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CHAPTER 1


“You must, at all costs, avoid women,” said the old man. “Pay attention! Their exhalations will turn your bowels to water and wither your genitals, change your seed to dust and the breath of your lungs to—”

“Brother Mornan,” said Learned Edmund wearily, “I have traveled beside women before, and my bowels remain in fine working order. I do not believe this is necessary.”

“It is because of your recklessness that I seek to remind you!” snapped Brother Mornan. He was eighty years old and resembled a pale, bug-eyed prune, particularly when he was indignant. “You seem to have forgotten the dangers, and by your foolish example, you will lead others astray!”

“Just give me the artifact, please.”

“I do not know what the senior Fathers are thinking,” grumbled Mornan, “trusting you with the artifact. You constantly tread the edge of heresy and yet they let you gallivant around the countryside, entrusting priceless objects to your care.” He folded his arms around the wrapped package that he held, as if refusing to give it up.

Learned Edmund pinched the bridge of his nose. “Brother Mornan…”

If I were truly as good a man as I wish to be, I would fight this battle, hopeless though it is. I would not let him say such things unchallenged. But I am tired of fighting and I wish to be away from here and the only thing that will change Mornan is a brick to the head. Perhaps not even that.

It had all been so simple once. Learned Edmund had believed that prejudice, like any other ignorance, could be alleviated with facts and proof. He himself had been ignorant, but he had learned, and he had come back to the white halls of the Many-Armed God’s temple to share what he had learned.

The magnitude of his younger self’s naivete made him cringe internally, even now.

The halls were still white. Tall windows let in beams of sunlight, and dust motes danced in them. The statue of the Many-Armed God in His form as the Lord of the Book gazed down with benign marble eyes. Deeper inside the temple, where the manuscripts were kept, there were no windows, lest sunlight and humidity damage the books. The stacks were cool and quiet and smelled of old paper, old books, old knowledge.

The scholars moved between sun and shadow, library and scriptorium. It was a peaceful, beautiful place of learning, where intellects and ideas could be challenged, research conducted, a whole life spent in pursuit of knowledge to be given away once found.

And Learned Edmund could not bear to live there a moment longer.

“Brother Mornan,” he said, “either give me the artifact or inform the Fathers that you have refused to remand it to my care. They have ordered me to deliver it to a scholar of the Forge God in Archon’s Glory. If you are questioning their authority to do so, your complaint must be directed to them, not to me.”

Mornan’s eyes bugged out even further. He was one of the three keepers of the various artifacts that the Many-Armed God’s servants had acquired over the centuries and he was inclined to milk every drop of authority possible out of his post. Learned Edmund had truly hoped to get one of the other two keepers instead, but of course it would be Brother Mornan on duty.

I was supposed to agree that he knows best, and then listen to a lecture on proper care of the artifact, then agree again to guard it with my life, then agree a third time that I am not worthy of their trust and express my gratitude to the keepers for entrusting it to me and for having taken such good care of it. And never mind that it’s an old sword in wrappings that haven’t been changed in a century and that “taking care of it” involved looking up the catalogue number from the description and finding the box it was in, nothing more.

Many-Armed One, I am so tired. This cannot be what You intended, surely.

“You can’t draw it,” said Brother Mornan angrily. “It’s not for using. Don’t go thinking it’s an ordinary sword and you can just hit people with it like a paladin.”

“God forbid!” said Learned Edmund, with more force than he intended. He had known a paladin once. The man had biceps thicker than Edmund’s neck and practiced the sword for three hours a day.

He had also been a good and honorable man who had been driven from his own temple and made his way as best he could without god or priests to guide him. Learned Edmund thought of him often.

If he can make his own way, surely I can as well. I am not being tormented by demons and there is no price on my head, so I have a great many advantages, even if I cannot swing a sword.

Of course, he also did not have to deal with Brother Mornan. Possibly demons would be an improvement.

That was unkind. He knew it was unkind. And he probably shouldn’t joke about demons.

Anyway, it’s not as if we can exorcise Mornan. Otherwise someone would have tried it by now.

“The description of the artifact we were given is that it is an ornamental sword of some antiquity and that the hilt is attached to the scabbard,” Learned Edmund said. “I would no more try to stab someone with it than I would strike them with one of the books I have been asked to convey as well.”

Mornan’s lip curled back. “For all I know, you’re likely to do that, too.”

“Brother Mornan…”

“Fine!” The old man shoved the wrapped package at him. “Far be it from me to question the Fathers. And you’ll do less damage out there than you will in here, with your foolishness. When your bowels are running and your root has withered, don’t think you’ll get any sympathy from me!”

“I assure you, Brother Mornan, I would never seek sympathy from you about the condition of my nether regions.” Edmund turned on his heel and walked away, wishing he dared to slam the door, but the doors were carefully weighted and closed gently behind him.

The mule was standing in the stableyard, already loaded up with gear. He added a layer of oilcloth to the wrappings around the ornamental sword and settled it among the books, fussing over the straps and baffles until the mule grew restless. Not that she would ever do anything so ill-behaved as buck or roll or bite, but she was beginning to get the thoughtful look that preceded mischief and Edmund knew that it was time to go.

“Safe travels,” said the stablehand. “Go well and come back to us soon.”

Edmund murmured something noncommittal. He would go as well as he could, but he knew that he was not coming back.

It was a short road from the temple to the valley road beyond. He could stand at the entrance to the valley and look behind him, up at the temple with its white stone walls.

This is the last time, thought Learned Edmund. The last. I am done. I tried and I tried and even Mistress Slate would tell me it was enough.

