The one who tells the best jokes.”

A sheepish grin spread across Krum’s face. “In Ruthenia, he is called Lomholhauman. They say he is the reason it hails in the midst of summer, and why the most delicious berries have imitators filled with poison.”

“Then maybe he’s the reason I look like Micah the Metal.”

Krum put a hand on my shoulder. He stared into me, grinning all the while. “You will drink the manna. Whatever you once were won’t matter, after that.”

Vidar had said it was just honey mixed with ale. If it satisfied Krum, then I saw no harm in doing so, even if it was like baptism into their tree faith. “I’ll drink it.”

The satisfied Khagan patted me on the shoulder. Bardas, meanwhile, sported a look I’d often seen on my enemies: one of defeat and horror at the consequences. He’d likely be returning to footstool duty.

Krum stepped toward Asparia. He said something in Rutheni to her, then stopped himself mid-sentence and switched to Crucian. “I was drunk when I married you. Overcome by your beauty. But I’ve no use for a woman who can’t hunt or fight. You’re divorced. You’ll have a hundred horses as recompense — it would be good if you learned how to ride one.”

Asparia nodded, not a hint of defiance in her stance. But when Krum turned his back, she whispered, “This is donkey shit.”

A hundred horses was nothing to scoff at — I’d take that deal. She got out well enough, to my eyes.

I would sip the manna tomorrow. According to the tree priests, it would be an “intense experience” and I needed to rest well beforehand — though if it was merely honey and ale, as Vidar had said, I doubted it would do much. Perhaps they mixed in a few mushrooms or herbs that disturbed the mind. If it bought me Krum’s trust and extinguished Bardas’ claim that I was Micah the Metal — a man who would never, ever act in the ways of any faith but that of the Archangel — it was a small price to pay.

Krum gave us lodging in the Exarch’s palace. The Crucian slaves he’d captured filled the place, doing everything from cleaning the latrines to baking the bread. There were so many, enough to have a slave at all the doors for the mere purpose of opening and closing them. And unlike slaves in the east, they weren’t paid nor given even the barest of human courtesies.

It was another reminder that Krum was not my friend, but rather a temporary ally whom I needed to get us safely to Sempuris. He could put me on strings and make me dance, but I’d never forget who I was, what I believed, and what I’d come here to do.

Mara was astonished by the softness of the bedsheets in our room. They were not silk, but they were as pleasurable on the skin.

“I wish Ana could’ve felt this.” She slid her palm across the sheet. “The girl never had anything so fine in her life.”

“Fine things are fine… at first,” I said. “Sooner or later, you get used to them, and they become just like everything else.”

Princip sat on the couch and played his flute. It was a whimsical melody, this time, like a breeze blowing through a field of flowers.

“I suppose you’d know.” Mara sat on the bed. She would twitch every so often and dig at her fingernails. Obviously, she wasn’t saying what she really felt, she wasn’t expressing her constant, gnawing worry for Ana. It must’ve poisoned every breath she took, every thought that popped into her mind. “All I could really ask for, I suppose, is decent food and enough wood for winter.”

We had plenty of wood stacked in the corner of our room. It was getting chilly, so I threw one into the fire.

“Safety from bandits would be nice, too,” Mara continued. “Enough coin for a bath a few times a week. It would all be nice. A good roof that doesn’t let in rain. Floors that aren’t rotted. Clothes that the moths haven’t chewed through. I suppose I’d like some spare coin, perhaps to buy fresh-picked flowers to brighten up the house and make it smell good. Maybe with all that, I could actually be happy.”

She needed to widen her imagination. There’s always something more to want. Shah Murad had dozens of concubines — I would know, I murdered them all, except the red-headed woman Jauz forced me to spare. But the fact that the Shah needed so many women to satisfy his lust only proved how insatiable man can be. How endless are our hungers. And it’s hard to be happy when you’re hungry.

“Would be nice to have a strong door with a lock. A good, metal lock. Or a house in a good area, with guardsmen nearby, and not the ones who’ll accept coin to look away.” Mara clutched her shaking arm. Ana hid behind every word she said. She wanted to keep her daughter safe, fed, happy. But even Shah Murad hadn’t managed to keep his daughters safe, and he had thousands of janissaries to guard him and his family. There was always a great monster lurking in the shadows.

To get my mind off such dismal things, I sat next to Princip as he played his flute so beautifully. It was like a tapestry made of notes, filled with color and joy.

“Did your dream girl teach you this one, too?” I asked.

He nodded with glee. “She said it would make me and those around me happy. And she said she loved me.”

As I suspected. “Last time, you said she was beautiful. What does she look like?”

His expression turned serious. Troubled. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen her. She’s always covered by this fog. But I know she’s beautiful.”

A dream woman usually leaves little to the imagination. Perhaps it was not as amorous as I suspected, then. “What does her voice sound like?”

“Like pearls.”

“That does sound good. Do you love her?”

Princip seemed shocked by the question. “I don’t know. I’m not sure how that’s even supposed to feel.”

I rubbed his straw head of hair. “Like what you feel for Mother Mara.”

He smiled. “Maybe a little. I think I’d love her more if she showed herself to me.” Obviously.

Knock-knock. It seemed someone was at our door.

I opened it. To my surprise, it was Asparia.

“I fell into the water,” she said, tears streaming from her eyes. “The letters… there were so many fucking letters.”

I didn’t know whether to invite her inside or not. I decided not to, since the room wasn’t only mine. I stepped outside and shut the door. The hallway was cold, dark, and drafty.

“You…” I struggled to find the words. “The letters… I think many of them went inside of you. Changed you.”

She stared at her soft, unblemished hands. They looked like they’d never seen a day’s work. “I don’t feel like I belong in this body. Or even with these people.”

I’d felt like she didn’t belong from the very moment we met, during our ride toward Pendurum after the Rubadi had captured us. She rode with us in the wagon, among the injured and infirm. Amid the horde, she stuck out like a red tulip in a garden of white.

“The letters changed you, Asparia.”

“Then what was I like before?”

“I don’t know. To me, you’ve always been this way. But maybe… I don’t know.” The implications sent cold worms crawling up my spine. Were my memories about her real or not? Had the letters not only changed her, but changed the book of destiny itself? How could mere letters, floating in the wind, be so powerful?

I stared at her soft lips. Unlike those of everyone else, they were moist. I almost wanted to kiss her again, but I felt as if she was too beautiful for me, like a vase made of porcelain.

“Your eyes, hair, lips…” I recognized them, and yet I didn’t. I’d only ever felt this way when I’d stared too long at my own reflection. “They were all changed. I think… I’m guessing… you used to be a warrior, like the others.”

“I’ve become something useless.” Her tears began to stream. “I don’t like it. I want to change back.”

“I don’t know if that’s even possible.” I put my hands on her fur-covered shoulders. Something passed from her into me like a bolt of lightning. I saw her with her dark hair and olive eyes. I saw her oiling her arrowheads to make them easier to enflame.

Whoever that woman was, the letters had not just changed her — they’d killed her. Letter by letter by letter, she’d been rewritten, and now another woman stood in her place. No one would remember the original Asparia — even me. The dreams of what she’d been, of how she was, evaporated from my mind as quickly as they’d come.

But it seemed rewriting was far from seamless. When I conquered Pasgard, their bishop proudly showed me a scroll that he claimed was written by a scribe who’d lived among the apostles. Behind the usual hymns were faded verses, far stranger in both style and meaning than Angelsong. “Abrogated verses,” the bishop had called them. “Words no longer meant for our eyes and ears.” And yet, writing over them had not erased them entirely — if you gazed long and deep, you could still read them.

“You are who you are,” I said to Asparia. “But if you want to change, you can. You can learn how to ride and hunt. I’m sure Vidar and the others would teach you.”

“Vidar — the fool — said something to me, earlier. He said that even though we hadn’t known each other for long, he felt like we were old friends.”

“See? You’ll do fine. You’ll find a way to fit in. You’ve got a hundred horses to your name, so I’m sure there’ll be plenty of folks who’ll want to be your friend.”

“I’ll give you half if you marry me.”

That made me smile. “Any other time, and I’d have probably said ‘yes’. What kind of fool would turn down fifty horses?” I laughed, and it made her laugh, too. “But I can’t. I have to keep up my fake marriage with Mara, otherwise it could endanger them and me.”

The disappointment hung heavy on her face, but she must’ve expected that answer. “I’m being selfish. I shouldn’t have asked you that.”

The strangeness of her accent continued to bother me. Crucian was obviously not her mother tongue, though I couldn’t recognize the other language she’d spoken.

“Where did you say you were from, again?” I asked.

“Param.”

It sounded similar to Paramic, the name of the Alanyan tongue and the holy language of the Latians. But the other language she spoke was not Paramic. Thanks to the Ejazi sailors I’d once employed, I’d heard enough Paramic to at least know when it was being spoken.

“And where is Param?”

She looked at the floor, as if to focus her attention on her thoughts. “I don’t know. It was a stunningly beautiful city. The whole of it was a garden. Everyone was a sorcerer.”

“Who taught them sorcery?”

“Marot, of course.”

“Do you know any sorcery?”

She stared at her hands again. “Maybe. I’m not sure.”

I didn’t doubt that she was describing something real. But I had never heard of such a place, and it seemed she couldn’t make it fit, either. Like that finger that grew off of the tree bark after a letter had hit it, the rewriting was rarely smooth. It was as if you took a hymn from Angelsong and changed a sword into a gun, or added in something else that didn’t exist at the time it was revealed. You could tell when something didn’t fit, but you couldn’t easily tell what it had replaced without looking at everything around it.

Considering what else the letters had done, Asparia was lucky she still looked human. Or perhaps it wasn’t luck. Perhaps the letters worked in a way I didn’t understand. I had no way of knowing, for now.

“In Ruthenia, he is called Lomholhauman,” Krum had said. “They say he is the reason it hails in the midst of summer, and why the most delicious berries have imitators filled with poison.”

The letters were no less a jape than any of that. Whatever god had loosed them upon our world was laughing at us.

The manna drinking ceremony would take place in the forest. Krum, his wives and notables, my crew from the angel-felling expedition, and Mara and Princip would attend. The tree priests and the woods witches — holy men and women to the Saklas-worshiping faith — would preside.

We stood in the dead, snow-covered forest while the priests and witches dug a small hole in the ground, within which they mixed the concoction they called manna, using a tree branch instead of a ladle. Everyone was wrapped in wool and fur, except for Krum, who wore only a light robe and an assortment of bone and jewel adornments. He must’ve had something fierce in his veins to so boldly endure the biting cold.

Bald Boris — the long-haired, stoic Ruthenian — came to me as the congregation waited.

“I’ve told everyone what you did,” he said, an uncharacteristic smile on his face. “Your sword that spat lightning bolts… your thunderous spears… the way you summoned that… that metal hand out of the sky…”

I wondered how many letters he’d swallowed.

“Everyone here knows me not to lie or exaggerate a tale,” he continued. “There is not a man or woman among us who is not in awe of you, Malak the Thunder.”

I suppose tree worshipers were good company for a sorcerer. If these were Ethosians, they would despise me for the powers I called upon. I’d be nailed to a post, by now.

I put my hand on my heart. “Thank you for the kind words.”

“No. Thank you for saving our lives. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want to see my friends die. You not only felled the Fallen Angel, you saved each of us.”

I had… and I hadn’t. We’d each swallowed a few letters, which meant we’d each died in small ways. Except for the original Asparia, who was dead and even worse — forgotten.

Princip glanced at the hole in the ground where the witches mixed the concoction. He looked at me, made a face of disgust, then shook his head. I shrugged in response.

“What do you think?” I asked him with a playful smile. “Should I run?”

“You should run to the other end of the earth.”

“They don’t like me very much in those parts.” I laughed.

“Anything is better than drinking that.” Princip repeated his disgusted face. “It smells like… worms…”

A tree priest blew into a horn made of bone. Unlike Bald Boris, he was truly bald — and covered in smiling trees. The smiling tree on his forehead was especially detailed; you could see the teeth in its chiseled mouth. He wore fur and bone, like the rest of them.

He spoke to the congregation in Rutheni.

“Stop,” Krum interrupted. “For the benefit of the man we are honoring, I would ask you to speak the Crucian tongue.”

The tree priest bent his neck to the Khagan, then switched to Crucian.

“Glory be to Saklas, who turns life into death, and death into life. As the seasons shift, we witness the signs of our lord. Each of these trees may look dead to us now, but from that death soon will leaves and life bloom. And it is so from dead hearts, too. There are hearts which are hard as bark, and yet water bursts forth from them. Today we honor one such man. May he witness and taste the signs of our lord.”

It almost sounded like an Ethosian sermon. I suppose since they worshiped one of our angels, I ought not to be surprised. Who knew what else they’d taken from us and mixed with their Rubadi and Ruthenian ways.

A witch, who was also bald and tattooed, walked toward me holding a wooden horn. She’d dyed her lips purple and smelled like mushrooms.

The honey-colored water within the horn bubbled. The image of worms swimming within those bubbles flashed before my eyes. It almost made me retch, until I realized it was only a mirage.

“What’s wrong?” Mara asked.

“Nothing. Thought I saw something.”

“You certain you want to do this? What if it’s…”

Poison. It was a safer way to kill a sorcerer than battling him. I was taking a risk, for true, but I’d walked too far down this path to turn back. The risk was great, but so was the reward.

“It’s all for Ana,” I replied.

Mara squeezed my hand, as if in gratitude.

“Sip,” the woods witch said. “Sip and become.” Her purple smile was so zealous, it almost scared me.

I reminded myself that it was just honey, ale, and likely mushrooms that gave one waking dreams. Nothing I couldn’t handle.

I took the horn in my hand. It smelled like the insides of a worm-infested boar I’d once hunted with Edmar. But I was not one to be terrified by smells.

I brought the horn to my mouth, breathed out, and sipped.

It tasted like honey and blood mixed with a bit of piss. Terrible, but not the worst thing I’d ever pushed down my gullet to survive.

“Not so bad,” I said to Mara with a smile.

She smiled back. A rare, though lovely sight.

An ache throbbed in my jaw. It shot into my forehead, as if someone had fired a pistol upward through my chin.

“Micah?” Mara caught me as my feet turned to mush. But she could not hold my weight, and I fell into the snow, my tongue too numb to give voice to the pain and discomfort.

“Someone help him!” she cried.

“He is being helped at this very moment,” replied the woods witch. “By none other than Saklas, our lord.”

Worms squirmed through my veins. Visions danced on my eyeballs. The world around me vanished and another took its place.

A city with high walls. A palace on a hilltop. I recognized those green domes shimmering beneath the sun. Kostany.

The Seat.

But something about it was different. Uncanny. It did not match what I knew of the city, not precisely. But far worse was the realization that I was not myself.

I was someone else, and his thoughts drowned out my own.
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MAN OF PEACE


The ten year celebration of the reign of Shah Selim was days away, and he wanted to see me.

Four years had passed since our last meeting, during which he'd asked me to sit on a shura council to debate proposed janissary reforms. I expected this meeting to be about something similarly bookish.

As I climbed the steps to the Seat on a cloudless and sunny day, my chest tickled with expectation. I sat on a bench in the antechamber for twenty minutes, wondering the whole time what this could be about. Maybe he just wanted to see his old friend. But shahs, for all the luxuries they do enjoy, do not have the luxury of simple friendships — his father had lamented as much to me, often insinuating that I was his only true friend.

The palace janissaries admitted me to Shah Selim’s office. His writing desk faced the open sliding doors that led into the palace garden, which was filled with birds of blue and gray and flowers of yellow and white. Bookshelves covered the walls, the books laying flat in neat stacks. The incense burner had recently been lit, and the scent of bakhoor spiced the air.

Minutes later, Shah Selim stepped inside. He looked the ideal of good health and fitness, as he had in our youth. He was the ideal of simplicity and practicality, too, in his clean white caftan and unadorned turban. He held in his hand a tray of orange halva, which I doubted he ate much of, given his slimness.

“I had them make it just how you like,” he said. “This is real janissary halva, Kevah. You must have some.”

It was the sweetest food on earth, for true. We’d eat it before battles, after battles — Lat knows, even during battles. After retiring from the janissary corps, I’d taken to having it at breakfast with buttered flatbread. But ever since Lunara complained it was giving me a belly, I’d sworn off of it.

“My wife would consider it a betrayal as wicked as any,” I said.

Selim chuckled. It was the same happy laugh as that of the man I’d once considered close enough to be my brother, back when we’d fought and bled together beneath his father’s lightning banners.

“No wonder you look so good,” he said. “I bet you could run from here to Balah without breaking into sweat.”

“I could say the same for you.” I’d often wished his father wouldn’t overindulge in food, drink, and women, if only so he could live longer. Selim, it seemed, embodied the moderation I’d so desired from Shah Jalal, may Lat’s peace be upon his soul.

He put the plate down on his desk. “Barley water?”

“I’ve sworn off of that, too.”

“Hashish?” He grinned and pointed at me.

I shook my head. “My apologies, Your Glory. I’ve become a boring man. ”

“We’ve both taken the path to boring, then.”

“Was it a woman for you, as well?” I knew little about his life within the harem.

“No.” Selim shook his head. “I do love my women, but it is faith that calls me to be a better man. And in a way, it is faith that brings me to call upon you.” He gestured for me to sit on his divan.

I did so, and he sat next to me.

“It is time, Kevah. It is time to do what my father failed to do. Conquer Hyperion and bring to heel the unholy Imperium of Crucis. I need you by my side for this.”

I shifted from the discomfort his words wrought in my heart. “Your Glory, it is a beautiful dream, for true.” I brought to mind the carnage of the sieges of Caecara and Rastergan. The stinking bodies piled as high as towers. The sinkholes filled with burning horses and screams. I’d done my best to bury deep and forget such carnage. “These past ten years since your succession… I have never seen the bazaars so flowing with the bounties of the earth. The people sing your praises at the shrines of our saints. Conquering Crucis would bring great rewards, but a defeat in their lands could also mean total ruin.”

Selim rested his chin on his ring-covered fist. “If we don’t come for them, they’re going to come for us. Have you heard what has happened in Hyperion?”

I wasn’t interested in foreign affairs. I was too busy reading poetry. I shook my head and admitted my ignorance.

“The criers will be announcing it tomorrow morning, before the prayer,” he said. “Imperator Heraclius has been blinded, detongued, and exiled to a monastery in Nixos. They didn’t give the same mercy to his son and designated heir, Alexios — no, they disemboweled him and hung his corpse from the High Castle’s gate. Then they butchered all his cousins and raped the womenfolk. Only Heraclius’ granddaughter survived the savagery — a young girl of fifteen.” He came close to my ear. “She escaped and is here, with us, safe. The last survivor of House Saturnus.”

The news left me speechless. For how much we despised Heraclius and his family, we respected them in equal measure, if only for their staunchness and defiance against our own might.

A serving boy brought us rosewater with pomegranates on a golden tray. Though a sweet drink, it wasn’t nearly as indulgent as halva, so we both took our cups. Once the boy had left, Selim shut the door, then returned to sit with me.

“Who is responsible for such madness?” I asked.

“According to the granddaughter, the great families of Crucis hatched this scheme together with the high bishops of the Ethos Church and its Patriarch, Lazar. The new Imperator is the former Grand Duke, Rone of Sempuris. The first thing he did upon taking the imperial scepter was rip up the treaty of peace and friendship I signed with Heraclius.”

I didn’t know any of these strange names. “What do you make of all this?” I sipped my rosewater. It tasted as rich as the palace garden, though it did little to soothe over my shock.

“It is both a danger and an opportunity. The new dynasty will be forced to prove itself to its people, and what better way to do that than by attacking the true enemy of Crucis — us. However, should we defeat them, we can return the Saturnus girl to the throne — under our protection and guidance. What better way to celebrate the tenth year of my reign?”

The opportunity to make a vassal of Crucis was too good to pass up. But I also knew well the folly of being over eager for glory, the way Shah Jalal had been in Caecara.

“You will have to put Hyperion to siege,” I said. “Forgive me for my bluntness, Your Glory, but considering its defenses, that is an ill-advised undertaking.”

Shah Selim took a long sip of rosewater. I hoped it would help sweeten over my sour words.

“We won’t be alone,” he said. “Aside from the aid of Saturnus loyalists, Crucis also has many enemies among the Rubadi tribes. We will ally with them.”

“Your father said the same when we marched into Caecara. But the moment we surrounded the city, those same Rubadi khagans and khatuns who’d promised to help us were nowhere to be seen. Did you ever ask yourself why?”

“Tell me why, my wise friend.”

“Because we are terrifying and Crucis is not. Would you rather your neighbor be a lion or a lamb? They’d much prefer a weak Crucis, easy for them to raid and plunder, than a strong Sirm that would seek their subjugation in time. If you ally with them, the Rubadi tribes will betray you. And the moment you show weakness, they’ll attack you. Do not put your trust in them, ever.”

Selim nodded as if he understood. “You have a keen mind for strategy, Kevah. Why do you waste it? Come sit on my shura council.”

“Your Glory, I gave your father my best years. Now I only ask that I may spend what I have left how I wish.”

“That gorgeous wife and sprightly daughter of yours… I really can’t compete, can I?” Selim smiled in his utterly warm way. He set his glass of rosewater on the table, then opened his arms. We embraced. He clung onto me like I was the final floating piece of a sinking ship.

“Come visit, at least,” he said. “I miss you, old friend. I really do.”

I’d wanted to visit, at times, to see how he was faring — and to wear the costume of a great janissary commander for a day or two. But something in these halls unsettled me. Taqi had expressed it best: Here, each face wears a mask not their own. Hearts are secluded, my soul sits alone. I could no longer put on that mask; I barely had clothes grand enough for this brief meeting. But it was the clothes my heart had to wear that didn’t fit — not anymore. It no longer wore the flowing armor of a janissary but rather the practical cottons of a husband and father with no interest in these worldly wars. I had become what I once hoped never to be: a man of peace.

A knock sounded on the door. Selim yelled, “Enter!”

A man I recognized stepped inside. He wore his turban in the towering, Kashanese style that all the fashionistas imitated these days. He also let his black beard grow wildly across his broad cheeks, which I heard was the grooming sense in the western half of Alanya. “Fashion flows from the east” is the common refrain, after all.

“Uncle Kevah.” Sulaym opened his arms.

“Just Kevah.” I hugged him. “Don’t make me feel any older than I am.”

“I hope Baba is being a good host. I told him he should at least have some dancing girls and sitar players for the occasion.”

“That’s all too much for me.” I laughed. “But I appreciate the sentiment.”

Sulaym shook his head. “How can you say that?” He took my hand in his. “I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you. We’d all be dead. You saved us from my bloodthirsty uncle. I have not forgotten. I always say a prayer for you when I visit the saints.”

“And how often is that, son?” Selim snickered, though it was in his usual good-natured way. “Kevah and I are from a different age. A time when heroes didn’t need to be pampered and powdered and showered in roses.”

“We’re going to need new heroes, with better sensibilities and bigger dreams.” Sulaym smiled, his vast eyebrows touching. “Has Baba told you what happened?”

I nodded.

“It was the Sargosan East Islands Company.” Sulaym put a hand on the dagger hanging from the front of his belt. Another eastern style. “I’m telling you, they concocted the overthrow of House Saturnus.”

“That’s just your theory,” Selim said. “I’ll ask you not to spread it around the pleasure houses you frequent.” He snickered again. This time, it was full of annoyance. “Merchants can’t overthrow empires.”

“Your thinking is stuck in the past, Baba,” Sulaym replied. “We should put more pressure on the Alanyans. Demand Shah Mansur close the Wahi Canal and cut the Sargosans off from the East Islands, their source of power and wealth. Have Grand Admiral Duvad focus on nothing else but raiding their treasure ships.”

The youth in Sirm loved their wars. Or rather, their idea of it.

“The Sargosans have always been our friends,” Selim said. “They’ve always been fair traders who pay their debts. We have never known them to be devious. And though they are Ethosians, they are not fanatics like the Crucians.”

I had to agree with Selim. The Sargosans were similar to the Dycondians. They were interested in trading, not war, conquest, and grand schemes. But they were still men, and any man’s ambition can swell when given even a whiff of power.

“Even a lamb can grow horns,” I said. “Anything is possible.” Caecara, Rastergan, and the succession crisis ten years ago had taught me that. Imagining all the possibilities he had to weigh to safeguard the millions of us who called him Shah, I did not envy Selim by even a gnat’s wing. “I wish you all the blessings of Lat, whatever you should decide, my Shah.”

Over the next few weeks, news spread across the city. Most folks shrugged it off, at first — who cared whether this infidel or that infidel ruled in Hyperion? But when talk of the invasion Shah Selim was planning in response to the overthrow of House Saturnus began to spread through the coffee houses, bazaars, and workshops of Kostany, everyone suddenly had an opinion.

Including my fifteen-year-old daughter, of course.

“It has to be the Sargosans,” Melodi said while I was oiling my shoes in the solar of our villa. “If we don’t stop them, they’re going to do the same thing here.”

“And how will they manage that?” I decided to humor her while I scrubbed my soles.

“They have all the money in the world, Baba. The East Islands Company is nothing but an unholy alliance between Kashanese bankers and Sargosan adventurers. They’ll stuff the pockets of every vizier in the land.”

“Not all men worship gold, Melodi. It can only take you so far.” I hoped I was right, but as the youths liked to say, the thinking of my generation was often stuck in the past.

“Regardless, we must put them in their place.” Melodi stood over me in her battle stance, as if I were the Chief Officer of the East Islands Company. I still trained with her often, which had the double blessing of keeping me in shape and keeping her skills sharp. Though lately, she’d gotten too slippery and deft for me to keep up with. She also had a lot of strength for her small size, as if she directed her whole weight into her blows. The other women janissaries called her “Shadow” for her long black hair, often the only thing you’d see when she came at you.

“They can’t be allowed to sow chaos wherever they want,” Melodi said. “They’re too ambitious for a bunch of merchants.”

She had her own ambitions. The general of the female janissary cohort sat on Selim’s shura council. She’d made no secret of her desire to attain that position.

“I can’t believe you said ‘no’ to the Shah. He needed you, Baba.”

Once I was done mending my shoes, I had to fix the garden fence. I suspected the neighbor’s fat red cow had trampled over it, though I didn’t want to accuse him. I’d no space in my mind for the grand games between shahs and imperators.

“There’s nothing I can say to Selim that someone else couldn’t.” I hoped I was right. I hoped he had at least one tempered man around him. “Besides, I’m not the sharp edge I once was. My sense for strategy has dulled. But I’m sure if you prove yourself, he’ll take you into his circle.”

In my heart, I hoped Shah Selim and Imperator Rone would work things out, if only so Melodi wouldn’t have to leave us. I wanted glory for her. I wanted her to rise. But war is — obviously — a dangerous game, and I could not ignore the worry for her wellbeing simmering in my core.

The house door swung open. Lunara and Tengis climbed up the stairs, also talking about the topic of the town.

“They have a much more advanced understanding of banking over in Kashan,” my father said. “I wrote a treatise about it a few years ago.” What hadn’t he written a treatise about?

“I don’t understand.” Lunara sighed, a sack of fresh flatbread in her hard hands. “If you have a lot of gold, you have a lot of gold. If you don’t, you don’t. What more is there to it?”

Tengis scowled as he set down the books he’d bought at the bazaar. The ancient man even smelled like the old tomes he loved, which came from as far as Himyar and the Silklands. “Have you ever borrowed money before, daughter of mine?”

Lunara shrugged. “I suppose so.”

“Did you give back exactly what you borrowed, or more?”

“Usually a bit more, as a courtesy.”

“The Company borrows vast sums from Kashanese bankers. I’m talking the size of our entire treasury here in Kostany. But they often return double, triple — sometimes even ten times what they borrowed. They are the best bet for the richest men in the world to get even richer.” Tengis gave me a scowl, as if for good measure. “Now I’m simplifying it a lot, but that’s more or less how it works.”

Lunara pecked me on the cheek. Even after all these years, her touch made me hot in the face. She’d often train with Melodi, too, and so like me hadn’t lost her fitness. She looked no different from the honey-haired, rose-cheeked lioness I’d fallen for decades ago. I still felt the butterflies that swarmed me when I’d stare at her from across the janissary sparring field, long before I’d become a man.

“Why don’t we just do the same thing?” Melodi asked. “I don’t understand what makes the Sargosans so special.”

“It is said they’ve sailed beyond the Sea Mists,” I added. It was one of the few rumors I’d heard about them. “They’ve beheld the land of Talitos, something no one else alive has. I suppose what makes them special is their reputation.”

“Looks like that fruit in your head hasn’t rotted quite yet.” Tengis softened his scowl into a frown. His expression of approval. “Even Shah Babur can’t get his own bankers to lend him nearly as much.”

“Oh I doubt that.” Lunara sat next to me and flung off her shoes. “Bankers they may be, but they’re only flesh and bone. A few seconds on a bone stretcher is all it takes to change a man’s mind. Babur could also just confiscate all their gold bars. How hard can it be?”

“Your fruit, however, is currently being devoured by flies.” Tengis’ frown hardened, once again, into a thorough scowl. “The moment you start torturing those with all the money is the moment everyone turns against you. Bankers are a vital part of the state and if you break them, you break the whole thing.”

Lunara sighed and rolled her eyes. “All right, Baba. Can we not talk about bankers, please? It’s so dull. Money isn’t everything.” She’d echoed my words from earlier.

“We’re an important family, Amma.” Melodi picked up one of the books Tengis had bought. She flipped through a few pages. “We can’t stick our heads in the dirt and ignore what’s happening in the wider world.”

“Sometimes I wish we weren’t so important.” Lunara rested her head on my shoulder. “Sometimes I wish we hadn’t done all we’d done.” She’d distinguished herself during the war between Selim and Murad, ten years ago. I was often praised for my heroics, but for everything I’d achieved, she’d achieved twice as much. And it was upon her insistence that our cohort had sided with Selim against Murad, in the first place. If she were a man, they’d have built a statue of her in the Grand Square. “Sometimes I wish we were just simple farmers who didn’t live in the shadow of the Seat.”

“Now that sounds dull.” Melodi looked like she was about to retch. “These outskirts are boring enough.”

“I was as restless as you at fifteen,” her mother said. “They didn’t let me march off into Crucis, though. You’re lucky — or perhaps unlucky — that Selim is no Jalal.”

On the advice of his Grand Mufti, a man I always viewed as too placating and listless, Shah Jalal had decided not to deploy his women janissaries. It had spared Lunara the frights of Caecara and Rastergan, though she had plenty of nightmares about those battles as she anxiously awaited news about my wellbeing. She’d dream of angels, with hands larger than mountains, snatching me and carrying me into the sky.

Selim’s Grand Mufti, on the other hand, was a rabidly egalitarian man who believed status could only be earned through faith and service. According to his legal rulings, everyone — man or woman, slave or free — should be provided a chance at the greatest of all honors: to bleed for the good of the realm and, if you were so fortunate, to have your shrine planted upon a battlefield. Lat herself tends to the shrines of her fallen warriors. Though the women janissary cohort would play mostly a supporting role — as quartermasters, healers, heralds, and scouts — it still meant Melodi would not be spared the way Lunara had been.

It also meant I had trouble sleeping from that day forward.

The Sargosan involvement in the downfall of House Saturnus was eventually confirmed when news came that an until-then unknown East Islands Company captain named Vasco dei Cruz had been anointed as Patriarch of the Ethos Church.

Each day when I’d visit the shrines of our saints to pray, the sheikhs would say things I never dreamed — in my youth as a janissary fighting the legions of Heraclius — that they would ever say. Things like “it is the duty of every believer in Lat to restore House Saturnus upon the throne of the west.”

The Shah’s eldest son, Sulaym, had taken the granddaughter of Heraclius, Celene, as his wife. Though neither had she become a believer in Lat nor had he bowed before the Archangel. It was a strange marriage that resembled the strange alliance between House Seluqal and House Saturnus.

The day came when we had to watch Melodi walk away toward battle. Grand Admiral Duvad had constructed eight hundred warships — the largest fleet the Yunan Sea had ever known. Though the Alanyans were enraged, since they collected massive sums from the Company to allow them to transit through their waterways, our fleet blockaded the Wahi Canal, forcing the Company to take the long and cursed route around blood-plague infested Himyar and Labash. Duvad’s fleet then captured Dycondi and Nixos, securing the way for the grand army to land in Hyperion and put it to a total siege.

Lunara cried as she hugged Melodi at the port. I could count the number of times I’d seen her cry in the sight of the city folk on one hand. It must’ve felt too much like the day I’d gone off to war.