His lips twitched. Mistress Slate would probably have told him that it was outside of enough, that he’d stayed well past the point of good sense. Slate had very little patience with idealism. He’d tried to bring change from inside, but the order of the Many-Armed God wasn’t going to change for one lone dedicate, particularly not one who was only twenty-seven, even if he currently felt about a thousand years old.

He could see the future stretched in front of him if he stayed, as clearly as if it had been illuminated in pen and paint. A life spent fighting with his brethren, growing older and more bitter, bringing up his cause every time there was an open discussion, the way that Brother Kerevan brought up his demands to change the taxonomic classification system. And I will be as little regarded, he thought wearily. I will say it so often that people stop hearing it and I will die here in these halls and be buried and the Many-Armed God’s servants will be no closer to thinking that perhaps women are not an inferior creation and I will have spent my life accomplishing nothing.

So he would take the other way. Already, he was sent on many trips outside the walls of the Many-Armed God’s temple. He was good with mules and he traveled well and he was reliable. So the temple sent him on more and more such journeys, whenever a dedicate was required to hand over important texts or to observe and record. And it helps that my handwriting is legible, he thought rather dryly. Good handwriting and good with mules, that is what will save me.

The mule flicked her ears at him, and he reached over and rubbed her nose. “All will be well, Sweetness,” he told her.

The mule gave him a skeptical look, but that probably didn’t mean anything. All mules were skeptics, in Learned Edmund’s experience. Sweetness the mule, so far as he could tell, did not believe in the existence of anything except food, and only the food that was directly in front of her at that. There might be food in other places, and she was, perhaps, willing to make the experiment, but she was not going to get her hopes up. She reminded Learned Edmund of the great philosopher Garlane, who claimed to disbelieve in the back of his own head because he had never seen it.

At the entrance to the valley, he turned to look behind him.

We could have done so much good, he thought, staring down at the temple. We could have changed so much. But we huddle in our temple and only give our knowledge to people who know the right words to ask for it, and any good we do is because of them, not us.

Learned Edmund sighed and turned away and left the Temple of the Many-Armed God for the last time.



The road was cold and dusty, a combination that Edmund found particularly obnoxious. The only snow lay in the shadows under the trees. Snow was often unpleasant to travel through, but there was something cheerful about the crunch underfoot and the way the sun sparkled off it. And at least it laid the dust. Chilly air and dry ground meant that your lungs dried out and the inside of your nose dried out and sooner or later you’d start sneezing blood into a handkerchief like a consumptive.

“But it’s good for books,” he told Sweetness. “Not the dust, but cold and dry is better than rainy or humid. At least to a point. I should be grateful.”

Sweetness flicked her ear at him. Gratitude was foreign to mules. Mules, in Sweetness’s opinion, were royalty who deserved all the food and warmth and treats that they could get. The failure of the rest of the world to provide this was simply one of the indignities that an equine monarch was forced to endure.

There was a hostel a few leagues from the temple. Learned Edmund stopped there while the sun was still above the horizon. The food was not terribly good, but the hostel had a bathhouse and sauna and that made everything wonderful.

He sweated in the sauna until his reddish-brown hair had plastered itself to his face. Since there was no one else in the sauna tonight, he sang a tuneless song about humidity while dumping water over the rocks. “Hu-mid-it-ty, how I love thee…” He would not have done that in front of another human, and certainly not in front of the mule. Sweetness would have judged him very harshly indeed.

It occurred to him that technically he was stealing Sweetness, which gave him a nasty turn. He stopped in midsong, staring into the steam. From a scholar and dedicate to a horse thief. Have I really come to this?

No, no. Technically the temple had given Sweetness into his care until he delivered the books and the useless sword to Archon’s Glory. He wouldn’t be a horse thief until he’d made the delivery and then didn’t bring her back. It’s not as if anyone is going to come looking for me. Maybe in a year or two someone will wonder what happened to me. They’ll just assume I found something interesting to research, and then after a while they’ll assume I’m dead.

It would probably not occur to anyone that he had simply left the temple’s service. Scholars just didn’t do that. Acolytes, perhaps, who had come in young and discovered they didn’t have a vocation, but Learned Edmund was a full-fledged dedicate of the Many-Armed God and not even Brother Mornan would have questioned his vocation.

As long as I deliver the books, no one will care about the mule, Learned Edmund told himself, and poured more water on the stones to try to steam away the last traces of his guilt.

When he had drenched himself in cold water and dried off, it was time for the next stage. Learned Edmund took out his tiny shaving mirror of polished steel and his spring scissors and began to cut his hair.

His tonsure had been growing out for weeks and he had been dodging increasingly judgmental looks from the older brothers, but the constant itchy stubble of a shaved scalp was unbearable when the weather was dry. Now he was glad that he had put off cutting it. He chopped the sides to match the rest. It was not pretty, but he looked less like a monk and more like a traveler with exceedingly poor fashion sense. He dumped water over his head again to get rid of the bits of stray hair.

The gray robes of the temple were generic enough, once the stole and medal were removed, that he felt no need to change them. He folded the signs of his faith together and placed them at the bottom of his pack. He no longer had a right to them, but he might need to present one at his final destination in order to deliver the books. (It certainly would not do to discard them somewhere where another person might pick them up. It was considered profoundly unlucky to impersonate a priest or a paladin, but you never knew when someone might try anyway.)

He looked into the polished square of metal again.

The face that looked back looked absurdly young, but no longer obviously like a dedicate of the Many-Armed God.

“All right, then,” said No-Longer-Learned Edmund. “All right. I suppose now I find out what happens next.”






CHAPTER 2


What happened next was that someone attacked him.

He was three days out from the temple, at a narrow stretch of road that was not precisely isolated but certainly not well traveled. Three men came out of the woods, moving casually into the middle of the road. One cleared his throat.