“Always follow your commander’s orders,” I said as I put my arms around my daughter. “Don’t think you can do everything by yourself, you hear?”

“So what you’re saying is, don’t be like you?”

I was going to miss Melodi’s mischievous grin.

“Look,” I said. “All those stories they tell of me are lies. I didn’t do half of what they say. Don’t try to be like someone who doesn’t exist except in the minds of a few drunk poets.” I put a comforting hand on my wife’s back as she covered her tear-drenched eyes.

“But you’re the one who told all those stories.” Melodi laughed.

Who doesn’t enjoy a good boast, now and then? “Don’t be like me, all right? One hundred thousand are marching with you. Fight together, not alone.”

We watched Melodi board her galley. Lunara would not speak for the rest of the day. In the morning, as we ate flatbread and eggs spiced with paprika and cumin, she finally broke her silence.

“Why do you think I could never get pregnant?”

“Only Lat knows.”

“We should’ve given Melodi a little brother or sister. Maybe she wouldn’t have been so eager to leave us, then.”

I doubted that would’ve changed whom she was. Melodi was Melodi. She must’ve had conqueror’s blood flowing through her veins.

Only now did I begin to understand what Lunara must’ve felt, all those years I was away. It’s a gnawing that begins in the heart, but soon spreads to every extremity. It’s a poison that seeps into every thought, even happy ones.

We followed news of the siege as closely as we could. Daily, the armies skirmished around Hyperion, but unlike the conspirators who’d ousted House Saturnus, our side fought for something worthy, and so we won most of the bouts.

Amid all the worries for Melodi, we’d neglected our worries closer to home. Tengis, the old bear that he was, fell ill with fever. He’d try to rise from his sick bed daily, howling about how Lunara and I were treating him like an invalid. Complaining about how he was falling behind on completing his latest treatise, which concerned a mechanism he’d invented that helped to predict eclipses.

And then one morning, he did not open his eyes. As legendary as we each were in this family, his was the greatest legacy. He’d made us everything we were, after all. And in his own way, he loved us. From that love, he taught us how to love. How to be a family, even though we shared no bonds of blood or ancestry. If there was anything I could impart upon Melodi, I hoped it would be that, so that the flame Baba Tengis lit would never die.

To Lat we belong and to her we return.

We buried him in the garden of his great keep, where he’d raised Lunara and me. Then we wrote to Melodi, informing her of the awful news, so that she would not have to learn it the day she returned — whenever that would be.

Baba had always chided me for reading so much and never writing anything of my own. And I’d always tell him that once I gathered my thoughts, only then could I pick up the pen. But my thoughts had never seemed possible to gather in one place — not then, and certainly not now. My mind was a hurricane, flinging trees and houses and even palaces across a battered landscape.

Perhaps it was shame, then, that forced me to finally put ink on the page. I styled myself Man of Peace and composed a few verses. It took me a day to fill half a page with words that resembled Taqi but with a contemporary Sirmian flavor.

I showed them to Lunara, praying she wouldn’t laugh.

“They are beautiful,” she said. “He would’ve been so proud of you.”

“He would’ve called me a sap-filled ninny.”

Lunara chuckled. “And he would’ve been proud of you while he said it.”

News came, but not from the west. Suddenly, it was the east that folks glanced at in worry.

Shah Mansur of Alanya had been overthrown by his nephew, a licentious drunkard named Kyars. By blockading the Wahi Canal, we’d made Alanya poorer. No longer could they profit from the sea trade, in which goods flowed from east to west, and Shah Kyars promised to reverse that.

He forbade Sirmian pilgrims from entering Holy Zelthuriya. And then he marched a gholam army to Lyskar and put it under siege.

In exchange for peace with Alanya, Shah Selim lifted the blockade of the Wahi Canal. Doing so allowed the Company to breathe, and they sent a force of mercenaries and corsairs to assault our besiegers around Hyperion. Company galleons even broke through the sea blockade of Hyperion’s harbor and resupplied the city with grain, weapons, and ammunition.

With winter looming, so serious a setback spelled doom for Shah Selim’s dream to bring Crucis under our dominion. But if Selim pressed the siege through the winter, those within the city would not have a pleasant time, either. And so peace negotiations began.

Ironically, it was on this battlefield that Selim proved shrewdest. For moons, his bombards and warriors had terrorized the city, and so few could doubt how earnestly he pursued his causes. On one cause, he would never relent: House Saturnus must return to the throne.

Imperator Rone was detongued, blinded, and exiled to the same monastery in Nixos where Heraclius had once been sent. Celene Saturnus took the imperial scepter and became the first Imperatrix of Crucis. Vasco dei Cruz of the East Islands Company remained Patriarch of the Ethos Church, and it became clear that his string pulling had been behind everything all along.

Much more important than any of that, it meant Melodi returned. She’d been sending us letters each month, but nothing could prepare us for the sight of her climbing off her galley.

Because Melodi had neglected to tell us that she’d lost her right arm above the elbow, and that she’d been suffering bouts of sweating sickness ever since that had turned her pale as a winter sky.

We put her to bed, and she rarely left it. Worse than the physical loss was perhaps the spiritual one: without her right arm, she’d never be a great fighter. She’d never rise to become general of the women janissaries.

“What you need is a husband,” I told her one day.

She pulled her blanket higher over her shoulders and faced away from me. “Who’d want to marry a woman with one arm?”

As part of the peace treaty, the Company paid Selim a handsome sum. For many moons, treasure ships docked at our ports to unload that sum, which included mountains of rubies, emeralds, and gold bars.

And Selim was not greedy — he’d freely distributed it among the warriors who’d fought on the campaign, especially those who’d distinguished themselves and suffered wounds. Melodi was now richer than me, though she’d not yet spent a single kurus from her hoard.

“You’re a wealthy woman.” I put it as bluntly as I could. “You’ll have a whole line up of suitors. I guarantee it.”

“Janissaries can’t get married, anyway.”

“I got married. So did your mother. Those rules aren’t for people like us.”

“I’m not like you. I’m no hero, just a failed scout who went the wrong way and got shot in the arm by a boy no older than ten. I didn’t even get to bloody my blade.”

I brought to mind some of the men I’d killed. It was never easy to recall the terror in their gapes, nor their pained screams. “Consider it a mercy. You lost something precious, true. But you’re here, Melodi. You’re here. Your mother is at the shrine, right now, giving thanks for that.” I laughed. “She was never a woman of intense faith… not until the day you left us.”

“It’s not fair. I trained my whole life. But in the end, I was useless.”

“You’re not a sword, Melodi. You’re a woman. You have your life ahead of you. Forget all your training. None of it matters.”

She turned to face me. “What was it all for, then?”

I took the chance to caress her cheek. She was here. She was flesh and blood and soul, not a cold corpse beneath a distant battlefield shrine. “This. It was all so you could lie here, pouting, while I lectured you.”

Melodi laughed and shook her head. Wisdom is veiled from the youth the way the stars are veiled in the morning. She did not understand how precious a single moment is. How it is the only thing that exists. Drop by drop, moments become memories — all shadows of the original. Only in the moment can love be experienced, and so the moment needs to be cherished, not weighed down by regrets.

My daughter glared at me. “You’re about to spout some poet-philosopher nonsense, aren’t you?”

“You know what? I’ll save it for my verses.” I grinned and pinched her cheek.

During the moons Melodi lay depressed on her bed, Man of Peace became rather popular. Calligraphers would copy down my verses and sell them for a good sum, splitting the profits with me. It was a life I’d never imagined for myself, but it was happening.

One of those calligraphers was a young man named Tanzil. He came from a good family, descended from one of the great generals who rode with Utay when he conquered Kostany four hundred years ago. For a janissary, marrying into an old family gave one roots. After all, by blood, I was a Ruthenian, Lunara a Thamesian, and Melodi a Crucian — we had no roots in this land whatsoever. But these old families, for all their deep roots, often lacked wealth and lands, since our shahs had — wisely — never permitted power and wealth to accumulate with any family aside from their own, which is why we’d never had a Rone of Sempuris in Sirm. So to better Tanzil’s family and mine, I invited him to visit my house.

He was a thoroughly handsome lad, too. Even Lunara said so. He was not a drinker, a gambler, or a whoremonger — I followed him for a few nights to make certain. He visited the shrines at least once a week, which was a respectable routine for a young man in his prime. If he had any vice at all, it was the age old one: hashish and hookah — though he did not overindulge the way I once had. All young men need at least one vice to save them from going mad, and his was far from the worst.

I made it all plain to Melodi, and she was not as resistant as I’d feared. She went with Lunara to the baths, and after visited the Grand Bazaar to buy whatever Kashanese caftans were in fashion these days.

She even cut her hair, which she hated doing. Though she showed little excitement, I suspected, deep down, that she was hopeful something good would come of all my plotting.

I think it was his looks that captured her. Though a calligrapher, he looked like a zabadar with his wild hair and trimmed but thick beard. I could tell he made her nervous by how much she reigned over her usually free tongue.

“Is it true that Shah Selim filled an entire galley with halva, and had his soldiers eat it in front of the starving garrison?” Tanzil asked.

“Yes. I mean no,” Melodi answered. “I mean yes. Kind of. It wasn’t a whole galley, just a rowboat. I don’t think Crucians even know what halva is, though. They must’ve thought we were eating sand. Which I suppose is a rather terrifying thing to see. You wouldn’t want to fight an army that eats sand.”

Tanzil laughed. And it wasn’t a fake laugh. He liked Melodi’s dry-as-a-desert sense of humor, it seemed.

They got married. They had a son. I wrote poems. At the behest of Shah Selim, Lunara trained the women janissaries. Life went on, and all was well.

But as Taqi had written, Do not grieve the sunset. Even the brightest flame must surrender to the night. One day, Lunara fell ill, and despite the greatest healers in the land attending to her, she did not recover.

I did not compose a single verse for a whole year after. Melodi insisted I move in with her and Tanzil, so I did. I was perfectly willing to spend my remaining days taking care of my grandson, whom they named Tengis.

Shah Selim himself attended her funeral. It was the first time I’d spoken with him since that meeting in his office, when he’d accosted me with a plate of halva.

“I have her to thank for my throne,” he said, his beard now a sea of gray. “I wish I’d had women like her, and men like you, around me more often. Perhaps I wouldn’t have made so many foolish choices. Perhaps I would not deserve Hellfire for getting so many killed.”

My eyesight was no longer what it once was, but I could still see the harsh regret in Selim’s worn face. “My Shah, you and your family gave us every good thing we ever had. Lunara knew it as much as I do. We won’t let the flames of hell touch you. I will stand as your lawyer before Lat, if I must.”

That made Selim laugh. “But imagine who’ll be standing against you.”

“I’m a better wordsmith than they, not to worry.” I gave him the same wry smile I’d given him in Rastergan, when we were boiling our own shoes for supper. If we could make a joke out of that, we could make one out of the Great Terror and the judgment to follow.

“Man of Peace. I hung some of your verses on my wall, you know.”

“Then that is my greatest achievement yet.”

I hugged my old friend. We parted ways, for the final time.

I could not witness the ascension of Shah Sulaym because by then, I could no longer see. But from the sound of it, it was a glorious affair. Elephants and trumpets and singing and cheering — there was no great noise spared, though it did not smell as wonderful, especially with all the dung of the animals spread across the streets.

He went unchallenged, unlike his father. As the husband of Imperatrix Celene, his ascension held the peace treaty with Crucis together, so there was no sense in any of his siblings challenging him. They each went peacefully into exile in Holy Zelthuriya, where Himyarite bloodwriters painted runes onto their wrists to prevent them from ever leaving.

Though all was calm in Sirm, the same could not be said for our cousin, Alanya. Shah Kyars died of poisoning, and his brother Faris took the throne. It was said he ruled only at the pleasure of the Company — something Shah Babur of Kashan could not accept. And so a great war erupted between Alanya and Kashan, with the Sargosans stoking the flames.

Being so far away, it was easy enough to put it out of mind. Though blind, I continued to compose verses. Tanzil was my only scribe, by then, and he’d paint my verses with his beautiful calligraphy, then sell them for a large sum. I let him and Melodi keep all the profits — there was no sense in amassing wealth with how little life remained in me.

One night, I had a dream. I dreamt I was a man in a dead forest. I drank the sap of a great tree that hung upside down from the sky. Half my body was formed from gunmetal, and within that metal swam the heat of the stars. My heart carried so much despair because it had eaten so much sadness. I was loved and hated by those around me, but I was not yet lost.

The day came when Saint Death lowered her eye mask and looked my way.

“Baba,” Melodi said as she squeezed my hand. Her voice was so soft and sad, like the first time she’d called me that, when she was just a child longing for someone — anyone — to love her.

Lying on my bed, unable to move a muscle, I somehow managed to say, “My daughter.”

“Don’t go, Baba.”

I wished I had more strength to move my tongue, but most of my soul was in Barzakh, already. All that remained was a flicker of who I once was.

“I love you, Melodi.” I was not sure if I’d said it out loud or merely in my heart. But either way, I’d spent my life making certain she knew it.

“Don’t leave me, Baba. Please.” Her tears dripped onto my forearm. She squeezed my hand as if trying to pump the life back into me. “You were a good father. I wish I’d cherished our time together, more. If only I could go back, I would do that. If only I had another day to be with you. Just one more day — please, Lat.”

No matter how much we cherish something, we will always feel its loss as it slips away. Mourn today, my daughter. But tomorrow, cherish what remains.

The saints were reciting my name. They’d made a home for me in the stars. I could eat halva with my friends again. I could drink barley water with my father. I could feel Lunara’s kiss, as soft as rose petals, after so, so long.

Goodbye, Melodi. I let go of the world.

“Thank you, Baba, for loving me.”

Finally, my heart could sleep.


THE HYMN OF THE FALL


And lo did the angels pass round the cup,
Dripping with a darkness sweet and deep,
And cursed were the ones who sipped,
And cursed were the secrets revealed,
And cursed were the abominations that be.
Doomed are the Fallen, the enemies of God.
Angelsong, The Book of Creation, Verses 116 - 121
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VASCO


The four forts of Mount Damav stood like ruddy welts upon the world. Each was named for an apostle: Josias, Benth, Partam, Len. They surrounded and hugged the southern edge of the Damav and faced the bestial, red mountain as if in prayer. They were built to keep Rubadi raiders from entering the Deadwood and terrorizing its villages; unfortunately, they had a mixed record of achieving that. The forts were of an identical, though antiquated design: a square courtyard, a castle at the height, and towers at each corner of the staunch walls. Had I the opportunity to rebuild them, I would’ve done so in the shape of a star, which was how we designed our forts on our East Islands holdings.

The four forts had not been captured by the Rubadi, to our relief. But upon marching into their shadows, we learned that an even more insufferable force occupied them: Ethos Knights.

The army of the Church, as some liked to describe them. They did the bidding of the Lord Hierophant or the Patriarch — depending on their particular allegiance. To my dismay, these were the Lord Hierophant’s, which made them the most zealous men in the kingdom — but with swords and guns.

So now my force consisted of my disciplined Company men, the far less disciplined mercenaries of the Black Front, an imperial legion loyal to haughty Sempurian lords, and a few hundred fanatics that would sooner follow Gonsalo’s orders than mine.

Many strategists are mistaken in thinking that quantity wins wars. Unity matters just as much, and we had little of it. I could only hope Krum would not notice our cracks.

My own family was as disunited as all else. Alia would not talk to me, would not even look at me. Heath would only coldly comply with my orders. Trevor stayed by my side, but that was because he knew nothing but loyalty. His teachers in the Silklands had trained him to stay staunch and speak truth, which now stung.

“Beg Ana to forgive you, Captain,” Trevor said as we stood together in the tower of Fort Partam, our northernmost outpost, and gazed at the crimson dust obscuring Mount Damav’s peak. “Get on your knees and beg, like a dog, if you must.”

“It’s not pride that stops me. It’s the pointlessness of it. It’s a waste of focus. Focus that I need to plot our victory.”

“Sounds like an excuse only your pride could come up with.” There was dry humor, and then there was Trevor’s humor.

“What would you know about any of it?”

“I have a daughter, too.”

“And you’re only telling me now. How long have we known each other?”

“It never seemed relevant.” He shrugged.

“She in Sargosa or the Silklands?”

“Neither. Koa.”

So this was a relatively recent thing. Koa did have an abundance of pleasure houses among its many treasures. “Do you know how to pull out, Trevor?”

“I didn’t want to pull out. I wanted to play dice with god.”

“And are you feeding and clothing this child, or have you given her to god?”

“I left her mother a moderately sized bag of silver — secretly. Don’t want her knowing that I know I’m the father.”

How decent of him.

“Next time you play dice with god, remember that he cheats.” Trevor’s troubles were Trevor’s troubles, and mine were mine. Lecturing each other would only strain our friendship.

I turned away and gazed at the sky, eager for another of Jon’s cloud stars. But the clouds kept silent.

I sighed. “He should’ve reached Pendurum by now, don’t you think?”

“Depends on what’s between here and Pendurum.”

“Only a big, red mountain.”

“One would hope.”

It was true what they said about the Damav. It did not belong here. It was like a red hair in a white beard. It drew so much attention to itself, which is why so many considered it holy.

An argument brewed in the courtyard below. Ethos Knights stood on one side, Company men on the other. It loudened by the second, so I decided to climb down my tower and intervene.

“This is not your fortress of sin!” complained the Ethos Knight commander — a clean-shaven, armored to the heel man named Yomathios. He wore an iron pendant with the Cessiel sigil.

Two Gun Anton stood across from him in colorful Sargosan plainclothes, hair uncombed, his guns hanging off his belt. “You can suckle my cock.”

“What’s going on here?” I interceded.

The Ethos Knight pointed at Anton with a gauntleted hand. “His men brought whores into our fortress.”

With no reports of wormrot around the Damav — for now — I’d given the Company men permission to visit the nearby towns and villages if ever they felt that itch, but never to bring a whore here.

“It was one of the Black Front lieutenants,” Anton whispered in my ear. Ah, that explained it. Though they weren’t fully fledged Company men — yet — I paid their salaries. I was responsible for them.

“Whoever brought a whore here will be disciplined,” I said to the Ethos Knight commander. “Leave it to me.”

“This is our fortress.” He gave me a good, sharp glare. His eyes were an uncanny shade of blue. “I do all the disciplining here.”

Imperial paladins gathered around our little confrontation. I was certain they sympathized with us more than these fanatics, considering how frequently they visited the nearby towns for whoring, too.

“So what did you have in mind, then?” I asked to humor him. “How many lashes?”

“Lashes?” Yomathios shook his head, no humor in the hard lines around his mouth. “In all of Angelsong, was anyone ever lashed? No, we do as the apostles did. We do as the Archangel commanded. Not lashes, but fingers and limbs.”

“A man without fingers and limbs can’t fight. You’d be doing the heathen Krum’s work for him.”

“Our victory will come only by the Archangel’s pleasure. Those who displease him, those who disdain to follow what he revealed, are destined to suffer and lose. The wormrot is punishment for the sins of the folk of the Deadwood. As long as I’m in charge here, we do what the Archangel commands and put our trust in him — and him alone — lest we suffer the cursed fate of those who sin.” Yomathios smiled in his zealous way. “Although, we never go so far as to, say, burn the faces of our own daughters — Archangel forbid such unnatural behavior.”

I had no patience for this strand of fanaticism, nor the low jab about what I’d done to Ana. “You’re welcome to chop off as many limbs and fingers as you like — among your own. But if you touch any man under my command, I won’t bother with your fingers and limbs. I’ll come right for your head.”

“Fierce, fierce words.” Gonsalo pushed through into the narrow space between Yomathios and me. “But there’s no need for it. Our good friend Vasco will make an indulgence for each and every sin his men commit. We’ll use that coin to get these fortresses into fighting shape. For it says in Holy Angelsong, ‘Charity shall cover the multitude of sins.’”

Yomathios had no retort. It seemed, for all his fanaticism, he couldn’t pluck verses from his own book. “Fine by me.”

It was just another thing the bankers of House Seth would have to front.

“Of course,” I said. “We all serve the Archangel. Even the sinners are trying, I assure you. I will happily pay from my own pocket to buttress these four fortresses.”

It seemed Gonsalo and I were playing the same game: asserting authority over a disunited force. While I had all the coin, he had all the verses. But I’d been a priest once, too. Though they weren’t fresh on my tongue, I could hymn as well as anyone if I put my mind to it.

It was then that I realized I needed to remove him, whether that meant cold murder or sending him far away. Sooner or later, he was going to undermine my designs far worse than Ana had. And because he knew me so well, he had a better chance of succeeding than she did.

With the situation resolved — at least temporarily — the rabble cleared out, leaving the two of us alone in the shade of the red tower.

Gonsalo rubbed the edge of his pointed nose. “What’s the matter, Vasco? Surely you’re not afraid of a few Ethos Knights. You know, for all his spouting about Angelsong, our friend Yomathios can’t even read. His father is a baron over in Lemnos. Would beat him purple, but he just couldn’t tell one letter from another.”

“We only just got here. How do you know so much about him?”

“It’s my business to know. To observe. To see the reasons behind the reasons. It used to be your business, once.” A thin grin spread across his face. “Now, as a courtesy to a former brother of the Inquisition, I’m giving you advanced notice — as part of a routine process, I’ll be questioning your men.”

He was asking for cold murder, wasn’t he? I gave him my most easygoing smile. “Gonsalo… you don’t want to do this dance with me. For your own sake, just don’t.”

“You said you were doing the Archangel’s work. Surely you’ve got nothing to hide.” He stared at me, refusing even to blink. “Listen, I couldn’t care less who beds whores. I don’t even care if they bed their own sisters or their fellow men-at-arms. All I seek are two great evils.” He raised his smallest finger. “Sorcerers.” Now his largest. “And Emigrants.”

He obviously knew I’d been accused of sorcery back in Hyperion. He must’ve heard rumors of Jon’s bloodwriting, too. And maybe he’d sniffed, somehow, that we were Emigrants. If he’d made these determinations, and if he ever gathered enough evidence, he could turn not just the Ethos Knights but also the imperial legion against me.

“I forbid it,” I said. “They are men of the Sargosan East Islands Company. They are not subject to your laws.”

“I’m a Sargosan, too, lest you forget. But we are on Crucian soil. Is it not the law of the land that must reign supreme?”

“That is not how we do business. Do you think when we go east, that we let the Seluqal shahs sit in judgment of us? We follow our own law, wherever we go.” I jabbed myself in the chest. “The only one who may judge my men, or question them, is me.”

“Then perhaps it is you I must question.”

I laughed. “Haven’t you been doing that this whole time, Gonsalo? Or is it your instruments that ask the questions?”

“I have learned to discern truth from falsehood without them. I would even argue that they are counterproductive. Men will say whatever they must to stop the wine from suffocating their lungs, even lies.”

He’d evolved in a way or two, it seemed. But he was still the same man, seeking a perfect order by hammering any nail that stuck out.

“Then go ahead and begin your inquisition.”

The sun was well past its zenith, and the day was not as cold as the others had been. It was the perfect time to prepare our defensive and offensive stratagems. I wanted this over with so I wouldn’t waste the rest of a beautiful day.

Gonsalo’s expression lost all its emotion. He could’ve been a great card player. “Vasco dei Cruz, are you a captain of the Sargosan East Islands Company?”

“Obviously.”

“Is your ship called the Sea Mountain?”

“That’s right.”

“Were you born in Hyperion?”

“No. I was born in Sargosa.”

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

“Not by blood.”

He was establishing a basis for my truthful answers, whether a “yes” or a “no.” A classic tactic. Now Gonsalo knew what twitches and behaviors to watch for once he began asking the more difficult questions. But I also knew how to not give away the game.

“Are you a starwriter, Vasco dei Cruz?”

“No.”

“Have you ever had any visions of a life before you were born?”

“Not even once.”

“Would your answers change if I pulled off your nails?”

“I am not so weak.”

“Would they change if I pulled off your wife’s nails?”

“No. But your life would change. It would shorten, significantly.”

“Is that a threat you’re making against an anointed and respected inquisitor of the Holy Ethos Church?”

“Yes, it is. The respected inquisitor would be wise to heed it.” I waved away the biter flies. “Why don’t you go find some lesser rats to boil? Me, my men, and my family are outside your reach. We are above the law. Is that clear?”

I hoped I’d not given anything away. I was good at hiding my tells, having known, from my days with the Inquisition, how to look for them in others. But Gonsalo, I imagined, knew how to tell when someone was hiding their tells. He was as good a rat sniffer as it gets.

“You have nothing, nothing to worry about.” His thin grin returned. “Enjoy the rest of your day, Captain Vasco.”

I did enjoy the rest of my day, as much as one could in the middle of nowhere with a defense to plan. Each of the four forts was separated by a few hours’ ride, and it was not lost on me that Kardam Krum could simply storm past them.

So I ordered trenches dug at every possible riding path. Behind each trench, we set up camps and stationed matchlock men. We’d make it impossible for him to do anything but confront us, head on — which, knowing the Rubadi, was precisely what they hated doing.

The gunners would work in lock step with the pikemen. The latter would act as guards for the former. We’d used this tactic to great effect in the East Islands against the Kashanese, with whom we had a stormy, friend-and-enemy relationship.

It characterized my philosophy: the purpose of battle was not to destroy your enemy, but to convince them to become your friend.

Far better than that, even, was to convince them to become your friend before a single bullet was fired. It was why I’d sent Jon far ahead of us.

But this was no friendship of equals, whether or not they’d be willing to admit it. The supremacy was to be ours, and ours alone. If I needed to defeat Krum in battle to make that clear, then I would do exactly that.

I watched as Anton and Bal drilled the men. We taught the Black Front mercenaries our pike-and-shot formation. We had enough fast firing matchlocks to bring the ratio to a satisfying fifty-fifty: half wielding matchlocks, half wielding deathly sharp pikes.

Trevor was with the imperials, drilling with swords. They would take the vanguard — though I predicted that Demetri would resist the order. So to mollify him, I planned to agree to have two vanguards — one composed of imperials, and the other a mix of Company and Black Front mercenaries. But if and once battle commenced, I’d move the latter to a more favorable position. It was in my interest, after all, for just enough imperial paladins to perish to advantage me, but not so many as to jeopardize the mission.

Heath drilled with the healers. Yes, even healers must practice their craft. In the midst of battle, a healer’s task was to get the wounded off the lines and into the sick tents. I did not envy their job. Medicine, bandages, stitches, palliatives — we only had so many, and a healer had to decide when they were worth using and when it was simply better to let a man die.

For all we knew, Krum was still sitting in Pendurum, completely unaware of us. But he wouldn’t stay there. As disunited as we were, he must’ve been contending with just as fractious a coalition. Only one thing kept a Rubadi horde together: continuous and constant plunder. Slaves, gold bars, gems, silks — the moment it stopped raining riches, Krum would awaken to a dagger at his throat. General Leo barred the lowland path, but there was still a chance Krum would ride against him rather than us. I had to be prepared for that possibility, too. I also had to be prepared to wait until the thaw of spring for Krum to leave his iron walls. But he could be here tomorrow, for all we knew. Preparing for anything and everything was what I did best.

We did not forget the plague ravishing the Deadwood. We kept the trench fires burning, day and night. We trained everyone in the art of “worm watching.” Folks would stare at the ground when in conversation rather than look each other in the eyes. Everyone knew the ultimate terror: a single worm infecting a single one of us could be the end of us all. Though the wormrot plague would eventually die out, we had to ensure we wouldn’t die out with it.

That night, with a draft running through the cold castle halls, I knocked on Alia’s door. I’d given her enough time and space for her to gather her thoughts after Ana’s revelation. Now I needed to hear them.

She opened the door without looking at me. A fire flickered in the hearth, and I was eager for its warmth. She said nothing and sat on her chair, sipped the wine in her goblet, and went on knitting a pair of woolen socks.

“Inquisitor Gonsalo threatened to pull off your nails,” I said.

It didn’t make her stop putting needle to thread. It was a bad way to open, in any case.

“I am sorry.” I didn’t feel sorry, though. Perhaps that was the problem.

Alia sipped her wine, refusing to pay me a glance.

“There’s something wrong with me,” I said. “I know it. I know it because even my oldest friends think I must be mad. But there’s also something no one understands about me. Whether or not it matters, I’m going to tell you.”

She repeated her threading loop.

“I have a tremendously good memory,” I said. “It’s part of why I’m so good at what I do. Even years later, I remember small details that can make all the difference. And I also remember everything that happened. On the island.”

Her hand jittered for a moment. Then she resumed threading.

“You see, on the island, we had no brothers and sisters. No mothers and fathers. Except, we obviously did. We obviously came out of a womb, and that womb must’ve been seeded by someone. We just didn’t know who our mothers and fathers and siblings were. We never had the concept of family. We were all just there, in a place, not knowing how to relate to one another.”

She tapped her foot in angst. She obviously remembered flickers of what I was saying.

“But here’s the thing. Here’s the thing.” I took a deep and cold breath. “I remember coming out of the womb. I remember that I didn’t come out alone. I remember that I had a twin.” I laughed. It felt both good and terrifying to tell someone.

Alia stopped threading. But she still wouldn’t look at me.

“Twin is a poor word for it. It was more like my soul had been divided into two bodies. It was like I had two sets of eyes. Two minds. Two heartbeats. I can’t describe it any other way. But despite our closeness, my twin and I didn’t climb the pyramid together. When the tones sounded and the lights shimmered in the sea, the elders commanded me to go up. And commanded my twin to remain.”

Alia froze, her expression stuck.

“That’s not all. I remember other things. During the days it took to climb up the pyramid, I encountered something frightfully strange. I met a man who was climbing down the pyramid.”

She glanced at me, then darted her gaze toward the floor.

“The man said things to me that I’ll never forget. He told me he was coming home, from a place far, far away. He said he’d managed to find his way home after many trials. But he was also very sad. He was sad because he was alone. Because he was the only one who made it.”

“Why should any of this matter to me?” Alia’s tone was so laden and dismal. “Why should some past life matter so much to who we are, here and now?”

“Because souls can’t ever die, Alia. Every soul is eternal. The death of this flesh is only one among many. In the end, when all the epochs have ended, we have to go somewhere, and it’s better if we go there — back to the island — than into the being that will hatch from the egg.”

“Then why can’t our families come with us? Why can’t I bring my brothers and sisters and cousins? Why can’t you bring Ana? It’s why you can’t make yourself love her, right? It’s why you let yourself burn her face.”

“They can’t come with us. They are destined for the egg.”

“But how can that be if their souls will return to the Wheel?”

“Because the egg will take the souls in the Wheel. All we can do is save ourselves from being taken, too.”

“Wheel. Egg. Souls.” She let out a tense breath. “It’s like you’ve invented your own bizarre dogma. How can you be so certain of any of it?”

“Because of that man I saw walking down the pyramid. Because of what he told me.”

“How do you know he was telling the truth?’

“Because I know him.”

“How could you possibly know him?”

“Because I am the man who walked down the pyramid.”

Her eyes widened with terror.

“He was me, but he was not me. He was me from a world that was a copy of our own, but with strange differences. And he told me everything. Or rather, I told myself everything. I told myself where to find the Palace of Bones. That it would lead me, ultimately, to the Gate. I told myself what I had to do. I even told myself that I would, one day, become the Patriarch of a great church, and that I would have to use my position to find the Gate.” I wished I had some wine of my own to sip, but Alia had not been so hospitable. “And the greatest irony is — I joined the Church because I didn’t want to believe it. I didn’t want to believe my future had been decided for me. I wanted to escape my destiny, and so I disbelieved in it. I convinced myself that all my memories of the island had been put there by Fallen Angels.”

I’d been talking so much, my mouth felt like it was filled with sand. “And in the name of the Archangel, I did so much evil. Evil that can never, ever be washed away.”

I fell onto my knees. I touched my forehead to the stone.

“Why are you bowing to me?”

“I wish they could all forgive me. Everyone I hurt in the name of the Archangel. Everyone I hurt to escape my destiny.”

“Then beg of them, not of me. Ana’s room is just up the stairs, though you’ll have to get past the paladin guarding her.”

“There is no heart large enough that could forgive what I did to her, nor should there be.”

“If that were true, then why did she try?”

“Try?”

“Back in Tethys, Ana tried to be kind to you. She knew you didn’t like cheese, so she even asked me to teach her how to cook recipes without it. She tried to be your daughter. Are you so blind that you did not see that? Some people have larger hearts than your small imagination can fathom.”

“No. It was a ruse. It was meant to win my favor so that I would grant her her freedom. She learned these games from her clever mother.”

“It was no game. You are so poisoned by cynicism that if Cessiel herself gave you a bouquet of flowers, you’d think she were hiding a knife inside.” Alia stood over me. “I see now. It’s not Ana who can’t forgive you — it’s you who can’t forgive yourself. You’re painting your own self-loathing onto her, poor girl. But even she can’t hate you as much as you hate yourself.”

“Some men should be hated.”

“If you think I’m going to give you even a sip of sympathy because of how self-pitying you are, then you’re a fool. If you want forgiveness, you’ll have to get it not by begging, but by putting something on the other side of the scale. By doing something that would counter-weigh scarring her and ruining her life.”

I gazed up at Alia from my place on the floor. “What could possibly weigh against that?”

She gazed down at me like a queen does at a beggar. “You ruined her life, but you can still save her soul. If you truly want forgiveness, then you’ll have to save her soul from the egg, too.”

“WORMS!” the shout came from outside. “WORMS ON THE GROUNDS!”

I got to my feet. “Lock the door and don’t let anyone in.”

Alia nodded, her eyes so wide I feared they’d fall out.

I hurried down the stairs, into the courtyard, and toward the fire wall, which burned brightly, the smoke settling like a haze over everything.

Trevor and Bal were there, weapons raised toward paladins standing near the fire wall — except there was no fire in that corner. Someone had forgotten to feed it or had deliberately put it out.

Three bodies lay on the ground. Worms squirmed about them like snakes. The man standing over them had worms crawling out of his eyes and into his nose.

And yet Bal just stood there, clutching his matchlock, his mouth open like he needed to retch.

I grabbed his gun, aimed it at the wormrotten paladin, and pulled the trigger. His head burst open, worms flying out along with his brain.

“Go get fire!” I commanded, ears ringing so much I could hardly hear myself.

Bal nodded, his trance lifted by the deafening gunshot.

A worm glided across the stone toward my feet. I tried to smash it with the butt of my matchlock, but it swerved out the way and leaped at my leg. Trevor dashed forward and cut it in half with a swift swipe of his blade — it screamed as it died, like the wail of an infant.

Worms now rushed toward four paladins who’d come in response to the desperate wails, but who were glancing about, unaware that the worms were already at their feet. Before the worms could climb, I fired at the first paladin’s face, sending him to the ground. Worms only hungered for life, so they crawled over his corpse and toward the second man.

He tried to smash one with a spear, but these were clever worms — they knew how to extend their slimy bodies away from an impact. The worm shot forward — jumping in the air — and attached itself to his leg. I needed to reload, but there was no hope of reloading fast enough.

With its shiny teeth, the worm cut a hole through his thigh. Seconds later, worms spilled out of his mouth, eyes, and belly. They grew in size, from maggots to small snakes, before my eyes.

Anton came to my side, a matchlock in his hands and one at his back. I tossed my empty matchlock to the ground, took one of his, and continued firing at the paladins.

“Please, don’t!” they begged. “Archangel save us!”

Anton shot them dead, too. Bal and several Company men returned with vats of oil. They threw it across the bodies — living or dead — and set everything alight.

The wails of worms mixed with that of men. We threw oil wherever we could, until we’d surrounded the area with scorching fire, creating a battle line with the worms.

I watched as several tried to jump over the flame, only to catch fire as they passed through. Their wails turned shrill, and soon the ear-shattering sound of wailing worms became a choir. But if a single worm found its way through, and if it survived long enough to enter the castle itself…

“Burn the whole fucking castle,” I ordered. “Level it to the ground.”

“But what about Krum?” Trevor said.

“We have three other forts with which to welcome him. Begin the evacuation, now!”

I turned to look at the castle. Someone stood, watching, at its highest window.

It was my daughter, a wispy, black scarf over her hair. She glared at me. I wasn’t entirely certain because of the smoke, but I could’ve sworn: she even grinned.
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MICAH


I awoke in the castle bedroom, the veil of night hanging thick outside the window.

Lunara lay asleep on the other side of the bed. Melodi lay between us, the ghostly moonlight on her pale face.

I rubbed my eyes. When I looked again, it was Mara asleep on the other side of the bed. It was Princip who lay between us.

I’d died and come back to a time and place so distant, I’d once thought it a dream. Now I understood: That life was the dream. This life was real.

Or perhaps both that life and this one were real.

Or maybe both were dreams.

“Man of peace,” I whispered. My head was heavy with the burdens of another life, fully lived. The moment I let it rest on my pillow, sleep seized me again.

Mara pushed me awake. “Thank the Archangel you’re finally up. I brought you stew… of a sort.”

I sat at the table and sipped what she’d brought me. No pepper, thyme, saffron, cumin. Not even salt or some flatbread. It was like eating water.

“Did a blind eunuch cook this slop?” I asked.

Mara looked at me funny. “Micah… I don’t understand the words you’re saying.”

I was speaking Sirmian. All my thoughts were in Sirmian, too. I had to force myself to think in Crucian.

“It’s a nice, warm meal,” I said in Crucian. “Thank you for getting it for me.”

Princip devoured his serving like a wolf, the soup spilling off his spoon and onto his tunic.

“Princip, mind your manners,” Mara said. “You’re wasting as much as you’re eating.”

He slowed down. To the boy’s credit, he listened more than he didn’t. When Melodi was his age, she had a stubborn streak.

Mara sat in front of her bowl. She whispered a prayer, then took up her soup spoon. “You were asleep for the entire day. Your eyes wouldn’t stop moving beneath your eyelids.” She sipped her stew. “To be honest, I thought they’d poisoned you. That maybe Krum was afraid of your abilities, and so decided to be rid of you. I made quite a scene, at the time, that I feel rather ashamed of. But here you are, alive… and speaking some strange language.”

I took a chug from my mug of tree beer. “It’s only Sirmian.”

“Oh. Have you always known Sirmian?”

“It came with the manna, among other things.”

“Oh.” Mara smiled. “You need your strength. Eat. We’ll talk about it later.”

A great gift had been given to me. Fate had allowed me to raise my daughter. To watch her blossom and walk her own path. To die holding her hand.

If there was a god, then maybe it was Saklas. No other god had given me a gift so kind. True, I’d awoken from that life back to this one, where Melodi was dead and gone because of my wickedness. But I was only a ghost, here. A ghost brought back for a purpose: to reunite a mother with her daughter. Give the gift Saklas had given me. Then my soul could rest and go wherever it was destined, whether that be Baladict or the Wheel or a tree.

“I have not forgotten Ana,” I said in between sips. “Nor will I. You need not worry about that.”

I don’t think my words eased her nerves. I think she drowned in so much doom that even if the Archangel himself had said those words, she wouldn’t feel relief. Her despair had become her whole, and her skin and smile merely a thin mask.

“Thank you, Micah.” Mara shut her eyes, for a moment, as her face contorted with pain. Princip put his hand on her back. The boy was as empathetic as his mother and father — at least, the ones I’d come to know in my long dream.

Asparia visited, eager to know how I was faring. The four of us went to the castle banquet hall so I could tell the story of my manna dreams to whomever would hear.

Boris came, as did Vidar and a few others whose names I didn’t know. I recounted the story to them from the beginning. I described each of the people in Man of Peace’s life. I described who he was and what he believed. But I did not describe my own happiness for having known Melodi. I only told them how much Kevah had treasured her.

I told them how I lived and how I died. I told them my poems. I told them about the world and the chaos that had engulfed it, which was not unlike that of our own times.

“Crucis and Sirm were united by marriage.” Vidar chugged his tree beer. “That is one wild world you got to see.”

“I didn’t just see it,” I said. “I lived someone else’s life, as if I were him. As if my soul were in his body. It was real.” I rapped my knuckles against the splintered wooden table. “More real than any of this.”

“I did not have any visions when I sipped the manna,” Boris complained. “I wish to have what you had, but Saklas blesses me not.”

“Don’t ask me why.” I shrugged. “I was hoping for a mouthful of honey.”

“Did you have any regrets when you died?” Asparia asked in her strange accent.

“No regrets. That was the best part. I spent most of my moments with people I loved. I did not waste them on some battlefield, thousands of miles away.”

Mara kept silent. Later, when we returned to our room, she made her thoughts known. “I wonder what kind of life Ana was leading in that world.”

It was then, and only then, that I felt comfortable revealing what had weighed on me ever since I woke up. “Micah the Metal wasn’t a name anyone uttered, even once. I must’ve lived and died as an innkeep, which means you must’ve been happier. You must’ve been with your husband, and he would’ve protected Ana.”

“Was Vasco dei Cruz a name that was uttered?”

I had left him unmentioned, earlier, when I’d told the story. “Yes. He was the Patriarch.”

She looked like she’d swallowed a spoonful of worms. “Then Ana and I would not have been safe. Less so. If he was the Patriarch, then he was even more powerful in that world than he is in this one.”

She wasn’t wrong. “I’m sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?” Mara laughed. “You’re not the one writing these cruel fates.”

I sat on the bed. Mara sat next to me. Princip sat on the chair and played a beautiful melody on his eastern flute.

“It’s so strange,” I said. “Micah the Metal did not conquer a single village. But the world — as a whole — was not any better for it. Nor was it any worse. The war happened, it just happened in Hyperion instead of Kostany. It’s as if I’m just… it’s as if I simply don’t matter.” I gazed into her sad eyes. “But the one-eyed priest… Vasco dei Cruz… he matters. I was a poet living in Sirm, and still I could not escape the shadow he cast over the earth.”

I imagined, in that moment, a scribe copying down the poems of Man of Peace. Though he did his best to copy them precisely, he was only human and so made mistakes, sometimes confusing one word for another.

One of those mistaken words created me, Micah the Metal, and only in this particular copy of the text. But in every single copy, Vasco dei Cruz loomed large, because he was not a mistake. He was put there, intentionally, by whatever god wrote these fates.

Vasco had told me that my invasion and subjugation of Sargosa had caused him to become the man that he was, now. Had made him turn away from the path of a priest and onto the path of a merchant and adventurer. But if I wasn’t present in that world to set him on that path, then what had done it?

Perhaps any other spark could’ve lit that flame. I simply wasn’t as special as I once thought. I may have burned brightly, for a time, but I didn’t burn for long. History could wash my name from its pages and still march forward.

It was both a sadness and a relief. But Man of Peace was no different. He’d refused the call of his Shah, unlike the Kevah of this world, who was so filled with rage that he chased me into Labyrinthos.

“Melodi is my daughter, taken from me by slavers,” I finally said. I must’ve lit up like the sun in that moment. “And Kevah is Princip’s father. Lunara is his mother.”

Princip blasted some high notes from his flute in surprise.

“I suspected,” Mara said.

“Really?”

“You’ve mentioned them all before, though not by name. A janissary serving the Shah of Sirm… the daughter you didn’t recognize… those dreams were meant for you, Micah.”

Shrill notes exploded out of Princip’s flute. “Eye.” He pointed his flute at the window. “Eye!”

I looked where he was pointing. All I saw were the dead trees of the castle’s snow-covered garden. “What did you see, boy?”

Princip pointed to his own eye. “It was floating.” He got up and grabbed his matchlock.

Floating eyes could only mean one thing: Jon, the bloodwriter.

Mara looked like she’d frozen over. “If Red Jon is here, then Vasco is not far behind. Which means… Ana…”

“Maybe Krum knows something about this,” I said.

She nodded. “Let’s go talk to him.”

The three of us went to see him. The man was relaxing in a steaming bath. From how hot the room was, the water must’ve been boiling. And yet Krum didn’t seem to mind. Mara and Princip waited in the back while I approached.

“Saklas had much to show you, did he not?” the Khagan said.

“He did, but that’s not why we’re here. A bloodwriter named Jon, who works for the Sargosan East Islands Company, hides somewhere in the city. He’s dangerous. If you or anyone comes across him, it would be best — for everyone’s sake — to kill him on sight.”

Krum nonchalantly floated in his pool. “Do you love your wife, Malak?”

I glanced back at Mara. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Is she your first wife?”

“No.”

“So you don’t love her, then.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Our first love is real love,” Krum said. “Everything else is only its shadow. It’s as true for you as it is for me.”

I had no patience for a Khagan’s philosophies. “As you say. But what about Jon?”

“Jon came as a messenger. We received him while you were dreaming.”

“Messenger? For the Company?”

Krum nodded. “And for the imperials and lords of Sempuris.”

“What did he tell you?”

The Khagan dropped a tree root into his bath. The stench of deep earth wafted with the steam. “The lamb asked me not to ride into Sempuris with my tribes. He said they have an army waiting at the four forts of Mount Damav. He said there’s wormrot in the Deadwood, and even brought a basket full of dead worms with him.”

“Dead wormrotten worms?”

“They were illusions. The lamb thought he could trick my eyes. He wants me to attack General Leo, instead, in the lowlands, then raid Lemnos and the Hyperion countryside. And he offered me the Damav’s weight in gold if I complied, in addition to five thousand slaves.”

It seemed Vasco wanted to use Krum to advance his grand scheme. I’d played this game before, and on the same board, too. I knew what it took to conquer Crucis because I’d done it.

There were few greater stratagems than luring your enemies into fighting each other, first, before you devour the leftovers.

“He’s trying to make a fool of you,” I said.

Krum laughed. “You think I don’t know that, Malak? Or should I say, Micah.”

“We’ve been through this. There’s no truth to that ridiculous rumor.”

Krum stood, revealing his full nakedness, sizzling water dripping down his chiseled form. “Let’s stop hiding from each other. The man they executed was not Micah — they’ve already admitted as much over in Hyperion.”

For Mara and Princip’s sake, I could not let the truth reign. “It still doesn’t mean I’m Micah.”

“Maybe so. Micah was a believer. I’m not entirely certain what you are. Men of belief have convictions normal men can’t imagine. Gold, women, wine… even love — these are the pursuits of normal men. But what is any of that compared to being chosen by god?” Krum grinned. He resembled his tree banner when he did. “Do you know what my god tells me, Malak?”

I shook my head.

“Saklas tells me to ride into the Deadwood. To find him again, there. To seek whatever it is I wish beneath his manna-blessed branches. Do you think I united five tribes for any other purpose?”

“Why the Deadwood?”

“Why Kostany? Why did you forsake everything for it?”

I had no answer. I must’ve been possessed, or mad. Or just lonely.

“It was a joke,” I said. “A good one.”

“Was your manna dream a joke?”

“No. It was real. It was true.”

Krum wrapped himself in a leaf-patterned robe. “Not all the gods are jesters. Saklas has called his faithful to the Deadwood, and we will answer. That is what I told Jon before I sent him away.” He walked past me, toward the door, where Mara and Princip waited. I caught a strange, old smell wafting off him — perhaps the tree root he’d used.

“But Jon is still here,” I said. “He’s spying on us. With a floating eye.”

Krum turned back to look at me. “Then he’s overstayed his welcome. You have my permission to slaughter this lamb, if it makes you feel better. But don’t let it delay your preparations. We ride across the Damav on the morrow. Whatever they have waiting for us, we must face it.”

If we did so without first killing Jon, then he’d track us. He’d use his cloud stars to inform Vasco of our every move. And if we left even the slightest opening, he’d kidnap Mara and perhaps even Princip.

Whether I was Man of Peace, Malak, Micah, or all three — I could not let that happen. I could not let Vasco win. As far as I knew, Jon was his best card.

It was time to remove the bloodwriter from the deck.

To kill Jon, I’d have to find him first, which couldn’t be too difficult considering his skin color. There weren’t many Himyarites or Labashites in Pendurum, though I had seen a few at the market. Still, there couldn’t be more than five or maybe ten, at most.

Obviously, Jon knew that. He wouldn’t stay in the city, where he’d stand out. He must’ve been somewhere outside the iron walls.

I left Mara and Princip in the care of my angel-felling crew. Then I took a mare and rode out of the gates.

It began snowing the minute I did. The air turned a pale blue, and even my horse groaned from the chill.

“Are you watching me?” I said as I looked for a floating eye. Unless it had a floating ear to accompany it, Jon couldn’t hear my question. A man who relied on floating eyes must’ve learned how to read lips, so I continued, “Where are you, Jon? I think it’s about time you and I settled things. Your blood against my thunder. What do you say? Or does the thought make you piss yourself?”

The eye wasn’t going to answer, even if it was watching from some perch I couldn’t see. So I trotted toward the deserted hovels clustered outside the iron walls.

If I was spying on someone living in the city, this would be an ideal place to hide. It was neither too close nor too far. But the ground, trees, and the planks that made up the shanties had all frozen over. Any other season, I could imagine someone living here. But not in a winter as cruel as this.

“Come out,” I shouted to no one.

No one answered.

I continued my search and cantered around the outside of the iron wall. At the eastern gate, horse tracks showed in the freshly fallen snow, though they could’ve belonged to anyone.

There were several tracks — it was a gate, after all, and folks were going in and out. All were tracks of the small, agile mares that Krum’s tribes bred. Except for one set of tracks, veering south. As I trotted my mare onto those tracks, her hooves only took up half the space of the steed who’d made them.

I followed the tracks. They got fresher. They led up a steep hill, then down that hill. Into a dead forest and across a frozen stream full of jagged turns.

Jon was there, drinking from it. He’d stuck a flaming sword in the ice, bloodrunes glowing on the blade’s flat. Water gushed beneath where the flames flickered.

For Mara’s sake, I decided against being honorable. I opened my gunmetal palm and flung a lightning bolt at his back.

It struck his bloodrune-covered robe, then vanished, as if it were merely a show of lights. Jon emptied his hands of water, grabbed his flaming sword, then looked my way.

“Smiting a man with his back turned.” He smiled and shook his head. “Now that’s a filthy thing to do. I would’ve thought it beneath a proud paladin.”

“Spying on a man in his bedroom is no less filthy.”

“So is sharing a bedroom with a woman who is not yours.”

“Who’s claimed her? Your master? She’d cut off her own limbs to watch him die. Besides, they’re not married.”

“They are married. It’s just not the kind of marriage you’d ever understand.” He raised his flaming sword above his head. “She hasn’t told you about that, has she?”

I opened my black fist and conjured a spear of golden lightning. It was weightless and filled with twinkling stars. “I prefer not to pry.”

His smile only widened at the sight of my sorcery. “Micah — she’s not yours to protect. There’s plenty of cunt out there for you and the captain, both. Why fight?”

“It’s nothing so base. You miserable creatures would never understand.”

“Have you become a monk in your afterlife?” Jon laughed, and it grated. “Nothing left to fight for, so you’ll grab any old banner off the ground. Better if it’s a cause no one else would take up, right? That way you can believe you’re a real hero. That you’re not the monster everyone says you are.” He pointed the tip of his flaming sword at my lightning spear. “But only a monster could do that.”

“If I’m one, then you are, too.”

“And I accept that. Monsters rule this earth. And when monsters fight, sometimes you can even hear the earth SCREAM!” He swung his flaming blade. To my shock, the fire flew off the steel and surged toward me.

I dipped off my horse and fell flat on my back, but not before hurtling my spear at him.

Again, it impacted his robe, then flickered out, causing the bloodrunes on it to glow. I rolled under my mare as Jon flung more fire at me. It caught her, instead. My mare lit up in flames. She reared up, then bolted across the frozen stream, howling all the while.

I conjured a sword of lightning, this time, then rolled forward and charged at the bloodwriter. Fireballs roared off his blade, arcing toward me from three angles. I dove behind a boulder as the fire impacted it.

“It’s always a tragedy to kill a man with a rare blood flavor,” Jon said. “I hope the boy is all right. You know, we were on the verge of a great discovery that would’ve begun a new dawn in the science of bloodwriting. If only you and him had stayed put.”

Jon was trying to distract me. As soon as I heard him step closer, I conjured a lightning whip, dashed out of cover, and belted it his way.

At the speed of a hummingbird, he dipped his finger in his robe pocket and painted a bloodrune on the air itself.

As soon as the bloodrune glowed, his body turned to mist and my lightning whip to sputtering sparks. He vanished and reappeared atop his horse, his blade no longer enflamed.

I conjured seven lightning arrows, aimed at his head, and shot them at the same time. Each flew through the air and impacted Jon’s robe harmlessly, as if drawn toward it. He dipped his finger in his pocket and wrote a rune on the flat of his blade.

He swung it forward. A lightning bolt as fierce as my own raged at me. I stuck my gunmetal hand in front of my face. It turned molten red as it absorbed the lightning.

Jon laughed. “I must admit, I’m a little jealous. Who knew sungorging was so powerful?”

I conjured my lightning sword, once again. “It’ll be what kills you.”

“Mayhap, but not today. You did give me quite a thrill, though. I look forward to fighting you again in sunny Sempuris. That is where you’re going, isn’t it? Ana is waiting at the four forts. Come and get her.” He shrugged as nonchalantly as I’d ever seen a man shrug. “You could’ve chosen any other cause. And you would’ve won and felt good about yourself. But it’s the fight itself you love, isn’t it? It’s the grand game that you can’t get enough of. It’s conquering that pumps your blood.” He pointed at the sky. A floating eye hovered above us, its iris small and red.

I palmed a lightning blast at it. The eye dodged and flew upward. The blast impacted the clouds, and thunder roared across the sky.

Jon painted another bloodrune on the air. I ran toward his horse, dipped low, and swiped at its legs with my lightning sword. But the horse wasn’t there. It turned to mist, along with Jon.

“Practice hard for our rematch,” he shouted from somewhere far. “You’ll need to be a lot faster if you want to kill me, sungorger.”

My back ached from falling off my horse, whom I had to spare a thought for — Man of Peace would recite poetry to his horse, after all. Hopefully, mine had managed to smother Jon’s fire. Without a mount, I trudged back to Pendurum, wary of that eye. Whatever we did, we’d now have to assume that Vasco would know.

When I arrived at the gate, shivering so hard I could barely stand, everyone was staring at the distant sky. Though it was difficult to see in the winter haze, a cloud at the edge of the horizon lit up, in distinct patterns.

They were letters, though I did not know this script. Vasco did, though. Jon was telling him everything, and using pulses of light to do it.

I informed Krum and Mara of what happened, and then I rested. Meanwhile, Krum’s horde prepared for the journey. He’d leave a garrison, of course, just as I had. But everyone else would be riding south across Mount Damav and into Sempuris.

The horde included thousands of wagons, tens of thousands of men and women, and perhaps a hundred thousand horses. But I was not truly a part of it. I did not know the tribes that formed it and the loyalties that kept it alive. I did not know their tactics nor the extent of their weaponry. They had a few bombards, but likely not enough to destroy four forts.

Most of all, I did not know their objectives. Krum was inspired by a zeal I did not understand. But zeal can only take you so far. Did he mean to subjugate the villages of the Deadwood? Did he intend to ride as far south as Tethys and bring all of Sempuris under his dominion?

It was not my war to fight. Nor did I even wish it success. I was a Crucian, in this life, just as I was a Sirmian in the one I’d lived last night. I could not destroy my own, and I would not aid Krum in enslaving thousands of my flock.

All I yearned to do was rescue Ana from Vasco’s clutches, then bring her, Mara, and Princip to safety. That was my one and only pursuit. If war between Krum and Vasco provided the fog to cover my movements, then so be it. I’d use that veil to win whatever battles I had to, but no more.

Among these tree-worshipers, I’d made several friends, and I could not deny my hope that they’d live on and live well. I’d once believed that a man’s faith determined whether he was good or evil, whether he was worth loving. But it is neither faith, nor flag, nor blood that matters. It is character that puts the good in us. How else could I explain my love for Tengis, Lunara, and Melodi? What did Micah the Metal share with them, except a blood-soaked battlefield?

And a lifetime.

I awoke at a strange, dark hour. The hour of the jinn, as Man of Peace called it. I removed Princip’s leg off my own and stood. Our room door creaked as I slowly pulled it open.

“Metal,” the boy said as he sat up and rubbed his face.

“Go back to sleep.”

“I was dreaming… of her…”

“Well go back to her. Learn another melody. You can play it for me in the morning.”

“She taught me a sad song, this time.”

“Sad, cheerful, bittersweet — all songs have their time and place.”

“She said the time for this one is coming.”

I stared into his bleary, emerald eyes from across the room. Kevah’s son was my son. I would rather die than see him sad. “Go back to sleep and learn a happier one. You can teach me how to play it, later.”

Princip nodded and lay back down.

I left the room.

Wax candles, most nearly burned up, lit the hallway. A draft wailed across the walls. Man of Peace would often wake in the night. He would walk into his study, put a pot on hot sand, and scrawl down verses while sipping coffee.

But this was not that place. It was not even that world.

In the kitchen, the Crucian slaves working through the night helped me find an open barrel of tree beer and scooped a full mug for me. I gave them each a few silver coins, wishing I could give them more. Wishing, like a pinprick on my soul, that I could be Micah the Metal, come again to save them.

But I was just his ghost.

I went to the balcony facing the western mountains. Across the city below, smoke drifted out of so many chimneys. The stars shimmered with unease in their heavenly perch, as if mimicking my own heart.

I was half done with my mug when light footsteps sounded. I turned to see Mara, wrapped in wool and fur.

“Sorry,” she said. “I noticed you’d gone and couldn’t go back to sleep.”

“There’s beer.”

“I’d rather not.”

I took another sip of the earthy, froth-covered drink. “You certain? They don’t make this stuff in the south.”

“This place hasn’t really grown on me.”

“It is too fucking cold here.”

“And the nights never seem to end.”

“And it’s too fucking cold.”

Mara laughed. “Nick liked the cold.”

“Nick?”

“My husband. He liked it because he was home, with us, during winter.”

She’d once said I didn’t deserve to utter his name. “To Nick.” I raised my mug and took a hearty chug. “Whose name I’m now allowed to utter, I hope.”

“You’ve certainly earned at least that.” A smiling Mara joined me at the railing. The moon was a dismal sliver, hiding from the stars. “I… never asked you about your daughter, Micah. But if you’d rather not talk about her, I understand.”

The mention of Elly, of Melodi, had always brought me sadness and pain. But now, there was so much joy to remember, too.

“My daughter was a janissary,” I said. “She fought and bled for her faith and flag. I’m proud of her.”

“I know about the Melodi from the other world. But what about the one from our world?”

“She was the same. She fought, bled… and died for her faith and flag. I’m proud of her, too.”

“You bear the separation well.”

“You couldn’t be more wrong. I started a war because of it. So I know how you feel, Mara. Believe me.”

We stared at the mountains in silence. The world seemed to freeze in the cold mist. The perfect, peaceful night for writing verses.

“Mara, are you an Emigrant?”

She gasped out a cold breath, then closed her eyes. “I… can deny it all I want, and often I do. But a part of me just knows it.”

“I can’t say I understand what that means. But it’s why they’re after you, isn’t it?”

“It’s why Vasco and I were drawn to each other in the first place. It’s why he came back later to force a confession out of me. And it’s why he wants me, now.”

“But you refuse at great cost to yourself. Why?”

She turned away from the mountains and rested her back on the railing. “At the convent, we were taught to care about everyone. The beggar. The orphan. Even the man lying drunk in the gutter. But when I look into my own heart, I find that it simply is not big enough to care about so many. My daughter is the whole of it, and I have made space for Princip, too.”

“That is fair. Saving yourself and those whom you love deeply is a difficult enough thing. Only when I’d lost everyone I ever loved did I even begin to think about others. I don’t want that to happen to you.”

“The only thing I want is to give Ana and Princip a good life. But Vasco would not allow them that. The disdain he once held for Emigrants, for his own kind, is now pointed outward. Everyone else is just a piece on the board to him, even his own daughter. I don’t want a man like that anywhere near my children. I don’t care if I’m an Emigrant — I am a mother, first.”

I understood completely. Man of Peace had chosen to be a father and a husband first, before all else. And if I had ever been given that choice, I’d have done the same, too.

“We’ll get her back,” I said, as resolved as I’d ever been for any battle. “And I’ll make certain Vasco can never harm her, or you, ever again. I vow it.”

My words did not seem to relieve her unease. “I once vowed something, too. ‘Harm no man or woman’ — that was my vow at the convent. I chose it because I thought it would be easy. Far easier than vowing to never lie with a man, talk, or eat fish.” Mara let out a hushed chuckle and shook her head. “It’s like you once told me. ‘Peace is bought with death.’ I’m ready to play my part, whatever it may be.”

I regretted ever telling her that. But was it wrong? Did I even have the luxury to question it when so many lives were at stake?

“Men like me exist so women like you can keep to such vows. Leave the killing to me, Mara. You have a much more important role. You have to show Ana and Princip that after the war is won, there’s a life waiting for them.”

Mara leaned her head against my shoulder and closed her eyes. I looked out at the snow-drenched mountains, sipped my tree beer, and prayed for something I’d never stopped praying for, not since the day when I walked through the burnt rubble of my family inn, then turned away and picked up a sword:

A good and total victory.
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VASCO


There was little time to search for the culprit who’d left the gap in our fire wall. That Ana could be involved, somehow, gnawed on my overburdened head. The way she’d grinned at me from her window — such disregard at the sight of worms bursting from bodies — chilled my usually tepid blood. If she had sympathizers helping her, it could endanger the entire mission. So to unburden my mind, I decided to confront her.

“I just want to talk to her,” I said to the paladin guarding her tower door.

“I have orders not to allow you to speak with her,” he replied, his hand hovering — twitchy — above the hilt of the short sword strapped to his waist. He was a big, fat-cheeked Sempurian with a Feet accent. His name was Danilo and he lived in a hamlet outside Tethys with his wife and two daughters. I’d learned what I could about Demetri’s favorite underlings.

“I give the orders on this expedition,” I said, “and I order you to step aside.”

“I am sorry but⁠—”

“You’ll be a lot sorrier when you wake up, one day, and your daughters aren’t in their beds. Your entire village will help you look for them, and you and your wife will pray to the Archangel, promising with tears running down your cheeks to never sin again if he would just return your precious pearls to you. But it won’t matter.” I gave him a scowl. “They’ll be on a ship headed for Kashan. They adore Crucian slave girls over there. Very expensive — a profitable business if there ever was one. Then one fine morning a few moons later you’ll wake up, and there’ll be a pile of gold on your doorstep, and you’ll know what you earned from standing in my way.”

His sword hand was shaking out of its gauntlet. “Go in. But please be quick.”

Ana was by the door when I opened it. She’d obviously had her ear against the wood and so had listened to my blunt exchange with her guard. She’d know I was in no mood for nonsense.

I stared at her in sharp silence, as an inquisitor would. She met my eyes with defiance, swallowing whatever dread I inspired in her.

“Did you play a role in that wormrot incident?”

She shook her head. “Of course not.”

“Then why were you watching?”

“There was so much commotion. I just wanted to see what was going on.”

“You seemed rather joyous.”

She shook her head again, harder. “No. It horrified me. I would never want to hurt people like that.” She sounded like her mother.

And just like with Mara, I couldn’t discern if she was lying. There were no tells. She was fidgeting with her hands and nervous, but who wouldn’t be when having to contend with a man like me?

“Ana, tell me the truth. Or else⁠—“

“Or else what? You’ll have Jon write a bloodrune? You’ll have Trevor pour wine down my throat? Or will you do the torturing yourself, like old times? Like in the only memory I have of you.”

“I don’t care if you’re angry. But I won’t permit sabotage under my nose.”

“You see what you want to see. You just want to hurt me, and so you’ll clutch at any reason to do so.”

Was she right? Had I imagined her smiling as the worms devoured our soldiers? Such callousness was the farthest thing from Mara’s character, and Mara had raised her. Was I truly so delusional?

With a battle looming, now was not the time to doubt myself. But I could also not blame her without being certain.

I turned to leave.

“Why do you hate me?” she asked. “Is it because I’m not an Emigrant?”

That was no reason to hate anyone. Besides, I got along with many who weren’t Emigrants. What would I be without Two Gun Anton and Black Belly Bal? I may not have loved them like I did Trevor, Jon, and Heath, but they were my comrades all the same.

“I don’t hate you,” I said. “I hate what I did to you.”

“Then why blame me for something you did?”

“Because you’re it. You are what I did. You walk around with that burned face, and all I see is my sin.” I was saying too much to someone I could not trust. Someone who might weaponize my own weaknesses against me.

Micah was wrong. I was not indifferent toward Ana. I felt something — but like the sun, it was too painful to gaze at.

“It’s in the past,” Ana said, her voice trembling with sadness. “I just want to look to the future. You’re strong and shrewd — you’re probably going to win and get everything you want. If I’m doomed to be your prisoner forever, then at least let me have a few joys. Let Alia take me to watch a play, sometimes. Let me leave my cage, if only just to collect flowers from the forest. Please. I don’t care what happened anymore.” No one could be so forgiving. There were no saints.