Oh bookless hells.

Edmund had, in fact, been set upon by bandits twice before. Once he had been with a group of people who had negotiated their way out of it. Once he had stared at the bandit and the bandit had stared at him, and then they had heard the jingle of bridle bells approaching and the bandit had cursed and melted back into the trees.

It seemed that the third time was the charm—for the bandits, if not for him.

“Give us your money,” said the one in front. He had a knife. The other two had hatchets. The knife would have been alarming enough, but Edmund found that the sight of the hatchets had a remarkably focusing effect.

“All right.” Edmund unhooked his money pouch. His fingers were shaking, but perhaps if he did what they said, they wouldn’t feel obligated to slit his throat as well.

There was a school of thought that said that the most important thing for happiness was to be completely present in the moment. Edmund did not think he had ever been quite so present in the moment. Oddly, this did not make him any happier.

One of the bandits moved toward him, and then there was a terrible clanging in Edmund’s head. The side of his head felt hot.

What … what happened?

He hit you. The bandit hit you. That’s what happened.

But I was going to give him my money! He didn’t have to hit me! I was cooperating!

It didn’t hurt. That was the oddest thing. His head was just very hot and then very cold. Also, he seemed to be sprawled on the ground.

Edmund believed, with every fiber of his being, that a learned dedicate’s calling was a noble one. But at that instant, he would have traded all his skills with words and languages for the ability to take a punch.

Even Mistress Slate’s ability. She would have known what to do … said the right words … talked them out of it before they even got off their horses …

But there was only him, and if you punched him, he fell down.

At least it was only a punch? If he’d used the hatchet, I’d be dead.

The bandit kicked him in the side and it felt as if his rib cage had been staved in. Edmund couldn’t breathe. “Please…” he gasped, crawling sideways, away from the blow. “… please … I don’t … have…”

“He’s not a merchant,” said one of the other bandits, annoyed. “It’s all this crap.”

He must have slit the strap holding one of the bags on the mule, because it suddenly rained books. One bounced out of its oilcloth wrapper. Edmund cried out in horror and scrambled toward it. Some of the book bindings were old, and none of them would be well treated by landing in the dust of the roadway.

The Many-Armed God keep any of these men from treading on them.

The first bandit stepped on his fingers and Edmund shrieked.

“Waste of time,” said the second one, and kicked Edmund in the ribs on the other side.

It occurred to Edmund that he was very likely going to die. This was a dreadful thought, but mostly it just seemed wildly inappropriate.

After everything … after all of it … everything … to die like this? Really?

He flung himself over the books, desperate to stop them from being damaged by the bandits.

Another kick sent him sprawling sideways. He could hear himself making awful mewling noises and wished that he would stop.

The books scattered under his hands. He reached for one and the bandit kicked him again.

There was a terrible clangor in his head. Everything was very dark, although he could swear that it was midafternoon, not nighttime.

“Kill him and be done with it,” said the second bandit, sounding bored. “Just hurry up. We’ve wasted too much time.”

The third bandit, heretofore silent, muttered a curse.

Edmund reached blindly for another book, but his fingers found something that didn’t feel like paper. It was … cloth? Cloth wrapped over metal? Long, cold, with raised patterns.

It’s the artifact, he thought. Please, Many-Armed One, don’t let them damage it.

“What have you got there?” asked the first bandit, kicking at it. Edmund heard cloth tearing.

“No!” he cried, and began to cough. “N—”

He grabbed for the artifact, horrified to feel metal under his hand. The wrappings had come loose. Had they scuffed it? Damaged the scabbard?

Edmund clutched it, trying to drag the sword under his body where he could protect it from further harm.

The next kick half rolled him over, but his fingers were locked on the scabbard now. Something shifted in the metal.

No! Did it break? No, please!

Everything went … silver? Was silver the color you saw before you died?

The light faded. The next thing he heard was a hoarse voice shouting, “Where the hell did he come from?”

Edmund blinked blood out of his eyes. A man was standing over him. His face was inhumanly beautiful, beautiful as a dream or a hallucination. He had two long daggers at his sides and they hissed like snakes as he drew them free.

It’s an angel, thought Edmund fuzzily. It must be. The Many-Armed God has sent a divine messenger to save His books.

This was a trifle confusing, because the Many-Armed God did not usually send angels. He was not a particularly demonstrative god. Whole libraries had burned over the centuries without a hint of divine intervention, but here was an angel, clothed in silver light, to save a handful of books from the roadway.

One of those books must be very, very important. I wonder which one it is? Edmund hadn’t thought that any of the books were that earth-shattering. There was some poetry, a book on animal husbandry, and a rather nice illuminated herbal that included a treatment for gout, but would the god send an angel just for that?

“Gentlemen,” said the angel, “I do not know why you are beating this fellow. Doubtless you have a very good reason. Nevertheless, if you take another step forward, I will kill you.”

Do angels say things like that?

One of the bandits said something that Edmund was quite certain should not be said in the presence of angels, small children, pregnant women, or the elderly. Through his increasingly blurry vision, he saw his attackers move. Edmund tried to shout a warning, but that was foolish, an angel didn’t need mortal warnings, did he?

The bandits attacked. Someone screamed. Was it him? He didn’t think he was screaming. He licked at his lips experimentally and tasted blood and grit, but not screaming. What did screaming taste like, anyway? Overhead, the angel moved like a whirlwind, spinning in place, blades flashing.

What rank of angel is he? Edmund wondered. His head was pounding as if it would come apart. What were the ranks of angels again? Archangels, thrones, dominions … not that it mattered that much, hardly anybody really believed in angels and only a few gods had them, but you wanted to know how to greet your rescuer … seraphim, principalities …

A bandit screamed as the long daggers found his throat and his belly simultaneously.