“There is no such thing as the past,” I said. “What happened before is always with us — as present as these walls that cage us.” I suppressed a tremble. “Do you know the story of the angel Micah from Angelsong? The world was covered in sin, and so the Archangel commanded Micah to burn the earth with the fire of an exploding star — to kill mankind, so that it may be reborn, anew.”

“Then are you going to kill me, Father?”

The dread forced me to ignore her question and instead finish the story — comforted by a book I no longer believed in. “The sins of man were erased in starfire. And then the Archangel, in his mercy, gave man a second chance. But look what we did with it. Look what we did. Were our sins truly ever erased? Or are they the demons haunting us, even now? Are we doomed to keep repeating them, no matter how many resets we get?”

As a child, the Hymn of the Reset had terrified me most of all. And it still did.

“You may have been a priest, but I grew up in a convent. I’ve heard that story a thousand times. So answer me this — if we are truly so irredeemable, then why did the Archangel give us a second chance?”

I opened my mouth to answer, and then realized I had none.

Something caught my eye. I glanced out the window. Lights shimmered on the bulbous canvas above.

A cloud star.

Jon.

Jon’s message lit up the night sky. The hymns of the Ethos Knights made it difficult to think, difficult to even hear Heath as he jotted down and read aloud what the pattern said.

And it said so much. Krum was coming. Micah was a sungorger, and he was coming, too. Most important of all, Mara was with him.

Ana had been the perfect bait, just as I’d hoped. Though I wasn’t certain how or why Mara and Micah had traveled to Pendurum, what mattered was that they were coming here, with Krum’s horde. It was a strange twist of fate and I could inquire about it later. For now, I needed to twist it further in my favor.

This battle would determine everything. If I defeated Krum, I could march into Pendurum and seize it. That would make me the master of Crucis in all but name, which was precisely what I sought.

And I would get Mara back, too. We could help Mara remember that she was one of us. And we could press eastward, together, to defeat the magus who will wear all masks, find the Gate, and go home to our faraway world, safe from the hatching of the elder’s egg.

All would follow the path the man walking down the pyramid had told of, and what the Palace of Bones had shown. Though these pages had been written, the ink had not yet dried. I had to ensure not a word would change. That no one, not even Micah the Metal, could blot out fate.

It was a bitter winter morning when our scouts sighted Krum’s horde. The Ruthenian and Rubadi tribes that fought behind his grinning tree banner knew the terrain well, having lived in the Damav for generations, so they had no trouble riding around the strange, red mountain.

But the Deadwood and the four forts were another land, entirely. Sempurian land. Land that Demetri’s imperial legion called home. Land that had become the heart of our Company mission here in Crucis. We would defend it with our all.

Hundreds of smiling trees fluttered in the wind, the banners hanging from high poles that were carried by big men on small mares. Their horde combined the Ruthenian love for axes, spears, and greatswords with the Rubadi mastery of the composite bow. When they conquered Pendurum, they’d seized thousands of imperial matchlocks, too — though they did not fire nearly as fast, far, and accurately as our Kashanese ones.

The imperials and the Ethos Knights were dismayed at the sight of so many women, sitting high on their steeds, their faces covered in war kohl and their bodies in bone, chain, and leather armor with spears, bows, and daggers in their hands.

“Only barbarians compel their women to fight,” Demetri said as we surveyed their lines from our foremost tower. “It’s just unseemly.”

“Ungodly,” added Yomathios, the Ethos Knight commander. “Sickening.”

“It makes me rather excited,” replied Trevor. This wasn’t the time for his truths. Tensions between us, the imperials, and the Ethos Knights had erupted to boiling since the wormrot incident.

I gave him a hard glare.

“Excited… to kill so many heathens,” Trevor completed. It seemed he could lie when pressed. “I’m going to send the most heathens to hell, today, out of anyone among us.”

Yomathios sneered. “Not if I can help it.” He raised his enormous double-sided axe. “This lovely slab’s sent more heathens to hell than our last earthquake. Twin Justice is her name.”

Of course he named his axe.

“Look.” I gestured at the triangle formation poking out of Krum’s mounted vanguard. They had a flag bearer, a horn blower, and were all women, except for the man at the front.

“Must be Krum,” Demetri said. “Seems he’s putting his own life in the hands of his women warriors.”

“His wives.” I recalled what Rone had told me about Krum back in Tethys. “His first wife was a Rubadi Khatun named Batar — seems he never lost the taste for warrior women. He’s a man who knows what he likes. I say it’s about time we met him.”

I rode out of the fort’s steel gate with Demetri and — unfortunately — Yomathios. The three of us would parley with Krum, though I made clear that, as the appointed representative of Exarch Rone, my voice would never be spoken over and my decisions would not be questioned. Accompanying us were Anton, as well as several Company men, imperial paladins, and Ethos Knights, many wielding fire lances to protect against wormrot.

It really was just Krum and his wives, staying in their triangle formation on the other side of the ford, taking no precautions against the wormrot. Mutual distrust forced us to remain on horseback. Krum trotted forward on his delicate, golden mare. I did the same on my large, white one. He must’ve bathed in myrrh and tree root, considering the irritating stench wafting our way.

“I am Vasco dei Cruz, captain of the East Islands Company vessel the Sea Mountain and servant of the Exarch of Sempuris. From the Damav to the Green Sea, these are his lands, granted to him and his family by the Imperator of Crucis, who rules by the favor of the Archangel. By the law of this land and of all decent men, you are trespassing. I command you to turn around and ride back to the icelands.”

Krum’s wives laughed, though he remained stone-faced. Purple kohl outlined and vivified his eyes. He wore a pointed, black fur hat that resembled the pyramid I’d climbed. He was a large Ruthenian man, and it was no surprise he’d once been an excubitor.

“I served an Exarch once, too,” he said in Crucian with an accent commonly found in the Hand district of Hyperion. “I sold him out for some wine, which I never got to taste. Shame.”

“Turn around and go home,” I said, knowing he wouldn’t. Jon had offered him everything. There was naught more I could add to the pile. “Or by the Archangel and the Twelve, we will bring the holy hammer of Crucis down upon you.”

“Funny words for a Sargosan dog. Although, it is yet funnier to see a dog holding the leash.” He glanced at Demetri. “Did you know he offered me slaves? Five thousand of them.”

“Your lies won’t break the unity of our cause,” I said. “We are all willing to die to save Sempuris from plunder, rape, butchery at the hands of Rubadi tree worshipers.”

“Good. It’s so much easier for us when you lambs are willing.”

“It seems this was a waste of time.” I snickered. “We’ll do to you what you did to so many Ethosians. We won’t show your kind any mercy or kindness, just as you didn’t for us.”

He glared at Yomathios. At the sigil of the Ethos Knights on his enameled breastplate, which depicted an armored warrior holding the face of Cessiel as a shield. “You came to our land, first. You forced us to bow to Balhut. Tortured us and cut us open if we didn’t. But Saklas calls his faithful to the Deadwood. To his Wishing Tree. You are surrounded by trees, and yet you’re too deaf to hear his hymns.” He stilled and seemed to listen to the rustling leaves. He pointed to his own eyes. “Let’s hope you’re not too blind to behold his miracles.”

“Kaslas worshiping infidel.” Yomathios spit on the ground. “How dare you take one of our Twelve Holies as your false idol? You’ll burn in hell with your Fallen Kings.”

“This lamb here is blind, deaf, but sadly for the rest of us, not mute.” Krum chuckled. He turned to his wives. “Which of you promises to bring me his tongue?”

Krum’s wives hollered back in Rutheni. They came in all shapes, colors, and sizes. Force of arms was their only commonality. They chanted, “Saklas! Saklas! Saklas!”

It seemed it was as Jon had said in his cloud star message; Krum was not merely driven by a desire to pillage. There was a more heavenly purpose to his warring. Combining a call from god with a baser desire for loot and slaves was as dangerous as it was potent. Micah had done it to great success, until it’d doomed him.

“I, however, am seeing quite clearly.” I let myself smile. “And all I see is a vainglorious man repeating the folly of so many misguided zealots before him.”

“Repetition is a beautiful thing.” Krum smiled back. “But this time is not like the thousands that came before.”

“You give us no choice, then, Khagan Krum.” I tugged my reins and turned away. “The trees shall sup on your blood, tonight.”

We galloped back to the fort to prepare for war.
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MICAH


As we marched across the maroon mountain, the Deadwood unrolled below us like a carpet. It was all swamps and forests and forts. Winter had turned the leaves bronze along with the swamp water, so the forts, made from red Damav stone, stood out like engorged lumps.

Lines of paladins and Sargosan Company men blocked the narrow ways between the forts and swamps. They’d done what was prudent: dug trenches, set anti-cavalry formations, and lit fires, likely to ward off wormrot. Smoke thickened the air for miles.

Krum’s camp stretched up the western edge of the Damav and into the northern passage. They’d erected thousands of gers, each colorful and staunch, within hours of arriving. Now they formed a moving city, complete with haggling merchants, impromptu card dens, tree temples, training fields, and most important of all, fire walls to keep out the wormrot. The camp was not solely for warriors — all their families had followed along, too. The horde had brought everything they had and so had everything to fight for.

I’d missed this. So many fighting men sat around so many cookfires — though they had women beside them, which was still novel to me. The armor and weapon menders around every corner gave the air a steady beat of hammer on metal. Ger flaps, which were just felt blankets, fluttered in the breeze. Warriors hid their nerves by praying, dicing, laughing, sparring. If only it didn’t smell like a hundred thousand horses had taken a shit.

I watched from the heights as Krum parleyed with Vasco. After, Vasco galloped back to the second of his four forts. The first had been overturned, its stones piled up to block any open paths. A strange strategy — were I him, I would’ve preferred another castle and walls, but Vasco was no fool. He must’ve had good reason to destroy one of his own forts.

I found my crew. They were playing cards in a lavishly furnished ger, complete with plush velvet cushions and silky carpets. Must’ve been spoils from their raiding and ransacking of the Pendurum countryside.

Any second, Krum might blast his war horns and summon them to battle. These could be their final, joyful moments, and they knew it. Some men like to stand around with their weapon in hand, others like to pray, but most like to pretend they’re not about to die in the coming hours.

“Your ears twitch when you’re bluffing,” Vidar said to Asparia, his focus sharp, sweat dripping off his brows. “They’re twitching right now. Twitch twitch twitch.”

“You going to play your hand, or you going to stare at my ears?” Asparia replied. Her large and rather pointed ears were indeed twitching.

Vidar tossed his cards on the low table. I didn’t know the rules, so didn’t know what the different stars meant. There was a green one, a blue one, a white one, and — ominously — a red one.

When Asparia showed her hand, Vidar howled like he’d been stabbed. She grabbed the silver coins between them as Harl and Boris laughed so hard, they spat beer out their noses.

“You made your ears twitch on command, didn’t you?” Vidar said. “To toy with me.”

Asparia stuck her tongue out. “Whatever it takes to part a fool from his silver.”

“Ruthless bitch.” Vidar looked like he was trying to stare at his own forehead. “How does one even make their ears twitch?”

“Malak!” Boris put his arm around me. “How about a mug of tree beer?”

“I need all my wits with me, not at the bottom of a mug,” I replied. “We’ll drink when the day’s fighting is done.”

“Thunder Titan here thinks he can put down their whole legion, all by his self,” Asparia said.

“He’s not wrong.” Harl looked and sounded like he was on his fifth mug of tree beer. “Imperials will shit out their own livers when they see his bolts.”

I hoped so. I hoped they would flee at the first sight of me. But if not, I would kill whom I had to kill to cut through their lines, slay Vasco, and save Ana.

There were no cushions left, so I sat on the floor. The day before my first battle, fighting for the Black Legion that I would one day come to lead, I’d sat in a tent with my fellows, though it was nothing like this ger with its circular shape, high ceiling, and center smoke hole. I remembered watching each of my legion brothers jitter and stutter and quaver as they diced or drank or whispered prayers. The fear was thicker than any smoke.

But I was calm as a summer sea. Going out to battle seemed like going out to pick flowers. And when the fighting began, I did not hesitate to march forward, into the thick. I was, simply put, fearless.

And that had not changed. It was a greater power than even my gunmetal arm. It was why I rose so fast and high. Fear of pain and death had never poisoned me.

But fear of being alone, of being punished… now those were poisons my heart oft tasted. And as I sat and watched Asparia trying to teach Vidar how to twitch his ears, it rose up in me like bile.

“Malak.” Boris squatted in front of me. “You helped us. I know you got big plan. We help you. Yeah?”

“That’s kind of you, Boris.”

“We follow you. We are yours to command. Isn’t that so?”

Asparia, Vidar, and Harl all nodded to affirm.

“I appreciate it, but I must do this next part on my own.” Going deep behind enemy lines was too dangerous for them, and better done alone besides. “Just watch my wife and son till I return.”

Asparia twirled a strand of red hair, her expression sullen. “Before the letters… I think I… I could’ve guarded you.”

I had a ghostly sense that she was right. “You’re enough as you are.”

“Ya know…” Vidar bit his finger. “We each absorbed letters, that day. We alls changed, didn’t we? Don’t it make you wonder how we’re different?”

“Boris, you ate at least seven letters, you greedy fuck,” Harl said. “I counted five hitting my own body.”

“Don’t feel different. Except… why my nickname ‘Bald’ though I’m not bald?” Boris shrugged and tugged at his braided brown locks. “You, Malak?”

I tried to recall how many of the green letters had entered my body. “One or two.”

“Hundreds. Thousands.” A tear streamed down Asparia’s tan cheek. “I barely know who I am.”

“But you slap us all silly at cards.” Vidar put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “And you can twitch your ears at will.”

She giggled as she smacked his hand away. The two seemed like they’d known each other all their lives, and yet they’d only met a few moons ago. Or was that something the letters had changed, too?

By comparing her to the rest of them, it was obvious that Asparia had gone from being a normal woman, with a coherent history, to a jumble of rewritten memories and traits. The rewriting was not smooth, and the more you thought about it, the more you could spot the contradictions: memories that made no sense, traits that didn’t fit together, feelings without origin, and other things that were just out of place. Also, it wasn’t quite rewriting, but rather writing over — the echoes of the original remained, and at times I glimpsed them, usually with a splitting headache. Whichever god had unleashed these letters upon mankind, its powers were great, but not absolute. Or perhaps it wanted to confuse us on purpose, if only to laugh, like the joking god of the Ruthenians.

Which begged the question: What if none of it was random? What if it was intentional? What if there was more to Asparia than our eyes beheld — something this god left with her? What if she could do more than just twitch her ears on command?

“Asparia,” I said, “you told me that everyone in Param, the city where you were born, knew sorcery. It stands to reason, then, that you might know sorcery, too.”

“Yes.” She nodded. “But I can’t remember. It’s all just… pieces…”

Pieces could be pieced together.

A horn sounded, deep and somber, summoning everyone to their tumens, and the tumens to their battle lines. I strapped my longsword onto my back.

“My armor look good? Anything broken?” I asked Boris.

“Keeping light, I see.” He inspected every side of me. “All is good.”

I’d draped myself in leather and lamellar, but no plate. I’d put on a pointed Rubadi helmet, too. For now, it was best to blend in with the rest of the horde.

“Malak.” Asparia came to my front. She grinned, and for a moment, a black-haired ghost flickered on my eyelids. “You better come back.” She brought her lips to my ear and whispered, “I’ll make living worth it.”

That was as good a reason to live as any. “I’ll see you tonight.”

The enemy’s bombards began to scream. Many of the families retreated from their gers into caves in the Damav mountainside, lest a blast land on their heads. I helped Mara, Princip, and Asparia carry as much as they could from the ger into one of these caves.

With fires and lanterns going, vivifying the red walls, and blankets spread across the pebbly ground, it was a decent refuge to wait out the battle. There was no end to the horse meat and mare’s milk being passed around, either.

Princip brandished his Sargosan matchlock. “I want to go with you.” His voice had deepened somewhat since the day we’d met, when he’d put a bullet in my belly. I was only really noticing it now.

“The enemy could breach our lines and march into camp,” I said. “You must protect Mara.”

“I’m a warrior, like you. In my dreams, I wield a black gun taller than you and shoot Fallen Angels out of the sky. I can do more. I am supposed to do more.”

I thought he was learning how to play the flute from the girl in his dreams. A pearl-voiced girl who liked to hide herself in fog, who was born from bones, like him. “I know, Princip. Believe me, I know. But this is my task. It’s a one-man mission. Any other time, and you’d be the first I choose to watch my back.”

Princip ground his teeth in obvious frustration. “When you get back, I want you to tell me about the man you say is my father. Not the peaceful man from your dream. The real one.”

“I’ll tell you all I know about him. And your mother, too.”

“Deal.” The boy turned away. “By the way, Mother Mara won’t admit it, but she needs you. More than you realize.”

Was that a child’s keen perception or a child’s fantasy?

“Take care of her.”

“Take care of yourself. Don’t die, Metal.”

“Die?” I chuckled. “I’ll see you tonight.”

I walked toward the cave mouth as another bombard volley howled in the distant sky. At any moment, I expected Krum to order his vanguard to charge the enemy lines around the destroyed first fort. That would be the perfect cover for me, and I needed to get into position.

“Micah.” It was Mara. “I don’t want to keep you. I just wanted to say…” She rubbed her forearms. “I… I once told you that… And I…”

In the time I’d known her, she was not one to get tongue tied.

“Whatever it is, you can tell me when I get back. With Ana.”

Mara let out an agonized sigh. “Archangel go with you.” She put her hand on her heart.

I put my hand on mine and said what I was saying to everyone, “I’ll see you tonight.” Looking into her eyes, I was as unafraid as I’d ever been.

As I left the cave mouth to begin my mission, a cloud star lit the sky. Just what were Red Jon and Vasco plotting?
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As our bombards boomed, Heath aimed his contraption of lenses and scopes at the only cloud in the northern sky. He lit the candle at the base and flicked the shutter open and closed.

FIND MARA, twinkled in a pattern of lights, faint because of the overbearing sun.

Minutes later, Jon replied, WATCHING HER AND MICAH. IN CAVE. AVOID ATTACKING EAST SIDE OF DAMAV.

Good to know. Though his methods were often bombastic, I could trust Jon more than anyone, aside from perhaps Heath. If he kept his floating eye on Mara, it would save me from being distracted by her, which had almost ruined everything back in Hyperion.

I sat on a stool under the open sky and unrolled a map of the surrounding area. I could now focus on one task: defeating Kardam Krum.

“Tell Jon to get my sword,” Trevor said to Heath.

“We are trying to win a battle and save a fellow Emigrant,” Heath replied. “Is your sword truly so important?”

“You know he’s going to fight Micah. He might as well pick up my sword off the man’s corpse. Go on. Flick your mirrors and tell him.”

“Absolutely not. I won’t encourage him to fight a sungorger.”

Their argument was distracting me from my map. Hopefully it was now over.

But from how Trevor glared bullet balls at Heath, it seemed it wasn’t. “I met a sungorger in the Silklands. The rebel warlord Hukang sent him to my village, with orders of ‘freeze them all to death.’ Sungorgers grow in strength the more they kill, and Hukang needed powerful sorcerers to challenge the Emperor.

“The stars vanished from the sky, that day, as he came at us with meteors of ice summoned from the Blood Star itself. Meteors covered with the faces of anguished souls. I wasn’t sure whether to flee with everyone else or finally put my training to use, so I flipped a coin. I saw the Emperor’s countenance as it clattered onto the ground.” Trevor grinned. “The sungorger wasn’t so terrifying a few hours later, when he was spurting blood out of his ears.” He pointed to the space between his fine blond eyebrows. “My long sword went in right here. Oh, and I was only twelve years old.”

Sometimes I wondered if Trevor made half these stories up. None of us really knew what he’d done in the Silklands. Perhaps his tongue wasn’t as true as we all thought.

“Heath has the right of it,” I said to end their feuding. “Now we all have many tasks to attend to, so let’s focus.”

After studying the map some more, I ordered Bal to unleash the full fury of our bombards on Krum’s camp, in the hope that it would force them to charge toward our trenches, barricades, and pike-and-shot formations.

It was not lost on me that we were fighting a force four times our size. We had little room for failure and even less to maneuver due to the wormrot and difficult terrain, and yet we needed to force a crushing defeat down our enemies’ throats. Fortunately, Krum’s zeal for the Deadwood meant he would not retreat, which would allow us to exploit our defensive advantages. As long as he did not cross the fourth fort, I’d no doubt we would triumph.

I went to my room in the second fort’s tower. An oil painting of Partam the Apostle clutching a pen of angel feather hung on the wall, the frame strangely crooked. I ignored it and opened my armor chest. Dust wafted and stung my eyes. I hadn’t worn this suit since our skirmish with Kashanese sirdars outside of Koa’s palm jungle. It imitated their mirror armor, though without any fanciful eastern adornments. The standard Company attire was more similar to Crucian armor, so I would stand out. Nevertheless, I needed armor, and this suit was designed for my body. I picked up the helmet and caressed the spike atop it — perfect for impaling a foe with a headbutt. I ran my hands across the chain curtain dangling off the rim, which guarded the ears and neck.

My door crept open as I struggled to clamp my vambraces on. Alia stepped inside wearing a resplendent gown of Crucian purple. With her hair tied in a high knot, she looked every inch the empress.

“Has the fighting begun?” she asked.

“Krum hasn’t charged us, yet. But we’re goading him on as best we can.” I showed her my wrists. “Help me with these.”

She sat beside me on the bed and took my wrists in her hands. “I helped my cousin put his vambraces on, once. But these look nothing like his. His had straps.”

The Kashanese considered visible straps unseemly. Their preference for aesthetics — often over function — was also why I found it so easy to sight and sink their brightly painted galleys.

“Just put that in the hole and make sure it snaps.” I gestured to the stick-shaped clamp. “It can be a bit fiddly.”

“You’re not going to be fighting, I assume. Is all this mail truly necessary?”

“There are twenty thousand men a cannon shot away, all who want to murder me.”

“And a bit of metal around your wrists is going to stop them?”

“That’s the hope.”

It took her a few tries, but she managed to clamp both my vambraces in place. She was my wife and an Emigrant, and yet I’d not brought her into confidence. Whether it was about the sorrowful deeds of my past or the hopeful dreams of our future, she ought to be my ear. Keeping her aloof had caused this crater of trust to form between us. For all our sakes, I needed to do better. I needed to bridge the chasm that threatened to swallow our marriage.

“Alia, I’m sorry.”

“What for, this time?”

“My lack of imagination. I should have brought you to the parley.”

“Since when do generals bring their wives to parleys?”

“Krum brought his. All twelve of them,” I said. “Listen, Alia… his overall goal… I don’t understand it. But you know about their tree faith. You’re a woman of learning. Maybe you could have deduced it, had you been there.”

“What did he say?”

“He said ‘Saklas calls his faithful to the Deadwood. To the Wishing Tree.’ He said the trees were hymning and would soon show us miracles. This isn’t some sort of holy land of theirs, is it?”

She rubbed her eyebrows and thought about it for a moment. “There’s an old story we tell here in Sempuris… but it couldn’t be that…”

“Old story?”

“Mothers recite it to their children, to discourage them from running off and getting lost in the forest. They say there is a creature that haunts the Deadwood called the Wishing Tree. They say it can imitate any tree in the forest, and that it hymns to attract the curious toward it, promising to grant them all their wishes. But when you get too close, its tentacles grab you and drag you into its fanged mouth.”

“Mayhap Krum was just having a laugh.” I grabbed my boot off the floor. “He seems the sort to enjoy mind games.”

“There’s one other thing.” She bit her finger tip. Almost chewed it. “What do you know about Kaslas?”

I pulled on a boot, which was covered in mail up to the knee. “When I was a priest, I spent many moons reading about the Fallen Kings. They fascinated me. But Kaslas… I can’t recall much at all written about her. She’s just a name.”

“The story of the Wishing Tree… I heard another version of it, once.” Alia stood. She paced toward the door, then back. “When I was a child, I got lost in the woods outside Grandpapa’s villa. I wandered around all morning and afternoon, crying and screaming to no avail. As the sun began to set, I decided I would just go in a straight line, and not stop. But the strangest thing is, even though I walked in a straight line for what must’ve been hours, I kept seeing the same exact tree, again and again and again.”

“Same tree?”

“It was an oak that looked like it had witnessed all of time. Its branches had grown too heavy to support themselves, and so they slithered across the ground. And I could swear… it hymned…” Alia stilled to listen, as if she were hearing those hymns. “I was saved by an old woman. She smelled like autumn leaves, and her skin was as hard as bark. She guided me back to Grandpapa’s villa, and on the way, she told me a story about the Wishing Tree that I’d never heard before or since. She said that the Wishing Tree was an emanation of a great and powerful creator, one who could bend reality itself to our will — if it so chose. A creator who actually answers prayers, unlike our deaf angels.”

“Creator… a word that could mean many things.”

“I am still as mystified as you. I wanted to learn more, but I never saw the old woman again. It’s a big reason why I became so interested in religions.” Alia scratched her head. “Oh, and she called him Kaslas. She said Kaslas and Saklas were two faces of the same whole.”

“Like a two-headed snake. Imagine that — a Fallen King is one of the Twelve Holies. If an inquisitor heard you say that…”

“I know.” Alia nodded in her anxious way. “But though they are two in one, they are not exactly the same. Saklas writes down our destinies, the old woman told me, and Kaslas rewrites them.”

War horns sounded from Krum’s camp. He’d already blown them once, to order his forces into position. This second time was likely to prepare them to charge.

“I’m afraid we’ll have to finish discussing your campfire tale some other time.” I stood, cradling my helmet.

“Break their bones,” my wife said. “As scary as those tales are, nothing scares me more than the thought of Rubadi rampaging through my home. If we don’t prevail, who knows how many will die? Who knows how many will be dishonored?”

When we’d met, she’d told me that she never quite felt at home, here. That she’d always felt like she didn’t belong. It was a common discomfort among us Emigrants. But Alia had never left Sempuris, and so would have nowhere else to put her love. Once we won this war, I’d have to take her to see the world. Perhaps, then, she’d feel as unmoored as I did.

I joined my lieutenants on the second fort’s battlements. Since it stood on a small hill, we could see over the tree line and across into the Damav, where Krum’s horde waited. Though Bal had not ceased blasting his bombards, Krum had still not blown the final horn to attack.

Between our lines and theirs were myriad swamps and rubble-covered pathways. Perhaps we’d made the terrain too difficult. Sometimes, making things harder for the enemy is a mistake. Not allowing your enemy to retreat, for example, only goads them into fighting to the death, which brings out the beast in men like naught else. Or perhaps they were frightened of the wormrot. Or perhaps they were just watching and waiting.

A large part of winning a battle is correctly guessing what your enemy is thinking and doing what they don’t want you to do. Doubtless, Krum was guessing at my aims from across the battlefield.

“Captain, may I have a quick word?” It was Heath. The man was so bloodless and mousy, I hadn’t even noticed he’d climbed up behind us. I stood with him out of earshot of the others.

“Something is unsettling me,” he said.

“Twenty thousand barbarians will do that.”

“So will one cocksure bloodwriter.”

“Jon?”

“Trevor’s tale only served to terrify me more. Jon could get himself killed fighting a sungorger like that. And Mara could be caught between. Give me permission to order him not to attempt to apprehend her.”

Heath had a soft heart. I did not respect it, but I respected that despite his soft heart, he’d never turned from his duty nor from our cause.

Jon’s methods did unsettle me, at times, but I’d resolved to believe in him. Now was not the time to question our greatest asset.

“Jon deserves my trust just as much as you do. He wouldn’t endanger Mara. But if it comforts you, you may ask him to remain patient. To only act when the opportunity presents itself.” It sounded obvious enough.

Heath nodded and swatted away the biter flies. “Captain, don’t you think bombarding their camp to be a poor strategy? Should you not aim for the riders, themselves?”

“If the riders fear for their own children, they’ll pressure their commanders to order the attack. A hasty charge, made in desperation, is better for us than a cold, calculated one.” I put my hand on his shoulder and shook him lightly. “Do you want to win this battle, Heath? Or do you want to be the most moral man in the ditch they’ll bury us in if we lose?”

The third horn sounded before he could open his mouth.

The ground shook with the rumble of thousands of horsemen. Rubadi ululations and Ruthenian war cries rang musically across the sky, which had become so clear — save for a few stray clouds — that the angels themselves could watch the battle. Our own musicians banged their sticks against their drums to set the rhythm for our matchlock fire.

For all the bloodshed and terror, battle sounded better than any symphony. On the western side, Krum’s tide rode around the ruins of the first fort, halted at our trench, then fired their arrows at the matchlock men across before retreating. In the east, they charged through the narrow, rubble strewn paths into our pike-and-shot formations. Their matchlock-wielding riders halted just before the pikemen, aimed down their sights, and fired their volleys before retreating to the back of their own lines to reload.

Krum’s tactics were no less advanced and adapted than those of the Kashanese cavalry. He must’ve had some experienced and worldly commanders in his employ. I’d expected him to be more aggressive than this, to attempt to use his numbers to smash through our formations. But it seemed he was on the clever edge of my range of assumptions.

“Tell Bal to fire the bombards at the riders,” I said to one of the Company messengers on hand. “We need to break their rhythm.”

“Yes, Captain,” the young man replied before jogging off toward the bombards, most of which were positioned on the heights outside the second fort.

“Look.” Commander Demetri pointed to Krum’s back right, which had veered away and was riding wide around the swamps to the far west, almost out of our eye.

“Unless they can gallop across a lake, I wouldn’t worry.”

“A lot of villages that way,” Demetri said.

“We sent criers long ago warning them of both the wormrot and Krum’s advance.”

“Some love their land more than their lives.”

Then they’d chosen to die with what they loved and earned no spare sympathy from us.

“What matters is that it leaves Krum’s western flank lighter.” I gestured to our gunners, a mix of Company men and imperials, who bravely faced down Krum’s archers from across our burning trenches. Shield bearers would defend them from arrow volleys, and then they would fire through the gaps between the shields. It did not make for accurate shooting, but some of Krum’s riders had fallen to the bullets.

Stars shimmered over the Damav on the only cloud in the northern sky: Heath cautioning Jon.

Jon’s reply came fast: MICAH GOING WEST. MARA ALONE.

A strange direction for Micah to head. But it was easy enough for one man, alone, to cross a lightly guarded swamp. He was coming to kill me and take Ana, wasn’t he? Was he doing it out of love for Mara? Had she seduced him? Had she invited him to her bed? She always was a clever woman. She always knew how to whisper in a man’s ear, like a jinn, and make him dance like it was his own idea.

Thoughts of their intimacy bittered my blood. I could deal with Micah and Mara after the battle was won. As long as Jon kept his eye on them, we remained in firm control.

The enemy found it difficult to kill us, but we also found it difficult to kill them. This would be a grueling grind. But it was proceeding along one of my predicted paths, which allowed me room to finally breathe.
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MICAH


I spotted Jon’s eye hovering above, and for the second time, failed to smite it. The crafty ball was as good at evading my bolts as these biter flies were at evading our hands.

Suddenly, a cloud star glimmered like a diamond in heaven. I had to assume Jon was telling Vasco my movements. I could only hope he wouldn’t also try to seize Mara in my absence. With Princip — and Krum’s entire camp — protecting her, I needed to put it out of my mind. I needed to focus only on slaying Vasco and rescuing Ana.

Krum ordered his back right to ride into the western lands. I assumed he wanted to distract Vasco and force him to move some of his lines toward the west. But it would take days for Krum’s force to ride around the lake, and they would be alone, without a baggage train in support. Still, considering Vasco’s staunch north-facing defense works, opening another front was what I would do were I in command. Krum needed to use his numbers to smother Vasco’s army, and the best way to do that was to expand the currently constricted battlefield.

But I had to focus on my own battle. This swampland would not be undefended — certainly, Vasco was not fool enough to think terrain alone could stop an attack. Krum would test these swamplands, too, with smaller sorties. It was a battlefield, and I needed to keep aware of every danger.

I stayed in the dust and mud kicked up by thousands of Krum’s riders as they thundered west. I followed the hoof prints they left in the dirt, which were so numerous, they were smeared like the tracks of wagons. I moved into the tree line and across wetter and wetter ground, the stink of stagnant water and decayed vegetation worsening with every step. The sounds of battle became like the songs of thousands of lonely birds — merely noise. Matchlocks, bombards, arrows, ululations, drums, war cries, and even steel against steel — it blended together into a cacophonous ballad.

As I stepped through mud, another sound added itself to the chorus: the croaking of frogs. Soon, my steps turned into trudges, and mud gave way to water. Humid air clung to my sweaty skin. Leaf-filled ponds surrounded me, and I paid a thought to the beasts that might be lurking beneath, unconcerned about the battle and yet no less voracious than the men fighting in it.

I maneuvered around the water, often grasping tree branches and logs to remain dry. I tested the ground wherever I stepped, patting it with my foot before committing my whole weight. I tore off a branch, then used it to test the ground ahead.

I misstepped and almost tripped into a tangled mess of roots. When I tried to shift my weight to the other side, I almost fell into sickly green water. I balanced precariously, but I kept going.

I crossed that swamp, then another, and another. Mud covered me to the waist. I emptied my boots of muck, then continued on what was — at least for now — drier, forested land.

Which also meant danger. Vasco could have sentries patrolling. I alerted to the sounds of galloping. I dashed behind a tree, hopeful I wouldn’t be spotted by whoever was riding by.

Rubadi. Mud covered the legs of their horses. They’d crossed the swamp, too, likely to keep Vasco on his toes and force him to send units to repel them, which he could hardly spare.

But their task did not concern me. I stayed within the tree line and walked onward.

Screams. Wails. Shrieks. Nearby. I ought to just ignore it. I ought to keep going. But they were coming from a cluster of shanties built near flowing water. Those were the screams of Crucian villagers, like me. People I’d once sworn to defend with my life. People I’d conquered Kostany to save.

But I was not a conqueror. Not anymore. And yet…

The screams grew shriller, as if someone’s soul were being pulled from their body. I should’ve ignored it, but instead I closed in, hid behind a bush, and peeked my head out.

The Rubadi who’d just rode past me were going door to door and cutting down anyone inside. A chiseled, spear-wielding barbarian pulled a young girl out of a shack. Black of hair, like Elly. Her parents were sprawled on the ground, bleeding from the spear wounds in their bellies, their intestines spilling.

To Lat we belong and to her we return. Man of Peace’s refrain passed through my mind. But battle was no time to be mourning.

Vasco must’ve commanded these villagers to leave the battlefield, long ago. But as a commander of many battles, I knew well the stubbornness of certain folk. No matter how much you warn them that the enemy is coming, no matter how much you plead for them to flee to safety, they remain. And more often than not, they die.

But the girl that Rubadi man was now tossing around… she wasn’t old enough to have made that decision. She did not deserve to suffer for the foolish choices of her mother and father. She did not deserve to be raped and murdered by seven Rubadi and Ruthenian men. No Crucian girl deserved such a fate.

I made a fist, pulled the fire from my veins into it, then opened my palm. My bolt hit the tree nearest them, torching it, turning it black, and alighting its branches and leaves. For a brief second, the whip of thunder drowned out all other noises.

I readied a second blast in case they still tried to harm her. But the men threw the girl onto the ground, jumped upon their mares, and galloped away. I stepped out of cover and hurried over to her.

“Run south,” I said as she sat in a daze between the blood pools of her mother and father’s corpses. “Run and don’t stop running.”

It was her best chance at surviving. She must’ve been Princip’s tender age. Even if she did run south, dozens of dangers awaited her on that path. And yet, what else could I say to her?

The girl looked past my shoulder. Her eyes went wide. In her pupil’s reflection, I saw the figure of a swordsman.

I swerved as best I could, but the blade bit into my right shoulder, into the flesh just above my metal arm.

I made a fist, opened it, and summoned lightning to smite him. But my hand erupted with painful sparks. I could not pull enough fire from my veins, likely because some of those veins had just been severed.

With my flesh hand, I unsheathed the sword on my back. The man who’d tried to murder me was its owner. Or was it merely the ghost of the swordsman whom Princip had shot dead?

“That thunder blast was very helpful,” he said. “Thank you for giving away your exact position.”

“I watched you die.”

“You watched me get shot. Hardly the same thing.”

In our haste to escape the convent, I’d neglected to stab him dead. It was this mistake that now haunted me, not a ghost.

“I’m so glad we finally get to duel,” he said. “You have my gratitude for keeping my sword safe, sharpened, and shiny. I was so worried it had gotten lost. It was my master’s sword, you see. He taught me everything, including how to be silent.”

So that was why I hadn’t heard him. He’d learned how to stalk the battlefield like the unseen, yet ever present angel of death.

This swordsman was even taller than me. I’d never fought someone taller than me. Now I realized why I’d won so many duels: it didn’t seem easy to block and counter an attack from above.

He wielded a typical Crucian longsword, though he wrapped his hands around the grip awkwardly, as if he were clutching something with a different shape. The sword tip was pointed at my feet; he wasn’t used to the weight, was he? I could use that against him.

With his chin, he gestured to the cut he’d made in my right shoulder. “You’re bleeding quite a lot. Sungorgers have such obvious weaknesses.” And then he disappeared.

He reappeared at my left, blade gliding down toward my neck. I raised my gunmetal hand to block, then dashed backward to put distance between us.

“Impressive,” he said. “No one has ever parried that move before.”

“You disappeared.” I raised my sword to guard my neck. It seemed to be his most comfortable height. “You a sorcerer?”

“Our eyes don’t see the world as it is, only as we think it is. It doesn’t take a sorcerer to exploit that. All it takes is technique.”

“You learn these techniques in the Silklands?” If so, I feared what else he knew. Jauz had proved how cunning Silklanders could be.

“We don’t even use swords anymore in the Silklands. They’re only for ceremony.”

“I’ve heard.” I shifted my stance. “Then why are you so good with one?”

“There are still those who keep to ancient ways.” He shifted his stance to account for mine. “Who preserve knowledge and entire ways of life, even if not immediately useful. There is beauty in that — but what would a conqueror know of beauty?”

“I am more than just a conqueror.” Man of Peace had taught me the beauty of words. But battle was no time for beauty. Today, I had to be nothing but a conqueror.

By now, my right shoulder was screaming. I could not pay it any attention. All I could do was watch the swordsman and wait for an opening. Or better yet, if I could anticipate and block his next attack quickly enough, I’d have enough time to counter.

But if I couldn’t see him, there was no hope of anticipating his attacks.

The swordsman vanished. He reappeared in the air above me. I rolled forward under him as he impaled the ground where I’d been standing.

I swiped at his back in a wide arc. But by the time my blade reached him, he’d swerved to face me, his own blade at perfect height to guard.

Steel kissed steel and the clang reverberated through the forest. The swordsman lowered himself and swiped at my leg. I blocked with my blade, then through strength alone, tried to force his blade away from his body.

But the swordsman was as strong as me. He used my own force against me, breaking from the clash. I fell to my right as he lunged his tip at my chest.

Despite the pain, I raised my gunmetal hand just in time to deflect his blade. Normally, my hand would’ve broken any other material. But in its weakened state, it seemed incapable of even that.

We danced, our blades in a tangle. Our battle joined the chorus of sounds, just one among so many bouts. I feared getting used to the rhythm. I feared the sudden dissonance he could bring to undermine the harmony our blows had thus far followed. I had to be the pattern breaker, not him.

After blocking a downward lunge with my blade, I dropped onto the ground and swept his feet. The tall man did not jump in time. He fell onto his side. Now on my knees, I lunged to impale him.

But even on the ground, he managed to raise his blade in time to block.

I did something either foolish or masterful. I dropped my sword, grabbed his wrists, pushed them to the ground, then climbed on top of him.

I bashed my skull into his nose. Stars erupted across my vision as blood shot out his nostrils. I liked the sight of his blood, even amid all these stars, so I did it again.

The swordsman pushed to throw me off with all his weight, but I resisted. Then he suddenly pushed the other way. I flew off and tumbled across the mud and leaves — but I managed to grab my sword. We both got back to our feet, swords in hand. I only hoped he looked a lot worse than me.

Twigs snapped. Another man approached, his matchlock aimed at me. It was Heath, the healer who’d saved my life and whom we’d spared. Another mistake I’d rue?

He pulled the trigger. I raised my gunmetal fist to my face as the matchlock boomed. The swordsman glided toward me almost as fast as the bullet. I had to block his sword swing at the same time or I was dead.

And then his sword flew off his hand, like a rocket, past my shoulder. Another matchlock fired, this time from behind me.

A hole appeared in the swordsman’s forehead, blood splattering outward. He fell forward onto his face.

Heath dropped his matchlock and glared in stupefied horror at his dead comrade. I turned to see who’d saved my life.

It was Princip. He was impaled against a tree, still clutching his smoking matchlock. The swordsman’s blade had caught him in the belly. The boy was trying to pull it out, but he didn’t have the strength.

I pulled it out for him. He slid against the bark, leaving a blood trail, and dropped onto the ground, his head reclining against the tree’s jutting roots. Blood spurted like lava from his belly. He took all that pain without screaming. He looked at me and said, “Metal.”

“You should’ve stayed with Mara.”

I covered his wound with my hands, but the blood seeped through. I looked over my shoulder at Heath, who now knelt next to the dead swordsman.

Before he could even look my way, I grabbed his collar and dragged him over to Princip. I put my hands around the healer’s neck. “Save his life,” I demanded. “Save it or I will pull your eyeballs out and feed them to you. Save his life, now.”

Heath gazed at Princip’s erupting wound. He shook his head. “There’s nothing I can do.”

“This boy cannot die. Do you understand?”

“I’m a healer. I would save his life if I could. But his wound is too grievous.”

“He cannot die!” My spittle blasted onto the healer’s face.

I pulled off Princip’s shirt. The sword had caught him in a bad place and gone straight through. I’d never known anyone to survive being impaled like that. Still, I put my hands on the eruption, hoping, praying it would somehow stop. “No. Not like this. Not again.”

“Why are you crying, Metal?”

“I’m not.”

“Yes, you are.”

Heath took the chance to scurry away. I couldn’t remove my hands from Princip’s wound to stop him.

The boy spat blood onto my chin. “Tell me about him. About my father. About Kevah.”

An ocean of his blood now painted my hands and the roots around us. What could I say about Kevah, other than to speak about his battle prowess? He was a good soldier, though it meant nothing.

“I… I don’t know… I don’t…”

“Come now, Metal. Tell me about my mother, then. Tell me I wasn’t born from bones.”

She’d given him to the Palace of Bones. Was that what he wanted to hear in his dying moments? Because it was all I knew of her, other than that she was an evil woman who served an evil god.

“It’s all right, then,” Princip said, as if to spare me my own agony. “You’re the one who taught me where the heart is. Go on… Metal. This pain… isn’t much fun.”

He sounded like he was going to sleep.

“First… give me… my flute…”

I pulled the slender instrument out of his trouser pocket. I put it between his lips. He didn’t have the strength to blow into the crown. He whistled, instead. A sad song, like a sunset that you never want to end, but it always does, leaving you cold and alone.

“You… play… it…”

“I don’t know this melody.”

“Just… follow… my…” He began to whistle faintly.

I took the flute and brought it to my lips. I tried to play the notes of the sad song he’d learned from the girl in his dreams, but I hardly knew which holes to cover to make each sound that he whistled. With the strength left to him, Princip put his fingers on the holes as I blew into the crown. Together, we played the sad song from his dream as the sun set in my heart, only stopping once Princip’s strength had faded and he could move his fingers no more.

And then all I could do was cry.

“A sad sight.” The voice came from behind my back.

I turned to see Elly with black-on-black eyes. Her grin was so wide, I feared it’d snap out of her jaw. An obsidian aura shimmered around her, clashing with the muted green of the forest.

“Save his life,” I begged. “Please.”

“Anything for you, Papa.”

Elly knelt and dipped her fingers in his blood. She wrote a rune of stars and symbols on his belly, then placed her hand over the wound. When she lifted it, the gushing hole had closed over, the scar growing out of the bloodrune itself.

“You’re a bloodwriter…”

“I’m everything.”

“Will he be all right?”

“He never was. But he’s not going to die, if that’s what you mean.”

I covered my face with my bloody hands and sobbed into them, the relief of her words flooding me.

“A crying conqueror.” Elly chuckled in her dark way. “Utay used to cry a lot, too, though he never let his wives or warriors see. I would watch him shed tears from my perch. It helped me know just where to pull and push to reach his heart.”

What did the Sirmian conqueror of Kostany have to do with anything? I decided not to humor her. I wiped away my tears, replacing each one with Princip’s blood.

“You tricked us,” I said. “Why did you lead us to Pendurum?”

She spread her arms wide. “For this. To make it all happen.”

“So your agenda was — what — to bring Krum to the Deadwood?”

“You helped, didn’t you? You slew the Fallen Angel and opened the path. Remember what I said about your good intentions?” Her grin snapped wide. “Now hear the gunshots. Hear the screams.”

They’d become background noise and difficult to discern from all the other battle sounds.

My right shoulder had gone numb. The blood had not ceased leaking this entire time and now formed a trail across the ground.

“I can take care of that.” Elly dipped her finger in Princip’s blood and wrote a rune onto my bare skin. As soon as she whispered the incantation, the screams of pain in my shoulder became whispers.

I pulled starfire into my gunmetal palm and formed a ball of lightning. I closed my fist, satisfied to have regained my power.

“Go forth.” Ahriyya rubbed her swollen belly. “Father of my son.”

“You said you feared your daughter. That you wouldn’t go near Vasco because she was hovering near him. Did you lie about that, too?”

“I did and I didn’t.” She shrugged. “Taurvi and I have had a tumultuous relationship these past four hundred years. But we do align on matters, from time to time.”

“Align?”

“You’ll see. You have not been paying attention to what’s really going on, have you, Micah?”

I’d known all along that I couldn’t trust this demon. And yet, I’d been granted my powers by her. She’d just saved Princip’s life, too. I needed her aid, but I also needed to be wary, lest I become her puppet.

I picked up the boy and cradled him. The rumble of horses sounded from the path. The second I turned away, a drongo fluttered into the air where Ahriyya had just been standing, its eyes like baths of blood.

I snuck behind the largest oak I could find as riders galloped by on their mud-covered mares. I recognized them.

“Boris! Vidar!” I called.

Armored in chain and leather and plate, with accents of bone and antler, the two looked as fierce as any Rubadi warrior on the battlefield. They pulled their reins, their mares whinnying and rearing up, then trotted over to me.

“Malak… what happened to your son?” Boris asked, a composite bow in his hands.

“Take him back to camp, please.”

“Boy got himself in trouble, did he?” Vidar pulled some rope off his saddle. “He all right?”

“He will be,” I said.

Vidar helped me tie Princip to Boris’ back.

“Get him to my wife. Make sure they’re cared for.” I tightened the knot at Boris’ side.

“So much blood…” Boris looked me up and down, dismay heavy on his face.

“This is only the start.” I rubbed Princip’s leg, wishing I could be there when he woke.

“Do what you must and leave him to us.” Vidar clicked his tongue. “We best not linger.” His horse veered back toward the path.

“Saklas watch over you, Malak.” Boris spurred his mare and followed his friend.

I watched them ride toward the swamps which divided our camp from this battlefield. I made a fist with my gunmetal hand, sucking all my rageful heat into it. The agenda of the Fallen Angels that Ahriyya had hinted at… whether I was a part of it or not, I would pay it no mind.

I would do what I should’ve done the day those slavers kidnapped Elly. I would protect those I cared for, at any cost, with all the power in me — whether of the light or the dark. I would drink deep of the hymning stars and destroy all who dared beset our path.

I was no man of peace. Not today.
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MARA


Bombard blasts shook the mountain we huddled within, causing ruddy silt to mist in the air. I feared the cave would fall upon us each time the walls jostled, but the Rubadi assured me that Damav stone was stauncher than any. Princip had gone to make water, according to the guards who allowed him outside while I slept, and I feared a stray blast might hit him on the way. I feared for Micah as he walked the battlefield, and I feared for Ana, wherever she was.

I was nothing but a bundle of fears in the shape of a woman. I had been so, ever since Vasco had returned. All he did was make me fear. If he was dead, maybe I wouldn’t fear, anymore.

Or maybe my fears had already triumphed. Maybe I was doomed to live this way, watching every dark corner with a thudding heart; waking in the dead of night and not being able to go back to sleep, even though all that awaited me were nightmares; hearing my daughter’s screams as Vasco put her face to the fire, wherever I went.

But long ago, I was more than a bundle of fears. I had something called hope, and I tasted its sweet promise. I believed in becoming better. I took vows of betterment, I raised children, and I tried to be kind, even to strangers. I wanted to learn and I wanted to live, and I’d smile at the shiny rocks by the river’s edge just as I would at a pretty sunrise. The world was a garden, and I had not yet been bitten by its thorns.

Maybe that happier me was still here, buried beneath all these fears. Wounded, but not yet gone. Or maybe she was dead, like so much innocence. Maybe I would never know what it was like to feel good again, except in the fading memories of a woman who liked to smile and dream.

I wondered if Micah was the same. I wondered if he felt buried by his grief. If I could not help myself, then maybe I could help him. He deserved some kindness — maybe even warmth — did he not? But it wasn’t only that… there was another feeling buried beneath all my fears. A feeling like a sweet song plucked on my heart, distant yet scented with promise.

Asparia took my hand, pulling me away from my thoughts. She squeezed it. I squeezed hers back. Nothing was said. She knew and I knew that all we could do was wait by this cave fire, surrounded by the mahogany embrace of the Damav.

Princip was long to return, so I stood to get him.

“I’m sure he’s just taking his time,” Asparia said.

“Why did they even let him pass, all by himself?”

“If he’s old enough to fight, he’s old enough to piss without his mother.”

“I have to go get him.”

“I can go with you, if it helps settle your nerves.”

I nodded. My Crucian manner kept me aloof from these horse folk. I’d not blended in, though neither had she. Her manner was… I could not even say. I had not the worldly knowledge to know from what tree she’d fallen.

We stepped outside the cave mouth. The camp was a chaotic jumble. Horse warriors choked up every lane, trotting toward the battlefield, stopping at blacksmiths or food stalls or tree temples, which were gers they’d erected around timeless oaks that surrounded the mountain. Oaks their woods witches claimed were alive with the souls of the ancients.

We looked for Princip at the line of elms where others were making water, though he was nowhere. Bile rose and sizzled inside me. Ice slid across my arms. I'd dozed off for mere moments, and he’d used the chance to slip away. I should not have let him out of my sight. But it seemed the boy had insisted to the guards that he was only going out to make water, and he’d never lied so boldly before.

Had he chosen this moment to do so? Had he… had he marched off toward the battle? Or to follow Micah?

With so many riders around me, and so much horse stink, my head felt like an air-filled sack that had just popped. Asparia caught me as I lurched to the side.

“We ought to get back to the cave,” she said. “I’ll ask my friends to find him. They’re not as useless as they look. I once saw Boris track a deer while blindfolded. The lout won quite the coin load for that challenge.”

“But what if— what if⁠—“

“‘What if’ never helps. There’re twenty thousand hunters here. He didn’t go anywhere without some of us seeing. Will be easy and quick. Just leave him to us.”

Asparia called over a muscled man in a horned helmet whose name was Harl. He had a morning star strapped to his back and a stern look about him, his frown resting low.

“Her son’s missing,” Asparia said in Crucian.

“Malak’s son is our son,” Harl replied. They both had such stretched accents, though they stretched in opposite directions. “We’ll find the little trouble maker.”

Harl went toward the battle lines. But I could not go back to the cave and rest while Princip was out there, somewhere.

“I’ll search around camp,” I said.

“It would be better if⁠—“

“I am sorry, Asparia, but I cannot rest when both my children are…”

Asparia nodded with understanding. “All right. I’ll help you.”

I did not know heads from tails in this maze of gers, stalls, sheds, and stables, all of which they’d built within days of arriving. It was difficult enough to see over the horses. I simply picked a direction and kept my eyes open, hoping to see Princip examining the wares at a stall or playing with the foals. We went to a cluster of stalls, each selling trinkets or medicinals that promised battle blessings and benefits, even tree roots supposedly from Caecara, where these people believed Saklas had descended, fifteen years ago.

“Crucian lady,” said a balding, gray man behind one of the stalls. His accent was proper. “I’ve got a brew here for lovemaking. One drop in your man’s stew, and he’ll never fail to satisfy you.”

“I’m looking for my son.” The stink of his potions itched my nose. “Yellow hair, curly. Eyes green.”

“Not seen him. But I’ve got a concoction that’ll do wonders for your eyesight, and you’ll never lose him again.”

“Some other time, perhaps.”

Asparia tapped my shoulder. She pointed to a pillar of smoke blooming from a cluster of gers in the distance. All manner of folk were running from it and yelling.

“Fire,” Asparia said.

I rubbed my arms, praying Princip had not gone that way. Praying they would smother the flame before it spread vast across our ger sea.

Screams added to the brewing chaos — but they came from the opposite direction. A stampede of folk ran by our stalls, and as they shouted the one word they kept repeating, more folk scattered, spreading the panic. The stall seller’s eyes went wide. He cursed, then hurried to follow the tide.

“Wormrot,” Asparia translated with a shudder. “There’s wormrot inside camp.”

I glared at the ground. Between the fire and the worms, where had Princip gone?

Strange that the wormrot was coming from the north part of the camp which stretched into the mountain range. There’d been no wormrot at any of the villages we passed on our way down. But the plague was known to be sudden and all-destroying.

I glared at the ground, terrified of the snake-like creatures. I’d never witnessed one with my own eyes, but I’d heard so many stories and seen scrawled drawings in the books I’d read while at the convent.

Asparia tugged on my wrist. “It’s madness to linger. Those worms are the enemy of all life.”

But what if Princip was where the worms were?

“You go,” I said. “I’ll look around for him some more.”

“I told Malak I’d keep you safe. There’s no way I’m letting you wander off on your own.”

“But—“

“The boy is clever, isn’t he? I’m sure he’s got the good sense to go with everyone else. We have to get behind that fire. Flames’ll cook those worms good.”

Sensible words, and yet I felt so selfish thinking about my own safety while Princip was lost.

Something was strange about all of this: a fire breaking out on one side of camp and wormrot on the other, at the exact same time?

I gazed up at the sky. An eye hovered above, its oversized red iris aimed at me. It was the first time I’d seen it, though Princip had spotted it many a time.

Red Jon was here.

Asparia gaped at it, too. Jon was watching us. Jon was doing this. And maybe Jon had taken Princip.

“Mara.”

I turned to see the bloodwriter standing next to an ancient oak. He wore his rune-covered robe, his fingers dripping with fresh blood. He’d been busy.

“Come be with your daughter.” He strode toward us. I grabbed a bottle filled with blue fluid from behind the potion seller’s stall.

“Your family wants you back.” He showed me an open hand. “There’s no need to run. No need to struggle. Let me take you to where you belong. You are one of us.”

“I’m not.”

“Deny it all you want, but it’s your shadow. It follows you everywhere.”

Asparia pulled a bone-hilt dagger from her fur coat. I gestured for her to keep back. Weapons wouldn’t protect her from Jon. Vasco had boasted to me of Jon’s abilities. “He once made the sun appear to rise in the west and set in the east. He is the greatest bloodwriter on earth,” he’d said as he kept me prisoner in that windowless room below the convent. “And his cause and mine are one.”

“What have you done with Princip?”

“The boy is not my concern anymore.”

They’d been bleeding him at the convent. And even putting blood into him. I did not believe Jon for a second.

“Come be with Ana. She misses you.”

“Then give her back to me.”

“You belong with us.” He put his dry, left hand on his heart. “It was hard for me, in the beginning, too. Just another hungry mouth fleeing the blood plague, wondering why I’d never had a home. Each of us knows the pain you’re feeling. It was remembrance that saved me. I can help you to remember, Mara. You are running from yourself. Remembrance will give you peace. Will free you from the shackles of this fading world.”

“You don’t want me to remember. You want me to forget my own daughter.” I raised the bottle as if it were a sword. “You want my love for her to grow cold so that I will only love people like you and him. But I will never, ever allow myself to become like you.”

He showed me his palms. They were as empty as his pleas. “Mara, you know he and I will not back down. You know you’re only making this difficult. And the more difficult you make this,” he glanced at Asparia, “the more others are going to get hurt.”

His hands moved, wave like. The blood on his fingers trailed across the air, as if it were his canvas. The rune he wrote glowed, and a cloud seeped out of it.

I threw the bottle at his feet; glass shards and blue fluid scattered across the ground.“Run!” I grabbed Asparia’s hand and we dashed across the lane, into the next one, then through an empty, hay-filled stable. We crept behind a massive ger, which was patterned with grinning trees.

I peeked behind my back. Jon stood a stone’s throw away, writing another rune on the air. A cloud grew out of this one, too. He clutched his shortsword and dipped it in the cloud. When he pulled the sword out, it resembled something covered in soap foam. Micah had described how he’d flung fire. Was he going to fling that at us?

Jon would never hurt me, so I could only guess that its power was to immobilize or put to sleep, like Heath’s gas.

The bloodwriter approached. Asparia and I dashed behind the next ger, this one patterned with horses. She still clutched her dagger.

“Put that away,” I whispered. “You’ll get yourself killed.”

She nodded and stuck it in her robe pocket. When she turned to peek at Jon, I pulled it out and put it up my sleeve.

“What do you vow in the Archangel’s name?” the hieromonk had asked me, so many years ago, as I knelt before the altar with my hand on my heart.

“By the Archangel, I vow to harm no man or woman, so long as I draw breath.” What would she think of me now, taking a dagger into my hand?

Jon approached from the right of the ger, so we dashed to the left. Another Jon met us there.

Both Jons flung their sword mist at us. But the one behind us was obviously a mirrored, left-handed illusion. I pulled Asparia back before the mist hit her, then dashed through the false Jon toward another ger.

“Is she your little barbarian friend?” Jon said with a sneer. “I don’t want you to hate us anymore than you already do. But I will kill her if you make this difficult.”

“Run,” I whispered to Asparia. “Please. Let me deal with him alone.”

A worm crawled across her shoes. I covered her mouth before she could scream. I sensed, just like the false Jon, that they too were illusions. Otherwise they would’ve already gone inside us.

The only thing that wasn’t an illusion was the fire Jon had started at the south of camp. A fire whose smoke now spread across the sky. Its dark haze thickened the air, even where I stood.

“I’ll go left,” I whispered. “You go right as soon as he nears, all right? Don’t stop running.”

“I’m no craven. I’ll not⁠—“

“I need you to find my son.”

“I know he’s not your son.”

“He is not my blood, but he is every speck my son. Go and find him, please. Leave this awful man to me.”

Jon turned the corner at our left as Asparia dashed to the right, away from us. I tried to charge at him, then veer off, so he wouldn’t have space to swing his sword. But Jon did something I never expected. He stuck his shoulder out.

It impacted my chest. My ribs shrieked. I recoiled against the post of a ger and then onto the ground, as Jon drew another bloodrune upon the air. His sword had no mist on it anymore, so it seemed he needed to conjure another cloud.

“Heath will help you with the pain,” he said. “And so will this sleep.”

He blew onto the cloud pouring out of the circle in the bloodrune. It billowed toward me, blocking him from my sight — but also blocking me from his.

I summoned all my strength to climb back to my feet, though kept low so the eye above would not see my movements.

“Jon.” I made my voice tender. Disarming. “Don’t hurt me.”

“I’d never hurt one of our own. Let the mist take you, Mara. You’ll wake up to Ana’s face. I promise.”

“All right, then.”

I let the dagger fall out of my sleeve and into my hands. Archangel forgive me. Then I dashed through the mist, blade raised, and lunged at Jon’s chest.

The mist immersed me within its soft folds. But what my blade bit was as soft. Flesh. Jon groaned as he fell backward, me on top.

He’d been gazing the other way. Something had distracted him. Asparia’s faint outline looked ghostly through the sleeping fog. Her hands were glowing as if imbued with starlight.

“Ugh.” Jon shuddered. He tried to push me off but was too weak. “Vasco was right. You are devious.” He coughed blood onto my tunic. “I thought… you took… a vow…” Blood pooled in his mouth with every word.

“I vow only to protect Ana and Princip. May the Archangel forgive me.”

I pulled my dagger out, red spraying, then plunged it through him one more time before sleep made heavy my limbs and mind.
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VASCO


I was returning from the privy near my room when a man confronted me in the hallway. My heart almost thudded out of my throat at the sight of him.

A shadowless Priam the Priest grinned so widely, his jawbone must’ve been broken. Anger shot through my veins, but I did not let it reach my tongue.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“Repayment for all I’ve done for you.”

Footsteps sounded from the bend in the hallway. I couldn’t converse with a dev here for all to see. I hurried to my room and shut the door. The Priest was already sitting nude on my bed, legs spread, his small limp cock dangling just beneath his sagging belly. I could not imagine anything more revolting. He stared at the painting of Partam the Apostle, which looked more crooked than ever.

“How about a tumble in the sheets, for old time’s sake?” His lips twitched with desire.

I snickered, though I hardly felt as fearless as I tried to seem. “If that settles my bill, then⁠—”

“IT WON’T.” The pitch black voice of the demon shot deep into my ears, harsher than any gunshot.

I grabbed my shaking arm. I rubbed it, pretending I was cold. “Let’s dispense with all else and get right to it. I have a battle to win. What do you want, Taurvi?”

Priam’s head snapped sideways, neck bending at a right angle. “I want you to lose the battle. On purpose.”

I laughed. It was full of jitters. “Preposterous. If I lose this battle, I’ll lose everything.”

“Not everything. I’ll make certain you lose so much more, should you decide to refuse my request.”

“Is this even a request?”

“Of course it is. I can’t force you to do anything. Nor can I harm you — it’s against our law. But I can whisper. I can whisper and whisper until you, and everyone you treasure, are swaying from the tall trees.”

“Losing the battle is out of the question.” I summoned every ounce of bravery I’d accumulated across a lifetime. “And your threats… your sickening attempts to intimidate me and pour salt on past wounds… they won’t bend me to your will.” I pointed to my own face, as if I were holding a pistol to my head, and smiled. “I’m the one who bends others, Taurvi. I bent the Exarch of Sempuris, and I bent you, Ahriyya’s own daughter. Now if you’d rather imagine our relationship to be more reciprocal, then I’ll give you the opportunity to make a more reasonable request of me. Otherwise, this conversation is over.”

I blinked, and it was no longer Priam the Priest sitting on the bed. It was Mara, in her full and sumptuous nakedness. She spread her legs across my sheets. How I longed to feel those breasts, soft as dough, in my hands.

“Your words make me so wet, Captain,” she said with Mara’s sweet voice. The tender one from my memories of our youthful passion. “Such a fearless man. No wonder everyone follows you. I want some of that fearlessness deep inside me.”

This dev sought to supply both my fears and desires. That way, she could push and pull me as she liked. But the real Mara would be with me, soon. And once she remembered our bond, once she realized how it stretched across worlds and lifetimes, then she’d invite me not just into her bed, but into her heart. Our souls would be one, again.

“I’m leaving.” I turned toward the door.

“Let Kardam Krum through,” the dev said, its voice no longer cloying. “And his wives. And a few hundred of his riders. Let them all through your little maze.”

“You mean past the fourth fort?”

“Yes. Let them ride off into the heart of the Deadwood. Do so, and you’ll never hear from me again.” She chuckled. “Though I suspect you might want my help in the future.”

Not if it came with so many strings. Allowing Krum, the Khagan of the Rubadi horde, to ride past my net and into the thick of the Deadwood was no small thing. My victory would never be complete without his subjugation or eradication. A partial victory would lack the gloss I needed to firm my slipping grip.

“Why?” I had to ask. “What wickedness are you and that savage planning?”

Mara rubbed her wet inner thigh. She licked the spit glistening on her lips. “Why should I tell you?” Her voice was sweeter than molasses mixed with honey. “You don’t want to share yourself with me, so why should I share myself with you?”

“Did Krum share himself with you?”

“Maybe.” She opened her legs wider. “Why don’t you lay your head right here and give it a sniff? See if you catch the stench of rotting roots.”

I wanted to, given that she looked exactly like Mara. But I was stronger than my fears and desires. She needed a better lure to collar me. But I also needed to settle things with this creature, lest she destroy everything I’d worked so hard to build.

“I’ll let him through,” I said. “But once he’s through, I will hunt him and his whole pack.”

“If you can.” Taurvi laughed — light notes mixed with demonic ones. “I’m so glad we’ve come upon an equitable agreement. And I do hope I haven’t soured you on future dealings.”

Now she was speaking like a merchant. But it was a language I knew too well. “You’re a dev. What did I expect?”

I blinked, and a drongo fluttered out of my window.

I’d have to sell it to Demetri and Yomathios as a tactical decision: we open the way so Krum’s force pours into the forests between the second and third forts. Then, we turn that area into a bloodbath. We repeat and funnel them into the grounds between the third and fourth forts, but only a few hundred, as I’d agreed with Taurvi. Then I could order the defenders around the fourth fort to feign retreat, thereby allowing Krum, his wives, and his vanguard into the depths of the Deadwood.