… seraphs have six wings and are made of fire. He has no wings, but perhaps mortal eyes can’t see them, and he did arrive in silver fire. But archangels are the ones who come and slay demons … not that these men are demons, there hasn’t been any levitating at all …

Another bandit fell under the blades. The angel’s hair was short and dark and shining and his expression did not change at all as he killed.

Perhaps he should just ask. His head throbbed violently. Were you allowed to ask what rank an angel was? Was it terribly rude? One definitely should not be rude to angels.

Screaming. Not the angel. Footsteps running away. Another scream. Had the angel cut the man down from behind? That did not seem very angelic, but perhaps you could not hold them to human standards. The man’s crimes might have warranted such treatment. Edmund found that he had no trouble believing this. Really, a man who stepped on books could be guilty of anything.

Things went a bit gray for a moment, then sharpened.

The angel knelt beside him. Edmund looked up into eyes the color of steel and knew that no mortal man had eyes like that. Thin silver lines ran from the corners of his eyes to his temples and traced his jaw as well, as if he had been tattooed with quicksilver, which would be extremely dangerous.

No, he’s an angel. Angels do not die of mercury poisoning. Did any of the ranks of angels have silver lines on their skin? He couldn’t remember reading about that.

“Please…” said Edmund, gathering all his strength. His face ached and his jaw was swelling, but this was important to get right. “Please, are you … a seraph … or an archangel…?”

The angel blinked at him.

“… Have I got it wrong? Are you a throne or … or … a principality?” His vision was beginning to go dark, but he had to know. “I mean … no offense … must … proper … proper…” Everything was dark now, except those magnificent silver eyes. “… proper address … of angels…”

And then, at last, he fainted.






CHAPTER 3


The Dervish looked down at the young man at his feet, unconscious and already shivering with cold, and thought, Ancestors be praised, this is the first good luck I’ve had in a century.

The young man who had drawn the sword was now the sword’s wielder, and thus the master of the servant of the sword, namely the Dervish. The magic of the sword’s enchantment bound him to the wielder with a power that transcended death. The Dervish’s death, specifically. His wielders could still die just fine.

Particularly if, to take an example completely at random, they had been badly beaten by bandits and were now going to die of exposure in the middle of the roadway.

“It’s nothing personal,” the Dervish told his wielder. “I’m sure you’re a fine person. It’s just that I need you to die now, if you wouldn’t mind.”

This statement seemed rather rude, and the young man was in no shape to answer, so the Dervish lowered his voice half an octave and answered for him. “No, no, I quite understand. These things happen. No hard feelings.”

He sat down by the side of the road to wait for the man to die.

The Dervish could not kill his wielder himself. The sword’s magic saw to that. Nor could he simply have stood back and allowed the rough men to finish their work. The magic compelled him, stronger than death, to throw himself between his master and their blades. He would defend the young man with his life, whether he wanted to or not. That was what the magic did.

But while the wild-eyed smith who had trapped him in the blade had constructed a terrifyingly elaborate enchantment, it had its limits. The man could freeze to death and the Dervish was not compelled to do anything about that. The sword could not force the Dervish to build a fire, nor to hold water to his lips, nor even to drop a blanket over him.

Once he’s gone, I’ll be free, just as long as the sword stays out of the sheath. No more wielders. No more masters. Just me.

It was almost too convenient. The Dervish looked down at his wrists, at the ragged bands of silver that ringed them. It had been so long since he had stood outside the sword, unweighted by chains, that his arms felt impossibly light. When he had gone after the bandits, the lack of fetters on his ankles made him feel as if he were flying.

He had succeeded. Somehow. And his reward was a wielder that would no longer be wielding anything soon.

“Really,” he told the man, “this is incredibly convenient. You have no idea how much of a help you’ve been.”

The man had reddish-brown hair and a round, boyish face that was turning puffier and less boyish by the minute as his bruises swelled. The Dervish reached out and touched his jaw, moving it carefully. Not broken, but the mumble of pain was clear.

Took quite a beating before you drew the sword, didn’t you?

The Dervish was fairly certain that his wielder had no idea what he had done. All that babbling about angels, and the fact that the sword was still mostly wrapped in cloth? The fact that the fellow was draped across a pile of books? He would have put money down that the youngster did not know that the sword was magical, and certainly not that there was anyone bound within it. An innocent bystander, then.

The world was hard on innocent bystanders. The Dervish felt a twinge in what remained of his conscience.

Look, I don’t know that he’s innocent. Those men could have been chasing him down because he’d despoiled their sons, daughters, and nanny goats. Just because people are trying to kill you doesn’t mean that you’re the victim.

He didn’t look much like a despoiler of nanny goats. Not that you could ever tell just by looking. Carrying piles of books around didn’t make someone a good person.

He could be an unrepentant book thief. Or a mule thief. Or a book-and-mule thief.

Somehow he doubted that the dead men in the roadway had been that interested in books. You couldn’t tell a person’s literacy just by looking, of course, but they’d been standing on the books in order to kick his wielder in the ribs. Not exactly the actions of a vengeful band of librarians.

No, the Dervish suspected that he’d been right the first time. The fellow was an innocent bystander set upon by rough men, who had drawn the sword entirely by accident. Apparently by falling on it.

That’s a first. The Dervish had had fourteen wielders since his first death. Generally he hated them on principle, but it appeared that this one was purely a victim of circumstance. He felt another twinge.

“Tell you what, I’ll ask around about your relatives when I get to the next town. Parents. Siblings. Errr … spouse? Maybe?” The man’s jaw was rough with stubble. Not quite so young as he looked, then. Old enough to be married? It was possible. Perhaps he was cursed with one of those faces that looked twelve when the owner was twenty. For all I know, they marry them off young in this land. Wherever it is. “Whichever. And I’ll tell them you died heroically, not on the ground on a pile of books.”

There. The ancestors couldn’t ask for more than that.

His conscience twinged again.

Oh, shut up. He’d be dead anyway if I hadn’t killed those bastards. So his death got deferred a little bit. So what?

How long had it been deferred by, anyway? Hours now, surely.

The Dervish glanced up at the position of the sun, did some quick calculations, and figured that it had been … almost ten minutes.

He’d always been terrible at waiting.

It was certainly cold. The Dervish rubbed his forearms, feeling his own skin under his fingers, marred by thin lines of metallic scar tissue. I must look bizarre. No wonder he asked if I was an angel.

His tormentor had rarely cut the Dervish’s face, preferring the back of the neck in order to sever the muscles there. The man’s concern had been with the other systems of the body, with nerve clusters and organs. The brain had not interested him at all. “Wet meat,” he’d said, nose wrinkling. “Wet meat that binds the spirit. Our jailer, eh?”

The Dervish could not remember if he’d said anything in reply. It was too long ago and it had blurred together, cold slabs of stone and cold blades and cold fingers sliding into his guts to poke and prod and make sketches of what lay inside. Probably he’d said something sarcastic, or had thought something sarcastic, anyway.

The boy gave a drawn-out, semiconscious groan.

Are you a seraph or an archangel?

Heh. The Dervish could not remember the last time anyone had considered him angelic. Usually it was demonic, if anything.

Ancestors, but it was taking an awfully long time for his wielder to freeze to death, though.

“I don’t suppose you could die a little faster?”

“I am freezing as fast as I can,” he answered for the boy, with offended dignity.

“Yes, of course. I know we’re all doing our best in these trying times.”

“I’m the one doing all the work here.”

“I’d help you if I could, but the magic would object.”

“Then you’ll simply have to wait.”

A cold breeze whipped down the roadway. The mule, who had been unimpressed by battle or murder or a man talking to himself in funny voices, snorted in annoyance. Cold affected mules.

Cold affected humans, too. The young man on the ground was shivering violently now, his teeth chattering in his swollen jaw.

“I bear you no malice,” he said to the young man, dropping all attempts at humor. “Truly I don’t. But I won’t be bound again.”

It wasn’t a bad death, freezing. He’d done it once. At the end, you felt warm and sleepy. The Dervish tried to remember which wielder that had been. A middle-aged man, who’d been determined to cross a pass in winter. What had his name been? He hadn’t made it, anyway. It had been spring before somebody found the sword again. Unlike the Dervish, the man hadn’t woken back up in a sword after he died. Lucky him.

The mule snorted again. Her ears were the size of sails and trained on him.

“I suppose I should get you off the roadway,” he told her. He did not want to be saddled with an animal, but he could sell her at the next stop. He needed money. It wouldn’t do to finally be unbound from a wielder only to starve to death. I suppose I could take up banditry myself, but how inelegant would that be?

It probably made sense to drag the man off the road, too. Otherwise there was a chance that somebody might come along and try to save him, and that would be exceedingly awkward for everyone. He’d probably have to fight them.

Mule first, he decided. He reached for the animal’s lead rope, caught it, and tugged.

Nothing happened.

“Come on,” he said. “We’re getting off the road, that’s a good thing. Come on, little…” He paused, glanced around the back of the mule, and finished, “… girl.”

The mule didn’t move.

The Dervish liked horses. Horses were excellent creatures. A good horse trusted its rider and a good rider trusted his horse. But he had no experience with mules. He tried to remember what little he’d heard about them.

“Half the time horses will balk for no reason,” Father’s Brother had told him, when the Dervish had had a beardless jaw and a different name. “If a mule balks, there’s always a reason, but half the time you’ll never figure out what it is.” And then he’d set the young Dervish up on the horse and slapped its rump and the Dervish had crowed with delight and kicked his bare feet against the horse’s ribs, which the horse ignored completely.

This was the sum total of his knowledge of mules, except having heard that they were smart and stubborn. Still, they couldn’t be that different from horses. They were half horse on their mother’s side, weren’t they?

It was important to be confident with horses. He took the halter rope firmly in hand and turned and walked away. “Come on, little girl, let’s go.”

He had to stop walking rather quickly because the mule was not coming with him.

The Dervish had a dancer’s build, all lithe strength, and the mule had a pack mule’s build, meaning that she was a rather homely creature with a short neck and straight back. She lifted her head up high—she had really excellent eyelashes, he had to admit that, they reminded him of a boy he’d known in Karth—and planted her feet and did not move an inch. He might as well have been trying to lead a boulder.

“Fine,” said the Dervish. He did not scream or wave his arms, because that would have been counterproductive. He’d never beaten an animal and he wasn’t about to start. He did, however, drop the rope and walk several feet away, breathing deeply.

He checked on his wielder. The man still hadn’t frozen to death. It had been at least twenty minutes, too.

My first day out of the sword in ancestors know how long, and it’s one of those days already.

The mule watched him warily, in case this was a trap.

“I’ll come back for you later,” he told the mule, trying to sound like it was all his idea. “Humans first.” He turned back to the injured man on the roadway.

The young man was shuddering now, as his body desperately tried to warm itself. Another groan escaped his lips. The Dervish bent down and caught his wielder under the arms and the thought came, unbidden, that Angharad would not have let the man die.