Militarily, it was the kind of plan a man who has more cleverness than sense would devise. But I could reverse it once everyone realized it wasn’t working, by marching a large number of troops northward from the fourth fort until we’d driven Krum’s lines back. We’d return to our current cautious battle lines, and I could personally chase Krum into the Deadwood and exterminate him.

“Daring,” was all Yomathios could say when I presented the idea to him and Demetri in the alley between the castle and the fort’s chapel. I’d pulled them aside to present the plan out of earshot of anyone else. “Things are going too slowly, for my likes,” he said. “Giving the infidels a few more inches to fight us on would help speed up the killing.” His eyes took on a zealous shade. “Archangel be praised. Let the blood of infidels water the Deadwood, I say.”

Demetri remained circumspect. The boy commander did not have the experience to evaluate what I’d presented, but the lives of thousands of his men weighed on his every decision. He must’ve been thinking about their wives back in the warm, forested groves near Tethys, and how he’d rather not make them into widows.

“But won’t we win, at the rate things are going?” he said. “Why risk a good position for a better one?”

The young man had asked the perfect question. He was more intelligent than I’d realized.

“Because by making this bold move, we could end this battle, today,” I replied. “And in doing so, we would save the lives of our men. They’ll be home at their hearths by the spring harvest.”

“The only thing you’re harvesting are the souls of good men,” said a voice at my back.

I turned to see Gonsalo. He’d been out of sight and mind, lately. But there he was, ten armed and armored Ethos Knights at his back.

“You’re not a military man, inquisitor,” I replied. “So I’d appreciate if you did not eavesdrop on our matters.”

“Oh, it’s not the only thing I happened to overhear.” He pointed a thick finger at me. “Vasco dei Cruz, you’ve been consorting with demons. With Fallen Angels. You concocted this very plan that you just presented in order to bring about the downfall of the Crucian Imperium and of all Ethosians — in service to a Fallen Angel.”

I chuckled. “That’s a fanciful tale. You should become a playwright.”

“I am a man of the angels.” He gestured for the Ethos Knights to draw their weapons. They stepped forward and aimed their crossbows at me. “I would never sully myself by consorting with actors and Fallen Angels, the way you do.”

As if he’d sensed this stinking mess, Two Gun Anton appeared behind them, a dozen Company men at his back. He drew his twin pistols as the Company men aimed their matchlocks at the backs of Gonsalo and the Ethos Knights.

“You were saying?” I grinned at Gonsalo, whose horn of a nose looked as crooked as ever.

But my grin soon faded. Behind Anton came the imperials. A score of them, wielding crossbows, matchlocks, and spears.

Gonsalo locked his venomous gaze on me. “I was saying — you are a traitor and an infidel, Vasco dei Cruz.”

“You are about to ignite a powder keg,” I said to the man who was once my brother of the cloth. “You would rather we kill ourselves than the enemy?”

“This is madness!” Demetri shouted. He seethed and glared fire at Gonsalo. “What evidence have you of this, aside from mere words?”

“I’ve been watching him,” Gonsalo replied. “Knew he was rotting inside. Could smell it in his breath, from the moment he stepped into the chapel to greet me. Behind the painting of Partam the Apostle in his room, you’ll find my spy hole. I watched as he walked in and conversed with a Fallen Angel, who changed forms as easily as you’d swap out your helmet. They plotted to let the Rubadi savages through our defenses.”

“This is all just more words!” I laughed, though I also realized I’d lost control.

Ten Ethos Knights, twelve Company men, and twenty imperials — all crammed into this narrow alley between the chapel and the castle. It was the imperials who had the numbers and the best position, being at the back. And it was Demetri who commanded them.

Gonsalo knew it too. He faced the boy commander. “The man is a traitor. He wants to open the way for the Rubadi so they can rampage through your lands. In the name of the Imperator, order his arrest. Or better yet, his execution, this moment.”

“You’d be ordering Krum’s victory,” I countered. “Without me, the East Islands Company will not fight for you. Will not feed you. Will not even toss a copper at your feet.”

“You know what it is you’re doing!” Gonsalo shouted. “You know your heart is as black as obsidian. You, who burned your own daughter’s face. You know what it is you are doing, and yet you’re lying! To everyone!”

“You’re the one who is lying. It’s you who is trying to aid Kardam Krum by spreading doubt and insurrection. Don’t think that the rest of us are so easily fooled.” I punched my own chest so hard, I feared I’d cracked something. “My wife is a daughter of this land. The blood of the Exarch. I have journeyed hundreds of miles and staked it all on this victory. How dare you accuse me of such unspeakable things?”

The trigger finger of the Ethos Knight whose crossbow bolt was aimed at my forehead jittered. So did the finger of Two Gun Anton, whose matchlock was pointed at the back of that man’s head. Behind him were even more twitchy fingers. It was all about to erupt, and who could say who would walk out of here alive?

Commander Demetri raised his right hand. He glanced across at everyone. “The day I was appointed commander of the Sempurian legion was also the day I learned my brother had died. He fell fighting the heathens at the Syr Darya, love for the Archangel and the purple beating in his heart. Imperator Josias himself put his scepter on my shoulders. He smeared heavy water across my forehead with his own finger and proclaimed me Legate — an old Crucian word, but one that still means something to me.” He lowered his hand, hovered it toward me, then pointed at Gonsalo. “Inquisitor Gonsalo, you are under arrest for making false accusations and for attempting to undermine our unity during a time of war.”

The Ethos Knights lowered their crossbows from my face.

“You cannot mean it.” Gonsalo gritted his misshapen teeth. “That man consorts with demons!”

“Seize him and put him in chains,” Demetri said. With the boy commander’s back turned away from me, I made sure to let Gonsalo see my grin.

“No.” Gonsalo glanced in fear at everyone around him. “I will not allow this demon servant to destroy us from within!” He grabbed a crossbow out of a knight’s hand. He raised it toward my chest and pressed the trigger.

Boom. Anton’s bullet shot upward through the back of Gonsalo’s jaw and out his nose, which exploded along with much of his face. The crossbow bolt shot just past my shoulder and into the red stone of the chapel.

Most of the blood splattered on Yomathios, who’d been silent. “The Archangel has made his will known,” he said as he wiped it off his eyebrows. “A liar gets what a liar gets.”

Demetri removed his hands from his ears, though I doubt they’d saved him from the bells that must’ve been ringing in his head.

I breathed out, but not all the way.

Taurvi had been staring at the painting of Partam the Apostle in my room. She’d known Gonsalo was listening. She’d waited for me outside my door, for that exact reason, hadn’t she? Which meant she’d schemed for all this to happen. She’d woven schemes within schemes. Who knew what other traps she’d laid for me?

Clever, clever dev.

I remained with Demetri near the chapel as the Ethos Knights dragged Gonsalo’s corpse away. I wanted to thank him, but doing so would imply that he’d done something he needn’t have rather than what was simply right.

“You told me I didn’t know how to climb,” he said.

“What?” I could hardly hear him because of the ringing, so wasn’t certain if he’d said what he’d said.

“The mountain. You said I’d been born near the top, and so I never learned how to climb.”

“Yes. I did say that.”

He gestured toward Gonsalo’s blood stains, which had bits of face flesh mixed in. “How much higher does that get me?”

The boy commander was becoming a man, before my very eyes. I couldn’t help but smile. “It gets you into my good graces. And I shall not forget it.”
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MICAH


The second fort’s towers loomed beyond the veiny leaves of the forest’s elms, red brick against a pale sky. But I knew it wasn’t just trees I’d have to pass to get there.

My legs ached from the trek and my arms from dueling the swordsman. I was not the young man who’d marched across Yuna, eager to fight any foe of the Black Legion. But I had to summon that young man’s zeal and battle prowess.

Paladins on horseback trotted along the high ground. They spotted me climbing up a rocky ledge. Before I could even count them, they aimed their crossbows and matchlocks at me while shouting, “Infiltrator!”

I swatted away the bullets and arrows. Then I conjured some of my own and flung them through the air.

The horses bolted as their riders fried in a show of lights. I climbed up the ledge. One of the riders had escaped and was waving a battle flag and blowing a horn at the edge of the tree line. I palmed a bolt at him. He became char. Judging by the rumble of horse hooves in the distance, he’d delivered his message.

Paladins came on horse and foot, each accented with purple. So did Ethos Knights, wearing plate enameled with the names of the Twelve, and gunners of the Company, who wore lighter armor without identifiers.

This force had faced westward in anticipation of a flanking attack by Krum, whose back right had crossed the swamps or rode around the lake. But none of those riders had massed to attack the fort and open up another battle line; they were more eager to raid nearby villages and create havoc. I suppose I’d have to form a new battle line, all by myself.

Cavalry and infantry charged me. I conjured a giant sword of lightning, then scythed through the first line, torching horse and man alike, cooking flesh inside armor. Some screamed “Demon!” and others “Fallen Angel!” yet they did not flee. They came at me from left, right, center, loosing arrows, shooting crossbows, firing matchlocks. My gunmetal hand, as if it carried a soul of its own, swatted each projectile, then countered with thunder that drowned out all other sounds.

Someone tossed a clay pot at me filled with gunpowder and a lit fuse. I palmed a bolt at it. The pot exploded in the air between us, almost blasting me off the ledge I’d just climbed.

I coughed smoke, then got back on my feet, sootier than I’d ever been, a screaming bell inside my ears. Gunners charged through the smoke and aimed at me from close range. I couldn’t swat all those bullets.

Before they could press their triggers, I pointed my forefinger at the sky. Red lightning cut across the clear canvas and blasted them. The shockwave fried half the men behind them, too, yet evaded me entirely.

An imperial jumped out of the bush at my side. I drew my longsword and impaled him through his breastplate. Then I marched forward and scythed through the next line with my longsword in one hand and spears and whips of lightning in the other. The more men I killed, the hotter the star heat bubbling through me, as if I were feeding my powers with the souls of dead warriors.

Another line came for me, this one with more swords and spears. How I wished they were cravens. How I wished they’d run so I wouldn’t have to slay my own countrymen. But I did what I did. I gave them each quick, loud, bright deaths. My thunder blackened every patch of grass, every bed of flowers, and every grain of dirt that comprised this field of battle. No longer did the lightning have to flow out of my arm; it still came from within me, but by some sorcery, it could fling itself from anywhere. “Your command of the lightning will increase the more souls you separate from bodies,” Ahriyya had said. “Fresher deaths are always a boon for the Blood Star.” Only now did I feel these truths, as if I were feeding the dark star’s love of me with the souls of my enemies.

My bolts struck from above in clean, straight cuts, frying only whom I intended. And in this way, I was an army alone. I cleaned out the entire Crucian west-facing flank, star heat boiling within my gunmetal arm.

Amid the clash of steel, hearts shake and wail,

Songs drown in bloody throats, dreams darken and pale.

Mothers weep, hidden from our sight,

Love’s faint ember consumed by burning night.

As I approached the fortress walls with Man of Peace’s words bouncing around my aching head, soldiers on the battlements loosed arrows at me. I flicked the true arrows with my forefinger, then drew a line in the air across the soldiers, as if I were jotting out a word on a parchment. Red lightning erupted from their chests, exploding them to pieces.

The burning trench was narrow enough, and the fire was low, so I jumped over it. Seeing no gate, I struck the red wall with blasts so devastating and loud, they blew a crater through the stone. Amid so much smoke that smelled of blood, rock, and innards, I walked through the hole I’d made and entered the second fort.

Bony, dirt-covered villagers huddled together in the courtyard. They must’ve been late to flee Krum’s horde and so had no choice but to hide here. At the sight of me, many stampeded out of the open, southern gate. A few others ran the other way, and yet more got on their knees and made themselves small.

The sounds of battle from beyond the northern wall grew louder and shriller, with matchlocks blasting and hundreds of horses charging. It seemed Krum had broken through Vasco’s first line of defense. Given their numbers, they’d no doubt claim this fort, especially since I was about to empty it of imperials. The door would soon open for Krum’s tumens to assault the third fort.

I turned to the Crucian villagers. “You have minutes until the Rubadi storm this place. Unless you want to haul bricks or lick some barbarian’s balls for the rest of your days, run and do not look back.”

They glared at me, likely wondering by whose authority I spoke. I conjured a lightning blast and struck the empty ground behind me to show them. They grabbed their belongings and children and stampeded out of the southern gate.

I turned toward the castle and smote a charging paladin with bright blue eyes, who thought he could catch me unawares while I was focused on the villagers. Then I swatted away a few crossbow bolts and palmed lightning at the half dozen Ethos Knights standing outside the chapel who’d fired them at me.

I blasted through the castle’s back door. Now I had to be more careful. If Ana was inside, a poorly aimed thunderbolt could harm her. I conjured a lightning dagger, intent to only use it at close quarters.

The kitchens smelled like buttered bread and day old meat, though there were no cooks. I marched into the banquet hall, which was also empty. I found the stairs, climbed them, and wandered through the halls, tossing open every door, finding only empty rooms with unmade beds that smelled of sweat and skin.

The castle had been vacated. Vasco had likely retreated to the third or fourth fort.

And so I had to follow him, to the ends of the earth, if I must. But I also needed to rest my tired legs and thudding heart. I sat on the floor of the largest bedroom. I leaned my back against the wall, then closed my eyes for just a moment.

I stood naked upon a glass floor that covered a devoid, fire-charred world. It was cold in a way that scorched my soul, but I did not shiver. Unseen light boiled in my veins, warming me.

The dark star loomed above like a lid atop the earth. Around it churned a million dead worlds and stars, each flickering and fading to darkness.

The star hymned to me of its sadness. Of the love it had devoured whilst yearning too desperately to be unified. Of explosion and the lonely, cold death after the end of morning. And so I gazed into it with pity.

It gazed back. It looked at me with love. The black of its fabric grew lips that dripped with blood, each drop enough to flood twelve thousand earths.

And with those blood-drenched lips, it smiled.

Suddenly, bodies piled at my feet, each wearing fine, eastern robes. Men and women, old and young — terror frozen on their faces. I recognized them: Shah Murad’s harem, whom I’d butchered.

The little girl I’d drowned in his palace stream lay atop my foot, her body bloated with the water I’d forced her to ingest. Red tulips sprouted from her skin — a flower garden growing over the dead.

The Blood Star’s smile widened as the bodies piled higher, towers of those I’d once slain surrounding me like a cage.

“Brother.” It was Zosi, my little brother by law, standing amid this garden of death, still wearing his blue and gold Pasgardian armor.

The Blood Star blew him a kiss. A meteor of green fire rained down, stilled in the sky like a burning sun, and turned him to cinders along with all the bodies.

“Malak,” said a woman with straight, fiery hair and golden eyes. Her hair and eye color kept flickering, as did the image of her body and face. Each time it did, my head ached.

“Oy. Storm Sword,” Asparia said, this time with a shake on my shoulder.

I shot to my feet. “How long was I asleep?” I felt like I’d missed an important meeting or training session.

“Thought you’d been hurt.” She breathed out in relief. “Why else would someone choose the hard, merciless floor over a perfectly good featherbed?” She pointed toward the bed where Princip and Mara lay asleep.

Man of Peace preferred the floor, too. “Mara all right?”

“She inhaled that bloodwriter’s sleeping mist. Hasn’t woken since.”

“Vasco’s pets wouldn’t harm her. She’ll wake.” Princip would be fine, too, with some rest. But I wouldn’t be if Jon was lurking about. “When did you last see the bloodwriter?”

“When they dragged his cold corpse away.”

“Jon is dead? Are you certain?”

“Dagger to the heart, I’m certain.”

“You stabbed him?”

“No.” Asparia gestured to Mara, who had her arms wrapped around the boy. “She did.”

Mara had done me, and herself, a great good. Vasco would rue losing two of his lieutenants in a single day. Like when the zabadar shot Orwo and trampled Edmar’s leg — that dark day marked the beginning of the end of my conquest of Kostany.

“I helped in what wee way I could.” Asparia showed me her open palms. They glowed faintly.

“Sorcery?”

“Or something like it.” She shrugged. “The moment I saw Jon corner Mara, my hands just… got all shimmery. He looked at me as if I were a demon on a tree top. It gave just enough distraction for Mara to stab him dead.”

If Jon feared her glowing hands, then it could not be treated lightly. Could she be a sungorger, like me? Or was this some other form of sorcery?

“Can you do anything else aside from make your hands glow?”

“No. Not yet, at least.”

Perhaps her powers would come to her, as needed, like mine had. Though if she were a sungorger, she’d need to kill people to do more than make her hands glow. For whatever reason, the Blood Star loved killing and rewarded killers.

I could discuss it with her later. I still had much I needed to do.

“Can you get me a waterskin?” I asked.

“Containing?”

“Water will do. And get me some meat or hard biscuit or whatever it is your warriors snack on whilst in battle.”

“You left so many blast craters around this place, no surprise you’re hungry.” Asparia put a hand to her hip. “Still intent on chasing them?”

“A snake is not dead until the head is cut.”

“What did this snake ever do to you?”

“He locked my daughter’s mother in a windowless room, for months, until she must’ve lost all hope. Until even her holy hymns could not comfort her.”

Asparia blew out a gust. “Any one of us would kill a man for much less.” She went to get my water and food.

No doubt, some men needed to die for others to be safe. Vasco’s shadow had loomed large across Man of Peace’s world. He’d started the war that had gotten Melodi’s hand amputated and had kept her away from her family for so many moons. He was a bringer of ruin and pain. If I rescued Ana and killed him, I’d not just be helping Mara, but everyone doomed to die in the wars he would start. Ending him was the only righteousness left to me. I could not turn from this path.

Not until one of us lay dead.

I borrowed the brownest horse I could find among the Rubadi who’d seized the fort, because brown blended with the decayed colors of the forest. I hung a pack with hard biscuit, kumis, and water from my dyed cowhide saddle. Then I took a breath.

Just outside the southern gate I was about to ride through, the noise of war grew thunderous. The Crucians desperately tried to hold the third fort, and the Rubadi just as desperately tried to ride through or past it. Vasco’s bombards would fire, every so often, from the fourth fort, which likely meant he’d gone there. Some cannonballs blasted into the walls around us, others left craters in the ground.

Rubadi healers began using the castle as a hospital. Just now, two healers carried a screaming Ruthenian with an arrow in his thigh through the kitchen door I’d smote to pieces. The courtyard filled with men and women suffering every wound imaginable: burns from the boiling water the imperials had poured from the walls; amputations of whole legs and arms; bullet and shrapnel wounds anywhere you can imagine, the edges of the holes red and charred.

“Micah.” It seemed Mara had awoken. Soot and soil dirtied her blond hair and copper frock.

“Heard you killed Jon.”

“I heard, too.” She covered her mouth as she yawned. “I can hardly believe it.”

“You don’t remember?”

She shook her head. “All I remember was that I was running from Jon. And then I was running toward Jon, my dagger raised. He must not have expected it.”

“You did something I failed to do. And I can pull down lightning.” I glanced at the southern gate, which was wide open, fresh fields of blood just a few trots beyond. “I should go. I’ve another fort to conquer.”

“Wait. I must go with you, this time.”

“Not a good idea. It’s a killing field out there, as bad as any I’ve ever seen.”

“Vasco will just keep running from you.”

“Then I’ll keep chasing.”

“Listen to me, please. They know you’ll come at them like a storm. You’ve shown your hand, and Vasco will murder Ana before he lets you near him.” She shuddered, the thought too terrifying for her body to bear. “But me?” She huffed out a pained sigh. “It’s just like with Jon. They don’t expect me to bear fangs. Only I can get close enough to Vasco to kill him. And only then will Ana and I finally be free.”

She’d killed one man and was already scheming to kill another. She was no woman of peace anymore. She could never return to her convent in the highlands and cloister herself from the wars soaking the land in blood.

She’d chosen to put those who wanted to harm her in the cratered ground. It was something I could not help but respect and — in a sick way — adore. She was a killer now, like me. I felt closer to her than ever. I even wanted to kiss her, just to know what a woman of death tasted like. A dark heart craves another like it to make hell less lonely.

And yet I pitied her. I wanted to let down my black walls and cry. She didn’t understand there was no end to this path. Killing one enemy always spawns more until, to feel safe, you have to bury entire lineages, eradicate cities, extinguish whole nations. But then you become the danger you once feared. You become the one who needs to die so others can feel safe. And then when does the killing end? When do any of us get to feel safe?

“This is your fight.” I was just the demon she’d resurrected to kill her enemies. What right did I have to keep her from this? I patted the back of my saddle. “Hop on.”
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Now settled in the fourth fort, which loomed over the surrounding battlefields like a red titan, we began the feint retreat part of the plan. With Krum having planted his banners upon the second fort’s towers and now charging our formations outside the third, I ordered five hundred soldiers to ride away from their battle lines and into the Deadwood, where they would wait for Krum to emerge. This left an open lane leading all the way from the second fort, beyond the third and fourth forts, and into the depths of the ancient forest.

I watched as Krum galloped through the lane, his wives and vanguard at his back, grinning tree banners fluttering. The man relished being the tip of the spear, didn’t he? He led from the front, like the imperators of old. It was the most foolish thing any leader could do, though it was oft such bravado that inspired men to follow you in the first place.

With Krum through, I’d repaid Taurvi, and it eased the strain on my shoulders. I hoped she would leave me alone, but one can never be too sure with devs. They were not honest creatures, to say the least.

“He’s eager to be somewhere, that much is clear,” Demetri said as we looked out from our tower.

“So long as the rest of his tumens can’t follow, this works to our benefit. If I saw my leader ride away from the fighting, I’d want to do the same. Hopefully they’ll have the good sense to ride all the way to the icelands.”

“That still leaves us with Kardam Krum and a few hundred of his best riders in the heart of our home.”

“I’ll chase Krum all the way to Demon’s Desert, if I must.” I sat on a wooden chair and stuck my weary feet in my leather riding boots. “You have the fort and the command.”

Demetri put his hand on his breastplate, just above one of Cessiel’s four eyes. “We’ll reform the battle lines, as you suggested. Sever the tail from the head. I have a good feeling things will go our way.”

It wouldn’t be easy. As I looked down from the fort’s tower, I spotted much bravery on both sides. Put a sword in someone’s hand, send them against someone else with a sword, and you’ll learn who’s a craven and who’s a beast. Some men focus on ending other lives than on preserving their own. We call it bravery, but a truer word is bloodlust.

The Company men were making a good show of themselves. Wherever they set their pike-and-shot formations, Krum’s warriors could not break through, as if they were riding into tungsten.

I watched as twenty warriors of the Black Front ran against a score of dismounted Rubadi who were trying to flank one of our pike-and-shot formations. The confrontation erupted into a melee. The Black Front warriors danced around the arrows loosed at them, then closed in with their spears and swords. Steel hissed against steel and wood against wood. The battle ebbed and flowed, but in the end, the warriors of the Black Front annihilated the flanking party, though they were down to nine by the end.

Expanding the battlefield like this hadn’t been the worst idea. It did indeed allow us to win more fights, faster. Because we were so dug in, the speed of Krum’s riders hardly mattered. His numbers did, though. For every fight we lost, we had to win four, which meant we had to be four times better. Not easy math against a horde of Rubadi and Ruthenians who were born with bows and axes in their hands.

In the distance, Rubadi archers lured a squad of imperials forward into a bulge beyond their defensive line. Arrow rain hit them, and though their armor and shields could typically sustain many volleys, most fell to the overwhelming accuracy, speed, and ferocity of the Rubadi archers. Faster than I could pick the dust from my eye, ten of our two thousand were now arrow-covered corpses in the dirt, at no loss to the enemy.

The math would eventually swing against us. We needed to reform the lines. It would have the double benefit of cutting off Kardam Krum from his tumens.

An imperial messenger, sweat dripping from every part of him, ran up the winding, tower staircase as I was walking down. He’d been running so fast, half his armor straps were undone and falling off.

“A sorcerer is stalking the woods. Slaying scores of men with flicks of his black fingers.”

“Describe his power.”

“L-Lightning. Smiting everyone. Thunder falling from the sky.”

It sounded like what Jon had described about Micah. He was after Ana and was even willing to aid the savages against his own countrymen to get her back. I’d have to bring her with me.

I expected, by now, that Jon was either concocting or executing his plan to seize Mara. I’d need his help to finally put Micah the Metal down. But I could only cater to one enemy at a time. Amid the chaos of this battle, I needed to remain deliberate and focus on what was imminently important: defeating Krum.

I ordered my men to pull Ana out from her room in the castle. She’d made it a habit to resist me in ways both large and small. I gave them permission to rope and drag her, if needed.

I was sitting upon my gelding when she emerged, unrestrained and unforced. She’d chosen to wear red, today, as if in celebration of the bloodshed. Likely ours. Her high collar hid most of the burns I’d left on her face, but nothing but a mask could hide the scorch marks on her lower cheek, though she did try to cover some of it with her ever growing and utterly straight raven hair.

“Why must I go with you?” She would not look me in the eyes.

“Because I order it.” I gestured toward Two Gun Anton, who was sitting upon his black beast of a destrier. “Go on. You’ll ride with him, at his front.” That way, he could grab her more easily if she tried to flee.

“We’ve just moved from the other fort to this one. It’s dangerous outside the walls.”

The archers upon the northern battlement loosed arrows at the enemy beneath the wall, then called for another line to reinforce them. A bomb exploded somewhere nearby, shaking everything.

“I need not explain myself,” I said. “Get on the horse.”

“All right, Father.” She muttered something else under her breath.

Alia walked out of the castle door, one of her handmaids at her back. Her dress of Crucian purple looked far more ragged than when the day had begun, just like the imperial standards we’d dragged from one fort to another.

“Are you leaving, again?” she asked. “I thought your aim was to hold these forts.”

“Commander Demetri can do that. I’ve a greater mission to accomplish.”

Demetri may have been cleverer than I originally thought, but he was still greener than foot mold. What if he couldn’t hold this fort? I’d be leaving Alia to her doom. And Heath and Trevor, too, wherever they were.

“Any word from the others?” I asked Anton.

He shook his head.

They were grown men with many battles under their belts. They could take care of themselves. And yet, couldn’t they at least make time to project a cloud star? My heart ached with worry. I couldn’t stand to pile more worries upon it.

“You’re coming, too,” I said to Alia.

“Must I?” She groaned. “Limbs are flying off bodies out there. It’s dreadful.”

If Micah stormed in looking for me, limbs and bodies within these walls would fry and melt. A cur as cruel as him would think nothing of torching Alia, though she be innocent of my wrongs.

“Saddle up, Alia. We’ve no time to spare.”

With four hundred battle-hardened Company men surrounding us — the outermost ring wielding flaming lances to burn any worms on sight — we rode south. Krum and his vanguard were easy enough for our trackers to follow, having left no shortage of hoof tracks, horse manure, battered bushes, and every kind of litter. Eventually, they’d have to stop, and then I could order their destruction. We outnumbered them, outgunned them, and had the better training and discipline, though their martial talents could not be overlooked. Still, I was confident we would win the coming confrontation.

All we needed to do was force that confrontation, which wasn’t as easy as I hoped. Krum was going somewhere at speed. And wherever that somewhere was, I wasn’t going to like it. The devs had schemed this, after all. The woods witches whom Taurvi had freed from the secret prison in Nixos and whom Gonsalo had caught and crucified had also insinuated that something was brewing, here in the Deadwood. Plenty enough was ominous to keep me on edge.

Just as the sun sank into the endless sea of trees, a cloud star shimmered in heaven. My hopes of seeing my friends rose. But what I read in the glistening, diamond-like pattern did not reinforce those hopes.

Jon, please respond, kept repeating.

Heath was checking on Jon. As we rode on, I glanced at the burning red sky ever vigilantly, hoping Jon would reply and put at least some of my fears to rest. But hours passed and no reply came.

Once the sky grew black and cold, the pattern of the letters changed.

Trevor is dead. Please, Jon, let us know you’re all right.

I almost fell off my horse. I slid down my saddle, staggered toward a twisted old oak, and retched a hot, meat-filled soup onto the jutting roots. I fell onto my knees amid dirt and dead leaves.

Alia followed after me. She put a warm hand on my back. “What did it say? Is it Jon?”

“It’s Trevor. He’s dead.”

She gasped. “I am so sorry, Vasco. I know he was a dear friend.”

“He was more than a friend. He was one of us. He was of our soul sea.”

Alia took out a checkered cloth and cleaned the vomit off my chin. Company men watched me tremble and cry from the edge of the path.

“He was a fool,” I said. “Always too eager to go where the death stench hung thickest. He did not prize his own life as he should have. Now we are one soul less, and we are already so few.”

“I know this may not be the right time to ask, but if he’s dead, where will his soul go?”

There was no better time to ask. It was a question that weighed on me like a mountain, as it must’ve weighed on her. “I am not certain.”

From the way she paused and the small shudder that spread through her, she seemed disappointed or even disturbed by my ignorance.

“Does it leave you with disquiet?” I asked. “But not half as much as mine. The man walking down the pyramid, he said it was somewhere on the earth, but no matter how long and hard he looked, he could not find it. He gave me different names for it. Araf. Guf. The House on the Heights. But if that me could not find where our souls went, then what hope does this me have?”

“Vasco… the man walking down the pyramid… was he completely alone?”

“He was alone. And he was sad.”

The realization paled Alia’s already pasty face. “Then out of all of us, he only managed to save himself.”

I nodded. “You finally understand. I’ve been following his path, and yet…”

“And yet it’s all just to save yourself. The rest of us, Emigrants or not, are doomed.”

The despair made me shake. “He told me I had to do better than him. That I had to save the others, this time, too. And so I must believe it is possible. If I didn’t believe it, why would any of this matter? Why save myself if I am doomed to an eternity alone? What is that eternity even worth?”

I retched again, this time onto the parched tree bark. My stomach threatened to purge itself a third time, but now empty, only saliva came pouring out.

Alia cleaned the spit dangling from my lips. “Husband, you are leading these men into battle, are you not?”

I nodded.

She clutched my cold cheeks. “They are watching their commander cry like a little girl, all for a single death, while many of them are mourning yet more. I’m no expert, but I don’t think it will inspire them to fight harder. And I don’t think we can afford to face Khagan Krum’s best warriors without a strong, fearless commander.”

She was right. The shock of losing Trevor still poisoned my heart, but I could not let it blind me to present concerns. If I wanted to save the rest of them — Alia, Mara, Heath, Jon — then I had to win this battle and so many more.

Alia helped me pat the dirt off my trousers. I walked back onto the path and climbed my horse, my cheeks still stained with the bitterest tears.

I gestured for the trackers to ride ahead of us. We resumed our pursuit of Kardam Krum beneath the dismal, sliver of a moon.

At some terrifyingly dark hour, a tracker galloped back, kicking up leaves and dirt that we could barely see.

“Krum is found,” the boy said. He was a dweller of this forest no older than fifteen, hair obscured by a hat of leaves and pale horse vibrant like a ghost in the night. “The whole of his vanguard, as well, just southwest.”

I turned to Two Gun Antonio. Ana sat bleary eyed at the front of his saddle, as if this pursuit were like the Inquisition’s sleep interruption tortures.

“Form up the battle lines,” I said to him. “We hit them from each of the four cardinal directions. Leave no path of retreat until we see Krum’s corpse with our own eyes.”

“Or he sees yours,” Ana muttered with her hand to her lips.

“What was that, daughter?”

She did not repeat her curse. No matter — it was only meant to unnerve me.

Once Krum fell, the Rubadi would be fighting for nothing but their lives, which is when all men are deadliest. I could then let them make a hasty northward retreat and hunt them as they rode in panic across the Deadwood. Fighting a terrified tiger running for her life is better than fighting a cornered one.

As Anton announced my orders to the men, I noticed too many tired, terrified, and disheartened faces. The Rubadi had battled us with ferocity and cunning, and there was yet more fighting to be done, both here and back at the four forts. I needed my men at their best.

I cleared my throat, though it did not ease the pain that had lingered there since hearing of Trevor’s fate. Still, whether my voice was hoarse or not, I had to speak to the men. I had to reaffirm what our Sargosan Company was struggling for in this foreign, blood-soaked forest.