His lips thinned as he pressed them together. Angharad was trapped in a blade just as he was. Her idealism, such as it was, had probably not survived. And Sarkis, his commander … The Dervish spat. Sarkis would have slit the man’s throat.

Or put him beside a fire, whispered a traitor thought. Healed him or killed him outright, but not just let him die.

That wasn’t an option the Dervish had. The sword prevented him from such rough mercy. And to hell with what Commander Sarkis thought anyway. His foolishness had trapped them all in this miserable half-life. Wherever Sarkis was, whatever he was suffering, it wasn’t enough.

It should have been him on the slab, not me.

The Dervish dragged the young man off the road. Every bump woke another groan. The sword’s magic grumbled and twitched at his muscles, trying to stop him from doing harm, not sure what it should be doing.

“Sorry,” the Dervish said, as his wielder went over a particularly painful tree root.

“Think nothing of it,” he assured himself on the man’s behalf.

He dropped the man on the ground and went back to the pack animal. She was still watching him as if he was a potential murderer of mules. The Dervish picked up her rope. “Don’t you want to be with your owner?” he asked coaxingly. You couldn’t let the animal think it had won, he knew that from horses. You had to show them who was in charge. He pulled on the rope again.

The mule indicated that she knew very well who was in charge, and it wasn’t any fool human.

“Fine!” he said, after several fruitless minutes, during which he worked up a sweat much fiercer than he had from merely killing a handful of people. “Stay or go, see if I care! I didn’t want a mule anyway.” He unsnapped the rope from her halter and flung it aside.

He did want several things the mule was carrying, though. Would she let him take her packs?

The mule had clearly decided that removing her saddlebags was some kind of trick to get her to move, so she stayed stock-still and didn’t start sidling away when he reached for her. The Dervish pulled her gear loose, noting that apparently the young man had been packed for a considerable journey.

The mule swished her tail. The Dervish stepped out of range of a potential kick. He could have sworn that she was disappointed when he managed to get the last of her saddlebags off without taking a hoof to the leg.

One of the bags had been cut loose, and left books scattered across the dirt. Books … and the sword.

He picked the books up first because books were valuable things and it was a waste to leave them to be ground into the dirt. Not because he was avoiding the sword. No. Of course not. He knew the sword intimately, he could never escape it, he had no reason to avoid it. He had made peace with that long ago. Absolutely. I am merely taking care of books. Books are important.

Finally, when all the books were safely packed away and he couldn’t avoid the sword that he was absolutely not avoiding any longer, the Dervish reached down and picked it up by the scabbard.

The blade was half out of the sheath. It fell the rest of the way out, dropping onto the roadway. The mule gave it a contemptuous look, then turned her glare on the Dervish.

“Don’t look at me like that,” said the Dervish. “It won’t rust. Or dent. I wouldn’t treat any other weapon like that.” He reached down and picked up the sword, holding it far away from his body, like something foul.

Well, he certainly couldn’t leave it out on the roadway. It had been wrapped in some kind of fabric. He sawed a strip loose and wrapped it tightly around the blade, just under the guard, so that it could not fit all the way back into the scabbard. There was no sense in taking chances.

I’ll get used to it. This sword and I will be together for the rest of time, after all. He glared at it. It was a plain blade, a bit longer than a short sword, not as long as a longsword, which presumably just made it a sword-sword. It was rather wide at the base, but then, the Dervish had always preferred girth to length.

Heh.

But dammit, if you were going to be trapped for eternity in a blade, it could at least have interesting decorative bits. A pommel shaped like a screaming jaguar or a crosspiece set with priceless gems. Something. It was just so utilitarian. The Dervish had been many things in his life, but utilitarian was not one of them. I have always considered myself highly decorative.

Maybe I can wrap the blade in gold chains or glue some gems to the scabbard. Or hire a leatherworker to make another scabbard to go around the real scabbard and do some nice decorative scrollwork on it. Hmm, yes, that’s a good idea.

The mule stamped her hoof, reminding him that he currently had bigger problems than the lack of ornamentation on his accursed sword.

Damn it all, I should get these other bodies off the road, too. Someone might see them and get ideas. The Dervish stifled a groan. Why were dead people always so much work? It took ten seconds to kill them, and then you had to spend hours mucking about with corpses afterward.

He would have liked to sit down for a bit longer and get his head together. The adrenaline of the fight had worn off and the reality of the situation was beginning to come home to him. He could have used a little time to deal with that.

I’m not ungrateful, ancestors. It’s all quite wonderful, really. His tormentor was dead, clearly. The sword had been carried away from that house of pain. Admittedly, he had no idea where he was or how long it had been, but even that was so much more than he had hoped for. A very long time, it seemed, because the memory of his torment had diminished with distance, the way things sometimes did in the sword. That, too, was something to be grateful for.

It was just that even very good things came as a shock sometimes, and it took some time to get one’s head wrapped around them.

But instead of sitting down and letting relief consume him, he had a mule and a pile of bodies to deal with.

Fine, fine. First things first. No rest for the wicked.

He slung the sword over his back and began hauling dead bodies out of the road. The mule watched him with bright-eyed interest. Apparently her previous encounters with humans had not included dead ones being dragged around. “And are you grateful to me for having organized this entertainment?” he asked her, as he came back for the third corpse. “No, don’t answer that. I know the answer.

“Right,” he said, when he had pulled the bodies into the woods and tossed a few pine boughs over them. “That’s enough of that.” He looked at the mule. The mule looked back at him.

He hauled the first load of gear back to the unconscious man, who hadn’t moved. He was still alive, the Dervish knew that much. He’d have felt the man’s death as an internal snap, like a bone breaking. No sign of that yet. He went back for the second load of saddlebags.

“This would be a lot easier if you helped,” he informed the mule. The mule gazed around, clearly wondering who he was talking to.

“Worthless waste of hide,” the Dervish grumbled. He loaded himself up with the remainder of the saddlebags and an armful of books and staggered back into the woods. The packs caught on every twig and branch and he kept thinking someone was following him and trying to reach for his daggers, even though his hands were full. Nerves, he thought. Just nerves. Of course you’re jumpy, this is the first time in a century that you haven’t woken up just to get vivisected.

Had it actually been a century? He could dimly sense time passing inside the blade, and had the vague impression that it had been a long time, but how long? Given that you think ten minutes is an hour, probably about two weeks. He snorted at himself. You can ask what year it is when you get to a town. They’ll think you’re a bit mad, but what else is new?

He reached his temporary staging ground and dropped the rest of the packs. The ones holding books he stored away as carefully as he could. He was going to have to make some decisions about what weight he could carry, but first he wanted to sit for a minute and catch his breath.

The air chilled his sweat-damp skin. He rubbed his arms, annoyed. On the ground, the man whimpered. The sound cut at the Dervish’s heart.

The last thing that cut at your heart was an actual knife. That’s what you’re trying to prevent. Don’t get soft now.

He stood looking down at the way the young man curled on his side, face against the dirt. Not a pretty sight.

“I’ve been nearly dead before too, you know,” he told the man. “Even before I was stuck in a sword. Really, you’re getting off easily. The cold has to be numbing things a lot.”

The Dervish had been a much prettier sight, all those years ago. Three-quarters dead and willing himself to go the rest of the way, but the man who poisoned him had not wanted to see beauty damaged.

What kind of angel are you?

No one would have mistaken the woman who had saved him for an angel. She was old and grizzled and had white chin hairs as long as her thumb. But goodness radiated from her like heat from a bonfire. When she stood next to you, you felt yourself turning into a better person, whether you wanted to or not.

She’d have slapped him on the back of the head and told him to start a fire and quit dithering about it. He could feel the weight of her disapproval even now.

I won’t be bound again, he argued. She would have died of old age long ago anyway. Centuries, probably. She had no right to tell him what to do.

What happened to you was hard, her shade agreed, in the back of his mind. But this lad had no part of it. He may yet die, or he may live. You might trip on a rock and break your neck. The future can’t be known. Start the damn fire and give him a chance.

But … He tried to think of some response and all he could come up with was the oldest refrain in the world. “But it isn’t fair!”

Neither the mule nor the remembered ghost in his head dignified that with a response.

The Dervish stared down at his new wielder for a little longer, and then he sighed, a deep sigh that came from the bottom of his soul, and went to gather wood for a fire.



The Dervish collected the wood, built a fire up, unrolled the bedroll that had been strapped to the mule, and dragged his wielder onto it. All right, now what?

He wasn’t a healer. He was good at fighting and fucking, the order of which changed depending on his mood that day. He’d done his share of rough healing, same as anybody, but there weren’t any broken bones to splint, and after that, his skills mostly involved sitting and waiting to see if somebody lived or died.

No, that was a lie. His skills mostly involved sitting for five minutes, fidgeting, getting up, wandering around, and eventually having Angharad threaten to sit on him.

Angharad, oh my sister, how I wish that you were here!

It was not that Angharad would be any better at healing than he was. She wasn’t. Her hands were better suited to the battlefield than the sickroom. But she was as patient as Death herself and she would have sat beside the wounded man not speaking, simply waiting, while the sun crawled down the sky and the night deepened around them.

He had always been restless. It was his nature. If Angharad had been here, at least he would have another guard. If Sarkis had been here …

Damn you, Commander. Damn you to a thousand hells without mercy.

… he would have put his hand on the Dervish’s shoulder and told him to be easy, that he had seen men come back from far worse wounds. Or die of far less, he would have said, and the great god alone knows which way that this will go.

The Dervish snorted to himself. Even now, dead and damned as Commander Sarkis was, he was somehow giving harsh comfort to his captain.

The young man’s breathing was steady, if shallow. His face had swollen so badly that the Dervish began to fear some part of his skull was cracked or broken.

And how in the name of a hundred hells am I supposed to treat that if it is?

He ran his fingers over the young man’s skull, finding no suspicious soft spots. The man’s hair was cut short and scruffy. Blood had dried in it and matted black, but when the Dervish traced the thread of blood back, it seemed to be a shallow cut in the scalp that had bled like a fountain.

He wiped at the man’s face with his sleeve and frowned. The blood had settled into fine lines at the corners of the man’s eyes, giving him a suddenly ancient look.

“You’re not as young as you look, are you?”

“That’s an awfully personal remark,” the Dervish answered himself primly. Still, if he had to guess, late twenties, maybe even early thirties. One of those faces that looked twelve until some switch flipped and they looked eighty.

He stripped off the man’s outer robes. The body underneath was stocky, with the kind of muscle that comes from tugging on mule halters rather than swinging a sword. He was very pale, like skimmed milk with blue undertones, but that was no surprise given the slight reddish tint to his otherwise dark hair. People with hair like that could usually sunburn inside a dark room. It probably didn’t mean that he was horribly injured internally and about to die.

Probably.

He had hair on his chest, a darker shade than the hair on his head. It ran down over that skimmed-milk skin to his groin. Feeling rather like a pervert, the Dervish conducted a hasty inspection of said groin. “I’m not enjoying this,” he told the man. “I just want to make sure they didn’t stomp your balls flat.”

“No, no, I quite understand.”