“We’re deep in the woods with the owls and the foxes.” I sat as high on my saddle as I could. “The imperials can’t hear us. Which is good.” I glanced at Alia. She wouldn’t like these words — if she’d learned enough Sargosan by now to understand — but I had to say them for the men who would fight and die for us tonight. “We’re going to rule their country. Each of you will be richer than the fat cunts who strut about the Hand, swollen with pride because some ancestor hundreds of years ago won some land or licked the Imperator’s arsehole just right.” That got me a few chuckles. “Sargosa…” I patted my heart. “…is a pile of shite.” That bought me hearty laughs. “We’re not a pride-poisoned folk, like all the rest. Who gives a piss where we came from? All that matters is that we earn every morsel we put in our mouths. We toil for every cold copper we use to buy bread or fuck whores. Or fuck bread, if it’s well-buttered and you haven’t seen a shore in moons.” That got a riotous laugh out of everyone. “I lost beloved comrades, today. We all did. Let’s honor them the best way we can.” I pulled out my gun and raised it. “Let’s murder these fucking savages. And let’s each become kings of Crucis.”

Krum must’ve heard our cheers. No matter. His scouts had been watching us the entire time, only to gallop to safety whenever we’d confront them. They would be ready. Now they knew we were ready, too.

We split into four formations. Three broke off — one rushing west and two east, with one of the eastern formations to swing around and hit the enemy from the south.

Matchlocks loaded and prayers said, we charged at Krum.

In a clearing filled with moist, knee-length grass, we smashed into his front line. It was our best versus his, lit only by a few torches and a shriveled, sickly moon. I took position on the heights, along with Anton, Ana, and Alia, and watched as our expert matchlock men fired in lockstep to the beat of a single drummer. They downed most of Krum’s bow-wielding front line, and as they reloaded, our lancers rode ahead and clashed with the Rubadi horsemen.

By now, the western and eastern formations would be charging them, too. The southern formation would soon follow. Krum had foolishly allowed himself to be separated from the main body of his host, and he’d also foolishly allowed himself to be surrounded. It was only a matter of time until someone brought me his head.

With the area smothered in dead horses and Rubadi, we rode forward and encountered Krum’s second line near a stinking swamp. It was a greener patch than elsewhere in the forest. Too green for winter. Gnarled vines hung between black willows, which were covered in uncanny glowing lichen. The roots of the mangroves resembled twisted tentacles, and the stench of sick leaves and mold poisoned the still air. The water was so dark and stagnant, it refused to reflect the pathetic moon hanging above us and instead shown a dim, spiral-like pattern.

Again, I took position on the heights, where I could track the battle from the light of the saddle lanterns. Because the ground was so muddy, neither our force nor Krum’s could be swift about things. Our east and west formations engaged his chanting riders in a heated melee, steel ringing against steel, while the southern and northern formations fired matchlocks at range, uneager to get stuck in the muck. It was a noisy, bloody, dim affair.

“It’s him,” Alia said, pointing. “Krum. But… what in the heavens is he doing?”

Her eyesight must’ve been quite keen. I had to trot to the very edge of the heights, and even then it took me a good squint to see the man himself. He stood at the center of the apple we were peeling, on a patch of dry land in the middle of the hoary swamp.

His twelve wives stood at his back, their heads bowed. He held something in his hand: murky, dark, sinuous.

“What’s he got there?” I asked.

“Tree roots,” Alia said. Her eyesight truly was impressive.

“He’s praying,” Ana added, hers seemingly no worse. “This must be what he wanted, all along.” I was reminded of our conversation at our villa in Tethys about what gift to give the man. It turned out he wanted nothing from this world but rather something from whatever world he was so keen to call upon.

It began in my belly: a fear as black as the night swallowing us. A mad man could not unite so many Rubadi tribes and conquer iron-walled Pendurum. Krum was not clutching tree roots in the middle of battle because faith told him to. He’d seen his god. The devs wanted this, too. As the blood of his flock stained the swampland, I choked on my dread.

Screams sounded — shrill and haunting. A dismounted Company man at the head of our southern formation exploded. Worms burst out of his face and belly, coursing at speed across the vines and mud toward other men.

Before I could blink, the worms entered four young men of the Company. They split in half from neck to groin, unleashing a tidal wave of fast-growing worms writhing atop each other, ravenous for yet more living flesh. We’d trained for this. Every Company man grabbed the bottles and flints in their satchels, scattered oil in wide swathes across the ground, and set as much as they could on fire. Though it was too wet for those fires to burn brightly, the flames at least lingered. Our melee formations broke away and rode behind our gunners, who continued to shoot at the Rubadi as the enemy rained arrows back, all while worms stalked the battlefield or burned shrieking in the mellow flames.

But the worms were a distraction from something far worse. In front of Krum and his wives, a glowing black door appeared with an arch shaped top. Spectral green runes covered the door, the patterns unlike any I’d ever seen. I’d learned from Hollow Doom Harbor that whenever a door appears in the middle of nowhere, you’d best be gone.

“Anton, you’re the truest marksman among us.” I pointed at Krum, who still held his tree roots aloft in front of the door. “Kill him so we can get the fuck out of here.”

Anton was too busy glancing between the ground and the slowly opening door. So was everyone else.

“Antonio!”

He met my eyes. “He’s too far away, Captain. I’ll need a whole squad to have any hope.”

“You have one.”

Anton whistled, then snapped his fingers at a number of the bodyguards protecting us. Some had to ride or jump over the flaming circle of oil that surrounded our narrow position.

He dismounted, leaving my daughter alone on his saddle, then stood with the men in a line at the edge of the ridge, facing the battle below.

I dismounted too, then ordered Ana off her horse. She begrudgingly climbed down, seeming more fearful of the rising chaos than of me.

“Load!” Anton commanded.

They each filled their matchlock pans with gunpowder from bottles on their bandoliers, then stuffed gunpowder and bullet balls into their muzzles. They tamped it all down with their scouring sticks. The ones with unlit slow matches rekindled them with flints.

“Ready!” They each cocked their matches.

“Aim!” They brought their long-barreled guns to their shoulders and squinted down the sights.

I stuck my fingers in my ears. Ana and Alia did the same.

“Fire!”

Nine matchlocks blasted in unison.

Holes tore into Kardam Krum’s flesh.

But he did not fall. He did not even lower his arm nor let go of the tree roots he held aloft. No blood seeped out of the bullet holes, either, only smoke.

And then, to my great hope, worms crawled up his legs and squirmed into the bullet holes the gunners had made. A fitting end for the Khagan. But Krum did not burst open with yet more worms. Instead, the worms vanished along with his wounds, leaving only clean, unharmed skin.

Of all the things I’d seen, across so many seas, wormrot healing a man instead of ending his life was certainly among the strangest.

“Load!” Anton commanded again. These were fast firing matchlocks, so all they had to do was stuff another bullet ball into their muzzles. “Aim!”

“Fire!”

They blew more holes into Kardam Krum. Again, worms crawled up his legs and into the holes, sealing his wounds.

“That man is not human,” Alia said from high on her horse. “None of this is. Vasco, we need to leave.”

The glowing black door grew in height and width as it slid open, revealing what was on the other side. It was daytime in that world, though the sun shone with a malevolent radiance. There was a forest there, too, but it was upside down. Trees hung off red clouds, their roots breathing. Spectral green fireflies glowed amid the branches, rotating around them in perfect orbits.

Strange hymns sounded in the back of my mind, growing over my thoughts like tenebrous vines. I only just managed to look away before they began growing over my vision, like arcane songs turned into paintings too dense with meaning to fathom.

Between the opening door, the wormrot, and the undead Khagan, enough was wrong to justify why so many Company men had now chosen to flee rather than commit to their orders and fight.

“Sound a general retreat,” I said. “Everyone is to ride back to the fort.”

Before Anton could blow his trumpet, thunder struck — though it was not raining.

The guards by the fire wall exploded in a bath of blue and gold light, their smoking corpses smeared against the ground. Anton and his gunners turned to face our new enemy. Before they could pull their triggers, thunder struck again.

Red lightning sizzled across their breastplates and tore their chests open. Fried them inside-out. Anton’s face turned black as coal before it melted into powder and exploded.

I wasn’t certain who was shrieking, but someone was. Ana leered forward to run. Her nearness to me was the only reason I hadn’t been torched in that storm.

I grabbed her wrist and pulled her back. She screamed and writhed. I locked my arm around her neck.

I couldn’t even see Micah. All I saw was smoldering death and unknown depths of darkness. Except an angel stood amid it all: Mara, like a ray of divine light behind the burning oil.

“Mama,” Ana called out, shrill.

Mara stepped over the low fire and came toward us. “Let her go, Vasco.”

I glanced at Alia, whom Micah had mercifully spared. Her horse had tried to bolt with all the others. It now huffed back and forth between the fire and the ridge’s edge, where I stood. She looked like she was in shock, her limbs shivering, Anton’s blackened blood dripping down her cheeks and dress.

“Alia, come here.” I struggled to reach her reins. “Alia, please, trot closer.”

Her horse passed by me. I tugged the reins and pulled it with all my strength. Then I grabbed her leg and flung her off, all while maintaining my hold on Ana. My wife fell into the mud, which seemed to relieve her shock. She helped herself up and huddled behind me.

So long as the two of us were glued to Ana, Micah could not smite us.

“Let our daughter go and take me,” Mara said. “It’s what you want, isn’t it?”

I scanned the dark, twisted branches of the cypresses for the man who was trying to murder me.

“Mama,” Ana wheezed out, my hold too tight for her to say more.

“Look at me, Vasco.” Mara stepped forward. “Let her go. She’s suffered enough. I’ll take her place by your side. I’ll be whatever it is you want me to be.” She put her hand on her heart. “I… I remember.”

“Do you really?” I asked.

“I do.” She nodded and smiled sadly. ”I remember when the tones sounded. When the pillars shimmered in the sea. They chose you to walk up the pyramid, that day. They did not choose me. And for the first time — ever — we were forced apart. It hurt more than death.”

Her words scratched an eternally festering wound. “You were half of my soul.”

“I still am.” She stepped closer.

Now I could smell her. Her scent was like a cold, desperate mountain, devoid of sweet innocence and tender love. Fifteen years away from the passion we once shared, I smelled no better — like the eternally black and merciless void of a cave beneath the ocean.

I wanted Mara back. I wanted her more than anything. More than even this victory, which was not a victory, anymore. We’d been routed by whatever evil Kardam Krum was channeling. And now Micah’s evil threatened to end everything — every last hope, even though they be faintly flickering.

I could not let my wounds and wants drive me from sense. One misstep and Micah would turn Alia and me into ash to be blown away on the sickly, swampland breeze.

“All right,” I said. “Come to me, first. Only then will I let Ana go.”

Mara did as asked. She took my hand. A shock passed between us; I shuddered. A calming warmth followed — a heat that promised reunion — like when she’d held my hand during our final moments together in our past life, before I began my week-long march up the black pyramid.

I released my grip on Ana. The girl gasped as she took in deeper breaths. I pulled my hand down from her neck.

“Mama.”

“Go.” Mara gestured at the distant darkness.

Ana planted a kiss on her cheek, then trudged toward the oppressive brambles that hid Micah the Metal from view.

I tightened my handhold with Mara. She smiled at me in pity. I saw my reflection in her wide eyes. I was just a child, again, about to climb the black pyramid that loomed over our lives. But this time I would not let go. I would not allow my soul to be severed. I would heal, finally, from the wound that had sapped all the light from my life. Mara had not only taken half my soul, she’d taken half my heart, too, and with it all my love. I had none left, not even for my own daughter, and certainly not for the rest of mankind.

No more. With this balm, I could become decent. No longer a monster — just a man like any other.

“D-D-Dagger,” Alia stuttered into my ear. “In-in-in her sleeve⁠—“

Mara slipped the curved blade into her hand. The bone-hilt glinted white against the black of night.

I flung Alia away. Mara lunged at my ribs. I grabbed the blade an inch before it pierced my chest. It cut across my palm and fingers, the blood making it slicker. I pushed against it, all while staring into Mara’s desperate, sad eyes.

She charged forward with her entire weight. I tripped backward, still clutching our handhold as if it were giving me life.

Somehow, I stumbled off the edge.

And then we were falling.
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The splash relieved my bursting heart. They’d landed in the swamp. I prayed Mara had not slammed into a rock on the way down or cut herself against a jutting edge. I prayed Vasco had.

“Can your mother swim?” I asked.

“Never seen her do it.” Ana rubbed her trembling arms. “But she used to talk about how she’d swim in the river as a child.”

I pointed at the girl whom Vasco had been shielding. She looked about Ana’s age; she even resembled Ana; in the dark, it was difficult to tell the two apart. Her purple dress would not have been out of place at the court of Imperator Heraclius — if it weren’t drenched in blood. She was on her hands and knees, peeking off the edge Vasco and Mara had just fallen from.

Ana grabbed my arm. “Don’t hurt her. Please.”

I wasn’t intending to. I was just pointing. But perhaps I ought to be more careful of whom I pointed at.

No time to spare. We hurried down the bramble-infested incline that led to the swamp, going against the tide of retreating Company men, who glared at me in terror as they galloped their destriers half to death.

But not all were in retreat — since Vasco had not sounded one — and so fighting lingered at the swamp’s edge. Desperate pikemen and gunners in colorful Sargosan plainclothes made last stands against Krum’s most zealous warriors, many who wore capes emblazoned with the grinning tree. Fires trailed across the ground and into the shrubbery, entire vine clusters now ablaze and trees burning like torches in the night.

Ana shrieked. She tugged my arm and pulled my attention toward a mass of roiling worms as tall as a horse. I drew a diagonal line across them; golden lightning scythed through the air and struck the ground beneath, charring every worm and leaving yet another fire, this one hottest of all.

“Well spotted,” I said.

“W-Well struck,” Ana replied.

Just then, lights flashed upon a distant cloud in the dark heaven: a cloud star. It was a short, burst of a pattern, repeating endlessly.

“Can you read it?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Only Vasco and his Emigrant friends can.”

I could only pray it was not good news for Vasco.

Shrieks sounded. A squad of Company men who’d just disengaged from fighting the Rubadi and were now fleeing must’ve been taken unawares; they exploded into worms, almost at the same time, creating another writhing mass. I smote it, briefly turning night into day, but there was no stopping the wormrot. It would devour everyone who remained. And yet, the worms seemed uninterested in the Rubadi. Strange.

We moved toward the swamp, Ana keeping her gaze low while I looked for a way forward. I swatted a stray bullet with my gunmetal hand. There was too much fighting around the swamp; I could not spot Mara nor Vasco. The water remained dark and unvexed — had they drowned?

As I trailed my gaze across the water, I mistakenly let it fall on the opening door. I had sense enough to avoid looking at or through it, and yet a terrified portion of my heart yearned to see what was on the other side, as if there were an answer waiting there. But an answer to what? The dread poisoning me? No, it would assuredly only add more.

It was better not to see. I couldn’t put on an eye mask, so I simply looked away. But then I caught Ana gazing at it in wonderment.

“Don’t.” I nudged her chin so she’d look at me instead. “Whatever’s there isn’t meant for our eyes and minds.”

“Then why does Krum want to see it?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t want to know. Let’s focus on finding your mother. Whatever you do, don’t look at the door.”

Ana nodded. I flicked away a stray bullet that whizzed by her ear. The Company men who were mad enough to stand and fight, amid all this, were warriors I would’ve prized to have among my own legions. Too bad they were almost certainly going to die, one awful way or another.

The ground around the swamp was too muddy for horse, so everyone had dismounted. We hurried past another loud fight, this one between two grunting Company men with swords and a grinning Rubadi wielding two spears. I’d put my odds on the spearman, though wasn’t going to wait and watch. I took a spear off one of the many corpses and used it to test the ground ahead. The last thing we wanted was to fall into a sinkhole.

“Micah. Look.” Ana gestured toward Krum’s wives, her voice full of hopeful quavers.

A tall, thoroughly armed woman was pulling someone out of the swamp water. I cursed when I saw that it was a man.

The other wives took notice and surrounded the mud- and moss-covered Vasco dei Cruz. Was this how he was meant to die, in our world? I could only hope. I prayed that he would be stopped, here and now, and not rise to do what he’d done in Man of Peace’s world.

And I prayed that Mara would follow him out of that swamp. For once, a prayer was answered; another of Krum’s wives pulled her out of the muck.

“Mama.” Ana’s sigh of relief was quiet and heavy.

The little mud island they stood upon lay in front of the door, which was now so wide, I could no longer ignore the strange colors it cast onto the swamp. That light was not our light; the things it illuminated did not shine as we knew, but with the radiance of a whirling black sun. It was as if the light, itself, was alive — not just with souls, but with meaning. I couldn’t help but glimpse the upside-down tree and the agonized human faces that covered its trunk. I could not help but hear the screaming hymns of those trapped souls in the distant, seething hollows of my mind.

“We have to get her away from there.” My dread grew so heavy, I feared whether I could carry it. I was reminded of the time Aschere took me to that diamond in the sky — the one with the face of the angel Micah upon its outer shell. What lay within was yet more terrible: the strangest combinations of living things, and a swelter of darkness and inevitability at its core, which I was forced to sip.

Ana pointed at a narrow patch of half-submerged wetland that stretched across the water. Scanning the area, I could see no other way to the island. A score of Krum’s fiercest, bone- and fur-covered warriors guarded it.

Good thing, then, that they considered me a friend.

As soon as we neared, they made way — but not for us. A woods witch walked out of the throng, wearing more leaves than wools, her ancient face as parched as bark. Before I knew it, she’d put her spindly finger on my forehead — only then did I smell the tree oil on her fingertip.

“Rejoice and be merry,” she said. “The worms will not hunger for you, now.” She dabbed the oil on Ana’s forehead, too.

“Would’ve been nice to have had that a little earlier,” I said.

We made our way across the narrow mud path and onto the island — the whole of it now bathed in the light of another world. Mara and Vasco, who were restrained together by Krum’s wives, gazed away from the door. But Krum and his wives looked right at whatever was there, whatever they’d come all this way for.

“Just go!” Mara shouted at us. “Leave me be.”

“Mama,” Ana replied. “You’re all I’ve got.”

“I’m taking my wife,” I said. The light was warm. It whispered to my body, every speck darkly bright, yet so unlike any color I’d seen. “And I’m killing him.” I pointed at Vasco, who looked so strange in the light’s glow, the mud changing colors as it dripped down his tunic.

“Afraid not.” Krum turned to face us, tree roots cradled like a babe in his arms. They resembled an infant in shape. “He is worth far more to me alive.”

I could see his side of things. Vasco was a valuable hostage. They needed captives to trade for the Rubadi whom the imperials had taken prisoner back at the forts, and there was no one more valuable than the enemy commander.

But it was not Krum’s war that mattered to me. It was Ana and Mara’s. Now was our best chance to triumph. I wanted to summon down a bolt or send an arrow thundering through the air, but Vasco stood too close to Mara, and Krum’s wives surrounded him. “Separate from him so I can smite him! I’ll not ask again.” I would’ve smote them all if it would save Ana and Mara. But were I to start killing, I’d be endangering them, too.

“Look,” Krum said.

A green letter fluttered out of the door. I glanced at the creature hovering across the threshold in the upside-down forest, where clouds of bubbling blood birthed trees. It was mountain-sized and resembled the floating head of an infant child, with tentacles shooting out of its mouth. To my best approximation, it was a thousand shades of green, but in truth its color was another I had never known nor could name. It wore a copse of dead vines as its hair, black butterflies fluttering among the thorns. Strange letters drifted out its abyssal nostrils as it hymned its name across my thoughts: Kaslas, rewriter of reality.

Ana pulled my gaze away. “Don’t look there, remember?”

I nodded, relieved, the maddening hymns quieting in my head.

The Rubadi chanted, “Saklas! Saklas!” as a green letter hit one of Krum’s wives. She was delighted, her face rosy like a choir girl.

“Get away from the letters,” I said as more floated out of the door, each throbbing like stars.

The woman who’d absorbed the earlier letter skipped forward. She danced amid the letters as if they were petals blowing in the breeze. So many entered her. She was changing, and yet I could not tell how, each change erasing what had preceded it from sight and memory.

“What’s happening?” Ana whispered.

“The letters.” I struggled to explain something so strange. “They change you in unexpected ways. And you won’t remember how you once were. No one will.”

“You’re wrong about one thing.“ Krum was looking right at me.

Some of the letters were now drifting past us and into the swamp, glowing like green fireflies.

“These are the same letters from the mountain. I understand them well enough.” I had to keep one eye on the letters, lest a stray one impact us, and the other on Vasco, who might use this distraction to his advantage. Wasn’t easy to divide my attention. I wished I had more eyes, like Jon.

“The letters of the thing you slew in the mountain were, indeed, chaotic,” Krum said. “But these letters are a gift from Saklas.” He pointed at the door. I didn’t want to look. The images of the upside-down tree and the creature who lived there gripped my mind in its brambles, even though I’d only glimpsed them. “These letters change you only in the way you desire,” Krum continued.

If these letters were so different, why did they look exactly like the chaotic letters? And if Krum wanted letters, why had he been so insistent that I slay the creature creating them?

“You summoned that creature on the mountain, didn’t you?” I said.

Krum shrugged. “We didn’t summon it. We simply opened the wrong door — because we were in the wrong place. Wasn’t the first time we failed. But here, at the threshold of the First Forest…” he grinned, “we’ve finally done it.”

The wife who’d been dancing among the letters presented herself to Krum. I tried asking the same questions in my mind that I’d asked of Asparia after her unfortunate letter bath — how was she different from those around her? But this wife still fit in. She was still a Rubadi in appearance and manner.

Krum gazed at her as if she were a miracle from high heaven. I’d never seen him look upon anyone that way, though I knew the man only fleetingly. Still, he’d seemed cold toward his wives, till now. With this changed woman, he resembled a boy smitten for his first time.

“Batar.” He embraced her. “Never will I cease cherishing the sight of you.”

Ana clutched her forehead and let out a shrill moan.

“What is it?” I asked her.

“Batar… that was his first wife’s name.” Ana let out another pained moan. “She died.” And another one.

I’d been struck by headaches, too, whenever the ghosts of before flashed upon my vision.

This was all a terrible thing. Krum and his tree fanatics could dance amid these letters all day and night, if it pleased them, but I wanted Ana and Mara out of here. And I wanted Vasco dead as dead can be.

My black arm stirred with the fire of impossibly distant stars. I raised it and conjured a floating ball of blue lightning twenty feet above our heads.

“Kardam Krum — hand over that woman.” I pointed to Mara. Krum’s wives continued to hold her in place.

Krum didn’t even glance at my threat, which hung brightly in the sky. “She can go. You all can. But only after you see.”

“Micah, please go,” Mara shouted, the agony plain on her mud-drenched face. “And please… take care of Ana and Princip.”

“Mama.” Tears streamed down Ana’s cheeks. “When will this all end? When can we just be together, in peace?”

“One day.” Mara was crying now, too. “Don’t lose heart.”

While we’d been negotiating, more of Krum’s wives danced among the letters, which were like a hail of falling, autumn leaves. They presented themselves to him, after. The sight stung my mind. They all looked the same. They were all Batar.

They’d always looked the same, so why did it surprise me? It was magic that had transformed them, but it was magic done long ago. And yet, I knew it had happened today. I knew my memories were false, which was why my head hurt so much.

Vasco, too, was clutching his forehead in agony. But none of the others were fighting it. The tree worshipers seemed in perfect harmony with what their god was doing to Krum’s wives, in answer to their prayers — or rather his prayers — that they all become copies of his first wife.

“I will never be sad,” Krum said. “One may die, but I have so many more.”

I had not snuffed out my ball of blue lightning. Its threat still hung over us all, though its magic was no match for the door’s. I could destroy but I could not change anything. I could not give a man twelve replacements for his heart’s true desire, or even a single comfort should he lose it.

A whisper breezed through my heart: if the door had given Krum what he wanted, what could it give me?

I glanced at it. A vision seized my mind’s eye. A blood moon loomed in the sky above the Blue Domes of Kostany, where I knelt and cried for forgiveness. Heraclius walked out of Labyrinthos and onto my throne. It was the day he’d put me in chains.

But instead of submitting, I pointed. Lightning shredded and charred him from head to toe, and he fell steaming and dead, only minutes after being reborn.

I sunk all his son’s galleys with storms summoned from the Blood Star. Then I crushed the pathetic zabadar resistance and conquered Sirm all the way to the Syr Darya. The next year, I marched a million men through the Zelthuriyan Desert and became the first Ethosian to put the Latian holy city to siege since Basil the Breaker — except I won.

I was and am the Opener. I drank from the cup and I remade the world.

No. The Opener is a pawn of Hawwa. Of the Dreamer. And I am no servant of evil.

Another vision took me. It was a rainy day. I’d just checked in a traveler who claimed to be from Rastergan. We gave him the corner room with the loose door lock, which I’d neglected to get fixed ever since the locksmith caught me flirting with his wife.

Elly began to cry in the middle of my dusting routine. When I went to check on her, I found the Rastergani traveler in her room, cradling her in his cloth-wrapped hands. He wasn’t alone. I kept pleading for them not to hurt her. I even gave them all our silver, though they pulled out every mattress in case we’d hidden more away. I followed them through the marshes to their galley. I begged, on my knees, that they return Elly, but the Rastergani kicked me and I tumbled into the water.

And then I snapped my fingers. A bolt from heaven struck him dead. Upon seeing that, the others in his raiding party returned Elly and all whom they’d kidnapped — and now begged me to spare their lives.

As they rowed toward the horizon, empty of all they’d tried to steal, I finished them off with a deafening blast.

I protected the soul I cherished most. I drank from the cup and I was never weak.

It was the sweetest of all fates. It was the world I wanted to live in. All I had to do was step through that door, and Kaslas — the Wishing Tree — would take me there. Rewrite a new reality, just for me.

But what about this reality? Who would protect Ana, Mara, and Princip? Who would fight the East Islands Company and the Imperium to save some stranger’s family, except a man who had lost and now had nothing to lose? Would I abandon them when they needed me most?

As I pulled my gaze away from the door, the feelings of those fates intensified. An inferno of longing bathed my heart. Kaslas wanted me to walk through that door, but what if its promises were merely sweet deceits? What if this was all just another joke played upon man by god?

I knew it was no joke. Kaslas had shown me plenty of signs that his power was genuine. It was as true a promise as any I’d ever been offered, and yet, I had people I cared for, here and now, who needed me. Who had only me to help them.

But what did any of that weigh compared to being with Elly, again?

No matter how much we cherish something, we will always feel its loss as it slips away. Mourn today, but tomorrow, cherish what remains.

With Man of Peace’s final prayer for Melodi in my heart, I turned away from the door’s tempting light. Hardly a moment had passed.

“Fuck this.” I reached to grab Ana’s hand.

She was not next to me, anymore.

“Ana?”

She’d rushed forward. Toward the door and the letters.

“Ana!” her mother called. “Ana, stop!”

She stood next to the stream of green things coming out of the door. I hurried forward to stop her, but Krum got in my way. He grabbed my arms and pushed me down onto the ground. I pushed back, but the man was impossibly strong. I wasn’t going to out-wrestle him in time. I couldn’t even move my hand to conjure lightning.

“Ana!” I shouted. “Stay away!”

“This must happen.” When Krum opened his mouth to say the words, worms wriggled deep in his throat. This man, and his strength, were not human.

Ana glanced back at me. I saw it in her eyes: the scorn she held for herself, all this time. She’d told me about it before, at the inn in Hyperion. She’d told me about how her own father had burned her face. Of course she hated herself. No father would do that to his own daughter unless she was unlovable, worth no more than a lump of coal.

“Ana! Don’t!” Mara screamed as her daughter entered the stream of letters. She writhed against her captors, but the grips of Krum’s wives remained firm. “My daughter! Please, no!”

The letters immersed Ana in a ball of emerald light. I couldn’t protect her. I couldn’t protect either of them. I couldn’t protect Elly. I couldn’t protect Miriam. I couldn’t protect my father. I couldn’t protect my mother. All the power in the world, and I couldn’t protect anyone I’d ever loved.

Man of Peace, his tears falling down his gray beard and onto his parchment, knew it well enough.

No might can stay the pen of fate.

No prayer can keep you here.

No Shah can command life’s gate.

Even Chisti could not still death’s near.

He’d written these lines as Lunara, his love, lay dying.

But I was not Man of Peace. I was Micah the Metal. I would not go peacefully with the wind. I did not cower to fate — I conquered it. I would snap fate’s pen at the half, or die smiting my enemies.

“No more.” I slipped my black hand free, opened my palm, and pulled a thin beam of red lightning down upon Krum. His chest exploded with char and flame, worms screaming as they burst. But the Khagan was smiling, as if the pain were his pleasure. As I stood, worms erupted out of the ground and poured into the hole my lightning had made in his chest.

Forget him. I ran for the ball of glowing green surrounding Ana. I had to pull her out. I had to save her from whatever Kaslas was scheming. I reached my hand forward as the green light turned blinding and immersed me, too.

I was standing in the First Forest, but it was no longer upside down. The trees were black pillars holding up the red sky, screaming faces chiseled across them. Atop the trees, eyes watched me. Giants taking myriad strange forms squatted upon the branches, their bodies made of angel metal as dark as my arm. The Fallen.

Some had scales that gleamed like black diamonds, others had horns growing out of their eyes. Some had heads in their bellies, others had heads coming out of their heads. Some had a hundred tongues, others had none. Some seemed never to end, and others never to begin.

Creatures just as strange circled the base of the black pillars, as if in worship. They had oblong heads, reed-like limbs, and their eyes hung off their chins. They hymned as they went round.

My heart trembled at these sights. I did not belong in this place. I took a step, my foot sinking into the ground. It was made of black sand, finer than gunpowder. I had to watch how and where I walked.

A beam of green light shone in the distance, rising from the sand and into the blood cloud above. I carefully trudged toward it, seeing only by the somber red glow of the clouds, which pulsed like heartbeats.

Ana was there, standing in the green light. She clutched the burns on her cheek as if they were fresh.

“Don’t do this,” I said.

“Why not? It would be better if this me never were.”

“You’re a precious jewel, Ana. Just the way you are.” After Melodi had lost her arm and was depressed for months, Man of Peace had tried to convince her of the same. He’d succeeded, so I had to try, too. “You’re young. You’ll find people who’ll cherish you. You’ll find a way to be happy. I swear.”

She shook her head, her cheeks wet with tears. “You didn’t see it.”

“See what?”

“The things Kaslas promised me when I looked into the door.” It seemed she’d seen visions, just like I had.

“A Fallen Angel cannot be trusted.” No god’s promises could be trusted.

A shadow spread across the landscape. Something was watching us from above, and it was even larger than the Fallen Angels sitting on the branches. It hovered amid the clouds, the outline of its wings glowing with spectral light. And those wings went on forever, each spanning miles. I counted eleven.

“He’s here,” Ana said. “The Archangel.”

“Why would the Archangel be here, among all these Fallen?”

“He’s here for you. Didn’t you see the truth in the light?”

“Truth?”

“They are all Fallen.” Ana wiped the tears off her chin. “The Twelve, and even Balhut — the Archangel. They all drank from the cup of darkness, and what they learned changed them. Corrupted their forms.”

“Why did they—” I had to stop myself. I didn’t want to know.

“Because, just like you, they feared what they didn’t know, yet needed to sate their thirst for it. They had a thousand thousand times more knowledge than mankind, but when weighed against their ignorance, it was like they had no knowledge at all.”

“How long did you stare into that light, Ana?”

“They each took a sip… they saw the beginning and end of time. Not just in our world, but in countless worlds.” Her eyes were glassy, as if she’d gazed too long at the sun. “By compiling all they’d seen, they discovered a pattern on a scale we cannot ever imagine. And in that pattern, they saw their dead creator dreaming them into existence. And in their creator’s eye, they saw their creator’s creator, and the creator even beyond that — and on and on — a Godhead without end. Without meaning. Who can blame them for despairing?”

“Whom do the angels fear?” Aschere had once asked me. “Everyone fears their creator.”

“Then whom does the creator fear?” I’d asked back, to which she had no satisfying retort.

But truly, what did Hawwa, the Dreamer, fear? Was that a question ever worth pondering?

No, what mattered to me — and to mankind — was that the Twelve served the Dreamer, and the Dreamer wanted our souls to suffer eternally. Aschere had made that quite clear. Angels are messengers, and “a messenger always serves something greater.” I ought not to dwell on any questions beyond that. Questions had led Lunara to a dark place, to abandon the family she loved, and I did not want the same.

I glanced up at the Archangel one more time. The blood cloud obscured its detail, though when its wings would flutter downward and pierce through the fold, there were eyes inside — watching. It extended an open hand toward me, larger than a palace. Eleven fingers, each metal, glinted behind the cloud.

What did it want with me? Did it miss my worship and adoration? Did it yearn to put me back on that path?

But it was not worthy of my worship. I would not accept its promises nor those of any other god or angel, no matter how sweet.

“Balhut. Kaslas. They are all puppets of Hawwa,” I said. “And if you fall prey to their whispers, you will be, too. They’ll put you on strings, Ana, like they once did me. There is no telling the awful things they will make you do.”

Ana shrugged the way Melodi often would. “Who can blame them? Who can blame them for putting their hopes in the angelic egg, and for manipulating lesser beings like us into finally cracking it open? They’ll make us dance, whether we like it or not. Better we get something in return than nothing at all.”

I’d seen this egg in that vision Ahriyya had forced upon me in Labyrinthos. It was not something I ever wanted to see again.

“This is madness.” I put my hand on my heart. “Forget it all. Let’s just go back. I will help you with all my might. So will your mother and Princip. You are as precious to me as my own daughter. Forget the angels. Forget everyone else and what they did in the past.”

“I’ve tried. Believe me, I’ve tried. I put on a mask and acted happy all my life.” From the way her face twisted with pain, it seemed I was finally reaching her. “I’m tired.”

“I refuse to let you give up and succumb to these evil whispers.”

“I’ve made my decision. You’ll go back, just the way you are. But not me. I have accepted Kaslas’ promise.”

“Why?”

“Because I think about it all the time. I think about how my skin smelled as my cheek roasted on those coals. I hear my mother screaming shrill as it happened. I taste my own burning tears. And I feel his rough hand pushing my head down onto the fire — the hand of the one man who is supposed to love me, without conditions. Who is supposed to protect me, even against the world.” Remembrance of so much pain made her face bitter. “The past is a demon, haunting us forever. And this is the only way to banish it.” With some effort, she gave me a smile. “You know, I’d heard so many bad things about you. But I see none of that. You are a good man, Micah.”

“Ana—“

“Thank you for everything you did. Goodbye.”

The red light of heaven brightened, as if a bloody sun were about to fall upon us. It grew so scathing, I covered my eyes.

When I opened them, I was back on the little mud island in the Deadwood. I pulled my hand away from the letters surrounding Ana. Krum’s chest was still filling with worms. It was as if not a second had passed.

The Ana we’d known was no more. Whoever was about to walk out of that orb of gleaming green would be someone changed, and so I had only this moment to remember how she used to be. But what did my grief matter? It was Mara’s that weighed more than the earth itself. And yet, in a few seconds, she would forget whom Ana once was.

It was like someone had smashed my skull with a war hammer; the moment Ana stepped forward for all to see, my eyeballs seared as if they were about to shoot out of their sockets.

And then a calm like falling feathers descended.

“My daughter…” Vasco was still clutching his head.

“Ana.” Mara gazed with serenity at the girl who emerged.

She looked as she always had — which I knew was not true. This whole time, she’d only been pretending to be weak — which I knew made no sense. As the contradictions piled in my mind like a mountain, I felt as if that war hammer had taken another swing.

Her image flickered — burns on her face. Then they were gone. Had she been burned, before? I couldn’t remember.

“Ana,” Vasco said. “Are you all right, my child?”

I approached Ana. Only then did I notice the five cards she held in her hands. Sungorging. Bloodwriting. Starwriting. Demonbinding. The fifth card, which I couldn’t read, was scrawled in some lettering with too many lines and dots to be a human script, as if this card had never been meant for mankind. When she tossed all five onto the ground, they vanished.

Ana grabbed her head, obviously in pain. If these contradictions were too much for us, then they must’ve been utterly overwhelming for her. She fell forward and fainted. Vasco, now free, caught her before she landed in the mud.

All this time, I’d never had a clear shot at ending his life. But now… now I was no longer certain if I even wanted to. Vasco dei Cruz loved his daughter. He would keep her safe — though she didn’t need anyone to keep her safe. She was not just a sorcerer, she was every kind of sorcerer.

A clay pot flew through the air and shattered against the ground. A clear gas wafted from the broken shards. The Rubadi standing near it fell in a heap onto the mud.

“Sleeping gas,” I said.

Shadows and lights appeared across every tree line in the distance: soldiers, lying in wait. More clay pots landed all around us. They were being thrown from the overlooking heights.

He was there: the albino healer, Heath. A throng of imperial soldiers stood at his back.

Before I could reach out and smite them, a clay pot exploded near my feet. All it took was a single inadvertent breath of the sweet smell, and I lost my grip on my mind and body, as if I were being pulled into a deep sea within me. Drowning, until all my senses went limp and dark.

“Known him for the shittier half of my life. It’s him.” It was a voice I hadn’t heard in many moons. No question — that was Edmar’s husky, back alley of the Feet lilt. “I confirm it. He is Micah, the Dark Drinker.”

“Lord Imperator will be pleased.” That voice, I didn’t recognize, but the accent was insufferably highborn.

What was even happening? I couldn’t move my arms. Couldn’t command any part of me, except my tongue.

It took all my strength to flick my eyelids open. I was lying in the mud, my back against a tree. How had I even gotten here? There were imperial paladins everywhere, and someone I once loved like a brother.

“Edmar? That you, my friend?”

My former confidant stood crooked on his peg leg. He wore a black coat with red buttons. “Grandmaster.”

“Where’d you come from?”

“We won the battle, Grandmaster. You and your infidels have been laid low. It is a great day for Crucis and the Faith. May the Archangel have mercy on you.” He began to hobble away.

“Wait, Edmar. I did not turn my back on Crucis. On the Ethos. I did not⁠—“

“Save it for the Day of Judgment. I pray that Cessiel puts the largest lump of lead she can find on your plate of good, so that when Principus weighs it, it be heavier than your plate of evil.”

Edmar turned and limped away.

“Wait,” I called.

“I’ve said my piece.”

“What was that joke you once told me?”

He glared at me from over his shoulder. “Joke?”

“About convents and brothels.”

Edmar chuckled in his hard way. “I’ll tell you next we meet. I followed you for too long, I imagine we’ll be going to the same place. I will see you in Paradise, or I will see you in Hellfire. Goodbye, Grandmaster.”

He left. I felt cold.

Mara came forward, her dress covered in muck.

“Mara…” The dull, all-encompassing ache in my head made speaking difficult. “What happened?”

“It seems the imperials won. A general named Leo stole several night’s march and came to their aid at the forts.”

Nothing a little lightning couldn’t handle. I tried to will my gunmetal arm, but it wouldn’t budge. I was drier within than I’d ever been.

“Heath stuck you with something,” Mara said. “He said you wouldn’t be able to move except for your eyelids and tongue. Micah, listen to me…” Her face ghosted. She sounded so sad. “I’m afraid they intend to execute you, this moment.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time. How is Ana?”

“She hasn’t woken. But Heath says she’ll be all right.”

“I don’t know what all this was for. I feel like… maybe I accomplished something good, here.” Or had I simply been manipulated into doing what the devs had schemed, all along? I looked into Mara’s sad eyes with all my hope and confusion. “Did I make things better?”

“Micah, you did. Ana and I are alive and together. When she awakens, no one will be able to refuse her demands. No one can hurt her.” Mara kissed me on both cheeks, then the forehead, her tears wetting my face. “I will keep what you did for us in my heart. I will pray for you, in every spare moment, as long as I have breath.” She kissed me again, her tears drenching my beard.

“It’s all right, Mara.”

“It’s not all right. You fought for us. You helped save us. I know you did. I know. I know. I am not so ungrateful. You deserve so much better than this.”

“No. Not with my sins. I’ve killed so many people. I made countless mothers cry. I even got your husband killed. My scale will never balance. You said it yourself, remember?”

“Then I will stand on your scale on the Day of Judgment until it does. I will make your good deeds weigh heavier than your sins.”

Mara’s image flickered. For a moment, I saw Miriam in her place. Screaming aches engulfed every inch of my head. I’d left Miriam in that windowless room to die, and yet Mara had walked out of it.

“I never had the chance — to just live with the people I love. Like Man of Peace. I fought for so many things — but I never…”

“I know,” Mara said. “I promise, Micah — wherever your soul goes, I’ll find you. You’ll have a home with Ana and me — in the next life.”

“That’s enough,” Vasco said.

Mara gave me one final, tear-filled kiss on the lips before imperial paladins ushered her away.

“You’ll die by firing squad,” Vasco said, still drenched in mud. “It’s one of the better deaths a man can have. Much better than the plank or the noose. And better than you deserve.”

All I could do was nod, though I wasn’t certain my head had even moved. “Let it be so. I did what I came to do. I’m long past my due date.”

The one-eyed, former priest lit a pipe. The stench of opium overpowered the odor of charred swampland. “It’s for the headaches. Every time I look at my daughter, they only get worse. But I want to look at her. I feel like I’ve woken up from a bad dream, one where I despised my only child.”

“Be a good father, Vasco dei Cruz. Be a good father and treasure what you have.”

He blew out a cloud of opium. “If I can be half as good a father as you are a killer, I’ll have done well. I wish we could talk more about all that’s happened — it is so difficult to grasp — but the imperials insist you must die. And they’re not willing to wait, lest you escape. You are a sly creature, if you are anything.”

“I kept your family safe.”

Vasco glanced suspiciously at the imperials. He came closer and said in a hushed voice, “I will never forgive you for keeping Mara from me. Never. And yet… I would bow to you, if there weren’t so many holy paladins around. The moment I saw Ana walk out from those letters, it was like the sun had risen upon a clear sky after a long night of storm. I don’t remember how, but I know I wronged her, and I know you and Mara were her only true defenders. In the west, they’ll speak of how you were a monster who succumbed to sorcery and the guiles of the Fallen, and in the east, they’ll say you were a bloodthirsty fanatic who bathed Kostany in blood. That might all be true, but I will try to remember you differently. I will remember you as the man who protected my family from its worst enemy — me.” He patted me on the shoulder and whispered, “I’ll put a flower on your door,” then stepped away. He looked back to say one final thing. “Micah… from one man who made mistakes to another… try to forgive yourself.”

The following moments of silence were the most difficult of all. There was no one left to say goodbye to, no one to wish me well on the lonely journey to come. So I visited my thoughts. I wanted to be with a woman, one final time. I thought of Asparia, because the way her body felt was freshest in my memory. The dough of her breasts, the wet of her tongue, the warmth of being inside her. I would’ve smote all these imperial fuckers to high heaven for one more taste.

Gunners, clad in chain and plate, came forward. Their matchlocks were of dark wood and steel.

“Ready!” one shouted.

I closed my eyes as they cocked their matches. A part of me wanted to scream, “I’m not ready!” and another part wanted to tell that part to be still, to surrender the struggle and summon whatever peace I could find. Try to forgive yourself. But had I proved I was a better man than the one who butchered Shah Murad’s family? Who murdered his own brother and daughter?

There was no time to take my own measure. I would await the judging scale, if there even was one.

“Aim!”

I thought of Melodi holding Man of Peace’s hand as he lay on his death bed. “Thank you, Baba, for loving me,” were her final words to him. I imagined her here, with me, holding my hand. My limbs were shaking. Every part of me ached. But she squeezed my hand to steady me.

“Fire!”

I heard them pull their triggers, but I did not hear the shots.
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VASCO


We sawed his head off after five rounds of firing — thirty bullets in total — had already ended him. Then we put it in a sealed vat and sent it to Hyperion. And so ended the song of Micah the Dark Drinker, as his former lieutenant Edmar had styled him.

Kardam Krum and his menace were nowhere to be found. Once Heath’s clay pots had begun bursting, he and his wives and cohort escaped through the door. It closed after, relieving us of its lights and letters, though I remained wary. This was a cursed forest, for true, and I resolved not to allow anyone near this swamp lest such madness ever recur.

Mara screamed and cried when Micah died. Men often got attached to her, but it was not often she got attached to a man. It made me jealous, but I refused to let it show. He was dead and reviled. What else could I do to him?

Speaking of jealousy, it seemed Alia wasn’t immune. I insisted that Mara stay with us on the ride back to Tethys, and though Alia agreed, her bitter discomfort was plain. Ana remained asleep through the journey. It was a — thankfully — uneventful ride, General Leo’s fresh troops proving perfectly capable of keeping us safe. As our wheelhouse bumped along the path, we learned that the wormrot in the Deadwood had died out and that Pendurum had been reclaimed, the purple fluttering once again above its iron walls. But no one said much, Mara too focused on ensuring Ana remained fed and watered, and Alia too focused on the acrimony of her thoughts — which was just as well, since I was happy with silence, though much festered beneath it.

I thought unceasingly of Trevor and Jon. If the rumors from the captured Rubadi were true, Mara had stabbed Jon to death. Had it all been my fault? Was it my own wickedness that led Emigrant to murder Emigrant?

I felt like a lone ship lost in an endless sea. They were my guiding stars, and without them the night had grown darker. All I could do was mourn — for now.

During the journey back to Tethys, Heath and I would often sit together in the carriage where we kept Trevor and Jon’s bodies. One day, with the sunshine cracking through the winter haze, he asked me a disturbing question.

“Do you ever wonder if we killed any Emigrants during our many battles?”

“What do you mean?”

“What if there were Emigrants on the opposing side, and neither we nor they knew it?”

Heat rose in my chest at the thought. Of course, there were Emigrants out there, lying to others and themselves about the truth of their souls. “It is a cruel thing to wonder at.”

“You should wonder it,” Heath said with venom. “You kill without asking questions.”

“I was done asking questions the moment I left the Inquisition. I can only save whom I know to save. I’m going to save you, Heath — even if you may despise me, at times. I’m going to save Mara and Alia, too. And I’m going to save Ana.”

That last thought seemed strange and incongruous. But I loved my daughter as much as I did any Emigrant.

“And what of all the others?” Heath said. “What of the hundreds, thousands of Emigrants who we don’t know about? And what of the dead among us? What of Trevor and Jon?”

I thought of the man walking down the pyramid. Even he had only the vaguest of answers to these difficult questions.

I’d have to be better than him. I’d have to find a path he didn’t take, perhaps didn’t even see. I’d have to veer away from what had been written in his world and pray the ink had not dried in mine.

The first man I met in Tethys was not Rone of Sempuris, but someone far more important than any Exarch or Imperator: my banker. Lal of the Seth was waiting in my office. Paramic calligraphy adorned the shoulders of his purple robe. He fingered prayer beads as he flipped through the pages of a rather thick tome. Strange that he was muttering the names of flowers and not praises to Lat.

“Have you heard?” he said. “For your valorous deeds in defense of Crucis, Imperator Josias has summoned you to the High Castle.”

“Summoned?” I chuckled. “Fancy way of saying ‘begging to see me.’”

“Kings don’t beg.”

“Sure they don’t.” I sat behind my desk and grinned. “This winter was a cruel one, I heard. One in seven starved to death in the Feet.”

“You call that cruel? A famine in Garmzaman once killed one in three.”

“Know how many starved in Sempuris?” I showed him a closed hand. “Not a one. The Company did what we said we would, and now the people of Crucis know we keep our promises. They’ll be eating out of our hands, but we’ll be the ones feasting.”

Lal crossed his legs in an eastern way. He leaned forward, kohl glinting around his eyes. “Treasure your triumph, Vasco dei Cruz. There are yet more struggles to come — in the east.”

“And you’ll help me with those, I imagine? Can I count on the bankers of House Seth?”

“We are loyal to our gold — and whoever can best help us invest it.”

“Oh yes, I know well your first love.” I gestured to his book. “But it seems you’ve a fondness for flowers, too. Don’t need gold to grow those.”

“A man has his hobbies.” He strummed his fingers across the leather cover. “A number of ships will be arriving at port — full of bullion. Do what you needs do. I’ve business in Alanya — I expect I’ll meet you there come the warm winds of summer.” The banker stood, smiled, then made for the door.

“Give Shah Tamaz my best.”

“He won’t be needing it.”

“Oh, you forgot your book.” I picked it up off my desk. The spine read Melody of Flowers in Paramic. Strange name.

“You know,” he said, “there’s this beautiful blue flower — a favorite of Crown Prince Kyars — that grows only on Mount Azad. Ever climbed it?”

“Would be easier to climb up to the moon.” That was how tall Mount Azad was. Located in the snowy north of Kashan, it dwarfed the Damav many times.

“You’re not wrong. It’s said to grow at the peak, near a very strange door no one has ever figured out how to open.”

I shuddered at the sound of that word. I’d had enough of doors. “Bring me one of these blue flowers next we meet.”

“It’s appropriately expensive, I’m afraid. The locals call it the High Flower. In their language — a thoroughly strange tongue — they use the word Araf.”

To hear Lal utter that word left me cold and speechless. The man walking down the pyramid had told me Araf was where the souls of Emigrants go.

“It’s so interesting, the things you can learn from a book.” He grinned. “Goodbye for now, Captain Vasco.”

Only after Lal had set sail for Dycondi did I realize he wasn’t just making small talk. He’d left that book on purpose so I would find that morsel within. And when I handed it back to him, he simply told me what he wanted me to know.

He wasn’t just some banker, was he?

I was about to depart for Hyperion when a feud erupted between two unexpected people: Heath and Mara.

“You will not have him!” Mara said, shielding the boy behind her at the door to our villa. Busy with so many matters, I’d barely had a chance to speak with either of them since returning, even though Heath lived next door, now, and attended to Ana daily.

“I have no intention to harm him,” replied Heath, hand on his heart. “All I want is some of his blood.”

After we’d executed Micah, Heath had removed all the blood from his body. He kept it cooled on ice. I still did not understand why he wanted to combine Micah’s blood with the boy’s — supposedly, he had found a way to create a new blood flavor. But what did it matter now that Jon was dead? We had no bloodwriter to make use of any blood flavor — not until Ana awoke, at least.

“What’s all this fuss?” Alia came down the stairs and approached the front door. When she saw Mara, she darted her gaze away. “I was taking a nap.”

I’d have to work on making the two of them get along. Though they never argued with each other, Alia remained aloof and cold. Mara was indifferent toward her, focused too much on Ana and the little mercenary boy, whose name I learned was Princip.

“This man — this mad, twisted man — wants to take my son and stick him with needles and instruments and Archangel knows what else.” Mara raised a fist. “I will die a thousand and twelve deaths before I allow it.”

She had no lack for motherly ferocity. It stirred my loins and made me want to give her more children.

“Heath,” I put a hand on his shoulder and shook him lightly, “this is no time for such things.”

“But Captain⁠—“

“The boy is precious to Mara, that means he is precious to me.”

“How many times must I say it?” Heath balled his hands in obvious frustration. “I am not going to hurt him.”

“I know,” I said. “But it’s unpleasant for the boy, and it’s unpleasant for Mara, and we’ve all had enough unpleasantness for many moons to come.” I glanced at Alia. She shrugged and walked back up the stairs.

Heath sighed with dejection. He blew out a gust. “As you wish then, Captain.”

Before I left, I visited Ana’s room. She lay asleep on her bed, her cheeks soft and pale. She looked as beautiful as the day she came into this world. After the Church learned I’d fornicated with Mara, they forced me to make a choice: my child or the cloth. I was drowning in shame for what I’d done — dreading I would be cast into Hellfire — and so I chose the cloth with the hope that through good deeds in the name of the Ethos, I could balance the scale and earn my cottage in Paradise.

But the day Ana was born, I snuck away from the monastery and went to town. I heard Mara’s birthing cries from far down the street. I watched through the window as Ana came out of her — the brightest light in the world. And I resolved, on that day, that if I should ever get a chance to see my daughter again, that I would love her.

“When you wake up, I’ll be here for you.” I kissed my daughter on the cheek, then opened the window to give her some fresh air and sunlight. What I saw on the branch of the fig tree in our garden gave me pause: a black-feathered drongo, watching with red eyes. It flapped its wings and soared into the sky.

With fair and warm winds around the Green Sea, we departed for Hyperion. The tides got more difficult as we approached Dycondi, and then tumultuous after that. We held our breaths until we made landfall in western Lemnos, then rode the remaining snowy way to Hyperion.

Imperator Josias was not seated on some distant, floating throne this time. We met in his banquet hall, which was draped in the finest purple satin, the splendors of the Twelve adorning the tapestries and mosaics. I kissed his ring and robe and put his hand to my forehead, making every act of obeisance that was appropriate in the Ethos faith. And yet, I was the one with the power.

Demetri and Leo had preceded me, here. Demetri had convinced his friend of my importance, and then they both spread the seed of my friendship among the lords at court. It was now time to reap the harvest.

“Archangel be praised, yours was an illustrious victory,” the Imperator said as we seated ourselves at a banquet featuring baked pheasants in yogurt. The organ player pounded out some celebrant chimes.

Patriarch Lazar sat with us, as did Gustav, the Exchequer, and Tomias, the Exarch of Lemnos.

“It is wonderful to see Ethosians working together in holy alliance to defeat the heathens, who sprout like weeds on a gravestone,” said Patriarch Lazar. “If only we’d had your help in Sirm.”

It seemed the one-eared Patriarch was on my side. Last time I was in this city, I’d been thirsting for allies. Now I was drowning in them.

“I lose my appetite when I think of Sirm, and what I left there.” Imperator Josias seethed, letting down his fork. “In truth, we defeated ourselves well before they defeated us. It was disunity that did us in. And curs like Micah, lusting only for their own glory.”

“I hope his head hastens your appetite,” I said, though I wasn’t hungry, either. Imperial chicken was a lovely thing, but too much was at stake to give it any attention. “One by one, we’ll defeat each of your enemies. As our good Patriarch just said, ours is a Holy League, and by it, Crucis and the lands of the Ethos will once again be secure and glorious.”

It wouldn’t be long until my words were tested. Come spring, red banners appeared in the waters around Nixos. The scimitar under the sun shimmered in gold thread upon each. As the might of Hayrad the Redbeard descended upon the island, I was forced to make good on my promise.

I knew the man. We’d fought, we’d done deals — we were of the same ilk. As he and his zabadar stripped Nixos bare, ransacking its chapels and cathedrals, seizing its women and children and slaying as many of its men as they could, I arrived with ten thousand paladins and Company men upon a hundred galleons, each of our sails the most regal purple. We managed to seize a third of his haul, rescuing thousands he’d enslaved. He fled to Kostany with the rest.

I wouldn’t call it a victory, but the imperials spun it as one. Redbeard had run away scared and the imperial fleet was once again a force to be reckoned with, only a year after their defeat in Sirm. Though this depiction hid a lot of our cracks, a glorious reality oft begins with a glorious fiction.

In the meantime, the Company inserted itself into every part of life and government throughout Crucis. You couldn’t repair a latrine without a permit stamped by one of our officers. With matters proceeding at course in the west, I turned my gaze to the east.

The East Islands, the source of our wealth, was under increasing attack by the Kashanese, who were getting help from an unexpected source: the Empire of Silk. And to make matters stranger, I received word of something that I never thought possible. Men claiming to be from Hollow Doom Harbor, the only place we’d ever made landfall across the Sea Mists, had come to Koa, our foremost vassal, seeking to build — of all things — a port. I struggled to believe it, but when the messenger described how their clothes changed colors as they walked, I knew it to be true.

It was news that required my immediate presence. And so I had no choice but to make preparations to sail the Sea Mountain to Koa, which was a journey of many moons. The plan was to make port in Wahi for a few days, sail through the canal, stop briefly in Dorud, and then head straight for Koa’s sapphire waters.

But this journey would not be as simple as before, especially with the cities on the Alanyan coast changing hands, back and forth, between the Alanyans and Crucian pirates. On the way, we learned about the shocking murder of Shah Tamaz, and then the even more shocking usurpation of the Seluqal House of Alanya. It was not wholly surprising to me; when the Inquisition had imprisoned me in Hyperion, I’d stared into my own star-seeing eye and witnessed a dinner conversation between a starwriter named Cyra and Celene, the daughter of Imperator Josias. It had hinted at some of these events. And so when we learned of this Cyra and her two Waste tribes, it did not worry me — nor did it matter, for now. Wahi and Dorud had not fallen to Cyra and remained under the control of my good friend Grand Vizier Barkam, which meant our ships would be allowed passage as usual.

Or so I thought.

It was the end of summer when we reached Dorud and its supple sand-and-mud cityscape. A squad of golden gholam were waiting for us as we deboarded our galleon, well past midnight during a swelter. I wanted nothing more than to lay on silk in Dorud’s finest pleasure house, but we were forced to walk in another direction. Someone styling himself the Sultan of Dorud had summoned us.

“What could this be about?” I whispered to Black Belly Bal, who was as soot-faced as ever, as we walked through the empty streets of the steamy, mud-brick city, the folk staring at us from their windows.

“All I know is, my cock’s been too dry for too long,” he replied. “This Sultan best not keep us.”

“Lick his balls just right and mayhap he won’t.”

“You’re the captain. You do it.”

“Oh I fully intend to.”

And so before I knew it, I was standing in the great hall of the Emerald Palace, breathing in bakhoor incense and listening to a caller recite the Sultan’s rather humble list of titles. Wasn’t too unusual for sultanates to pop up during power struggles. It was why Ejaz had become independent from Alanya, after all, and had remained so to this day. But Dorud lay too close to the heart of Alanyan power. Nevertheless, I yearned to throw gold and praises at his feet and march off to the pleasure house.

“The Magus Who Will Wear All Masks,” said the caller, announcing the Sultan’s final — and most alarming — title.

I had to get a good look at him, now. He did not adorn himself in kohl or jewels. He wore a white caftan, simply wrapped turban, and leather sandals. He wanted to look austere — a king of the people, who doesn’t love that story? But he was far from a commoner. He was my true and absolute enemy, foretold by the Palace of Bones.

The Magus-Sultan Kevah glared down at me from high on his divan. And I, knowing full well what was fated between us, glared back up at him.
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GLOSSARY


Ahriyya

A dark god, scorned in the Latian faith

Alanyans

Denizens of the Kingdom of Alanya

Archangel

The god of the Ethosians

Archers of the Eye

An Ethosian order that relays messages in Alanya, originally from Labash

Bakhoor

An woody scent used in incense burners

Baladict

Believed by Ethosians to be where souls go immediately after death

Barzakh

Believed by Latians to be where souls go immediately after death

Blood Plague

A plague which causes the blood content of living creatures to increase in a fatal manner, as well as causing other strange manifestations

Blood Star

A star believed to be the source of many arcane forms of sorcery

Bloodwriter

A sorcerer who uses blood to cast spells

Caecara

A city in the east of Crucis and the sight of a great battle, said to be cursed

Caliph

A deputy of the Children

Children

The descendants of Father Chisti. Revered by those on the Path of the Children.

Crucians

Denizens of the Holy Empire of Crucis

Damav

A great, red mountain in the north of Sempuris

Deadwood

A large forested region within Sempuris

Demonbinder

A sorcerer who can command djinn to do magic, also known as a magus

Dev

An extremely intelligent race of shapeshifting jinns

Disciples of Chisti

A saintly order responsible for protecting Zelthuriya, the Latian holy city

Dorud

A city in Alanya, where the Wahi Canal ends

Efreet

A tribe of djinn that live in the Valley of Flame who can manipulate fire

Ejazi

Denizens of Ejaz, an island kingdom south of Sirm

Emigrant

A person who claims to have lived a past life on a strange, pyramid-covered island

End of Epochs

The apocalypse in the Crucian faith

Ethosians

Worshippers of the Archangel

Exarch

The governor of a major Crucian province

Excubitors

Loyal guardsmen of the Imperator of Crucis

Fanaa

Paramic word meaning “annihilation” of identity and desire

Fountain

In the Ethosian religion, the place souls gather after the End of Epochs and before the Final Judgment

Gholam

Loyal slave soldiers of the Shah of Alanya

Gladius

A short iron sword used by the ancient Crucians

God Sea

A mysterious sea in the Deep Waste said to be the source of strange entities and magical powers

Grand Duke

The appointed prime minister of Crucis, similar to a grand vizier

Great Terror

The apocalypse in the Latian faith

Hawwa

A powerful god worshipped in the dark corners of the world, also known as the Dreamer

High Castle

The castle that houses the Imperator and the government of Crucis

Himyarites

Denizens of the Sultanate of Himyar, south of Alanya

Hyperion

The capital city of Crucis

Janissaries

Loyal slave soldiers of the Shah of Sirm

Jinn

An invisible spirit said to be the source of magic

Jotrids

An Endless Waste tribe that is a Seluqal client

Kashanese

Denizens of the Kingdom of Kashan

Khazis

Mystical warriors of the Latian faith

Koa

A kingdom in the East Islands formerly a vassal of Kashan, now a vassal of the East Islands Company

Kostany

The capital city of Crucis and the Ethosian holy city

Kumis

Fermented mares milk enjoyed by the zabadar and Rubadi

Labashites

Denizens of the Kingdom of Labash, south of Alanya

Labyrinthos

A mysterious underground system of tunnels that connects distant parts of the earth, said to be the home of terrible jinn

Lat

The god of the Latians

Latians

Worshippers of the goddess Lat

Lemnos

A province of Crucis just west of Hyperion, famed for its wines

Lidya

The eastern continent, home to Sirm, Alanya, and Kashan

Lightgiver

A missionary of the Children

Lord Heirophant

The head of the Inquisition

Magus

A sorcerer who can command djinn to do magic

Majlis

A parliament of viziers without binding power

Marot

One of the Twelve Angels revered in the Ethosian faith, also said to have taught mankind sorcery

Melody of Flowers

A strange book containing information about all sorts of flowers from everywhere on earth, even places no one in the known world has ever been to

Meteora

The religion of the Silklands, its holy place is a thousand mile meteor crater

Morning Star

A star believed to be the source of many blessings by the Latians, and believed to be dead by the Ethosians

Padishah

Ruler of all three Seluqal kingdoms

Paramic

Liturgical language of the Latian faith and common tongue of the Kingdom of Alanya

Pasgardians

Denizens of Pasgard, a territory of Crucis

Patriarch

The head of the Church of the Ethos in Crucis

Pendurum

A city in the cold north of Crucis with iron walls

Philosophers

An order of scientists that operate from the Tower of Wisdom in Qandbajar

Qandbajar

The capital city of Alanya

Rohnshar

The capital city of Kashan

Rubadi

Clans of nomadic horse warriors, distantly related to the zabadar

Ruh

Paramic word for soul or spirit

Ruthenians

Denizens of Ruthenia, a country north of Crucis

Saint-Kings

Saint Chisti's successors and rulers of Alanya prior to the Seluqal House. Revered by those on the Path of the Saints.

Saintcurser

An elite warrior of the Children

Saklas

One of the Twelve Angels revered in the Ethosian faith, also has his own cult of worshipers, though they are considered heathens by the Ethos Church

Sand Palace

The palace that houses the Shah and the government of Alanya

Sargosan East Islands Company

A trading company owned by shareholders in Sargosa with holdings in the East Islands

Sargosans

Denizens of Sargosa, a kingdom of Crucis in the west of Yuna

Saturni/Saturnus

The ruling clan of Crucis

Scimitar

A curved sword used mainly by the Alanyans

Seat

The palace that houses the Shah and the government of Sirm

Seluqal

The royal house of Sirm, Alanya, and Kashan

Sempuris

A province of Crucis to the west of Hyperion that stretches from the Green Sea to Mount Damav

Seth

A Kashan-based family that owns the largest bank in the known world

Shamshir

A curved sword used mainly by the Sirmians

Shapeshifter

A djinn who can alter his or her appearance to mimic other creatures and people

Shura

A council and deliberative process for advising a ruler

Silklanders

Denizens of the Silk Empire

Simurgh

A giant bird from myth with a wolf's head, a falcon's wings, and a lion's claws, also the sigil of Seluqal Alanya

Sirdar

An elite, landowning Kashanese warrior

Sirmians

Denizens of the Kingdom of Sirm

Soul Sea

A collection of individual human souls confined within an angel, god, entity, or within a certain location

Soulshifter

A form of bloodwriting which allows one to possess the bodies of animals and humans

Spatha

A long iron sword used by the ancient Crucians

Starwriter

A sorcerer who alters the orbits of stars to cast spells

Sungorger

A sorcerer who channels the light of stars to cast spells

Sweating Sickness

A fever with an unknown cause, often fatal

Sylgiz

An Endless Waste tribe that revere the Children

Syr Darya

The river for which Sirm is named for and site of the famous battle between Heraclius and Murad

Tethys

The main city of the Crucian province of Sempuris

Thamesians

Denizens of Thames, a country north of Crucis

Twelve

The pantheon of Twelve Angels revered by the Ethosians

Vogras

A mountainous region northeast of Alanya, from where descends the Vogras River

Wahi

A city in Alanya, where the Wahi Canal begins

Wormrot

A plague which causes worms to burst from the innards of people, which then go on to infect more people

Yam Sup Sea

An inlet of the Kashanese Sea in Himyar

Yuna

The western continent, home to Crucis

Zabadar

Horse warriors that live in the plains of Sirm

Zamburak

A small cannon mounted on a camel or elephant
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