The fact that the Dervish felt better after answering himself was probably proof that he’d lost his mind somewhere along the way, either inside the sword or when the last wielder had …

Never mind that. Focus on making sure the poor bastard’s bits aren’t swelling up to the size of grapefruit.

Fortunately, things seemed normal, or at least as normal as they were likely to look when the owner of said things had been lying on a frozen roadway for the last half hour. Certainly well within the range of Male Genitals The Dervish Had Seen, which could easily be a five-volume treatise with lots and lots of illustrations. He yanked the man’s smallclothes back up with relief.

“You’re not my type,” the Dervish told him. “Just so you know.”

“Oh no,” he replied for the man, “how awful. I shall die of shame now.”

The Dervish snorted. Looking closer, he couldn’t tell if the man had been handsome or not. Hard to say. Nobody looked at their best when their eyes were swelling shut.

Bruises spread across the man’s ribs as well, already starting to darken and turn colors. The Dervish slid his hands over the bruised areas, grimacing as his patient groaned. Nothing felt broken, but there could certainly be cracked ribs in there. Short of binding everything up as tight as he could, there wasn’t a great deal that he could do about it.

He sat back, trying to figure out what to do next, and something smacked him in the back of the head.

The Dervish did not cry out. He dove to one side, pulling both daggers, and came up ready with the blades before him.

The mule, who had just shoved the back of his head with her nose, now watched him with great interest. This was even more entertaining than when he had dragged dead bodies around.

The Dervish lowered his daggers, his heart hammering in his chest. “Sweet blistering shit,” he growled. “I could have stabbed you, you ridiculous beast.”

Judging by the mule’s expression, she was not particularly concerned.

“You decided to come see what was going on over here, huh? Got bored with standing in the road?”

She gazed off into the trees, as if to indicate that her motivations were not for the likes of the Dervish to know.

He sheathed his daggers and leaned against a tree. He’d been out of the sword for less than two hours and he was already exhausted. And clearly not at his best, if he hadn’t heard a goddamn pack mule sneak up on him.

She could have kicked your head in. Then you’d die and he’d die and you’d be stuck in the sword waiting for the next person to come along.

With your luck, it’d be the damn mule drawing the sword by accident.

“You stay over there,” he told her, moving to put the fire between himself and the inconvenient equine. “And I’ll stay over here.”

The injured man moaned again, which was exactly what he didn’t need.

There was a cooking pot in the supplies. The Dervish filled it with snow from a patch under the trees. Probably there would be bits of bark or pine needles in it, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Anyway, bark was medicinal, wasn’t it? Sort of? Or was that some particular variety of bark?

The Dervish knew about five medicinal herbs, all of which grew in the sage-and-salt desert he had grown up in and none of which were going to be found in the woods here. For that matter, I’m not even sure if they were actually medicinal or if Father’s Sister simply swore by them …

Well, I guess I could get willow bark. Even I know that one. I just need to figure out which of these trees is a willow.

He turned in a circle, examining the surrounding woods. Willows were the dangly ones, weren’t they? These trees all stuck up in a decidedly pointy fashion. Pine and … spruce? He remembered the word, even if he didn’t have a mental image to put with it. Was spruce a tree?

It sure as hell wasn’t a willow, anyhow.

Wait, do willows lose their leaves in winter? Crap. So if it doesn’t have leaves, it could be a willow, and I’d never know.

Forests are stupid.

Having thus judged an entire biome and found it wanting, the Dervish huddled by the fire and did something that was absolutely not sulking.

It took an inordinately long time for the snow to melt and the water to heat. He tested it with a finger repeatedly, muttering to himself about trees. Eventually he had said the word spruce so many times that it no longer had any meaning whatsoever. Then he got impatient with waiting and took the pot off the fire.

He tried to coax the man to drink, dripping warm water against the dry lips. Most of it went over the Dervish’s thumb and down his arm, and even more went over his patient’s face, but some of it got inside. Probably.

The mule snorted at him.

“What? Do you want water, too?” Shit. She probably did. Water and food and probably to be rubbed down, although he had his doubts that the mule was going to allow him to do that last one.

The mule snorted again.

“Fine, fine. I get the hint, all right?” He filled the pot with more snow. “Err, good girl?”

The look in the mule’s eye indicated that she was not susceptible to flattery.

“You still can leave, you know,” he said. “You’re not tied to anything. You can go wander around the road and find somebody else to belong to.” (Normally he would never have considered abandoning an animal, but since he had apparently wound up with an injured human, he wasn’t sure how he was going to manage both. Also it was a mule.) “There’s probably grass out there somewhere.” It was early spring, he guessed, by the tiny buds on some of the trees—which might or might not have been willows—and there had been bits of green between patches of snow, even if the air was dry enough to make the inside of his nose ache. Mules could eat things that would baffle a horse, couldn’t they? Donkeys could, anyway, and a mule was clearly a cross between a donkey and a spawn of the pit masquerading as a horse.

The mule did not leave. Perhaps the fire was better than nothing, or perhaps she was simply waiting for him to give her food. The Dervish seriously doubted that it was loyalty to her master. He found something in the saddlebags that looked like grain and dumped a portion out on the ground.

She looked at it, then him, then back at it.

“I am not putting that shit on a plate for you. Eat it or don’t. I’ve got an injured man to deal with.”

The mule gave a vast sigh and lowered her head to the grain. The Dervish went to collect more snow.

He sponged the man’s scalp wound clean, waking a sluggish trickle of blood, but at least it wasn’t gushing. That was a good sign. Unless it meant he didn’t have enough blood to gush, in which case it was a bad sign.

See, this is why nobody ever put me in charge of the wounded.

The Dervish drank the rest of the hot water and sighed, leaning his forehead against his hands. Now what?

He himself would not start to feel the effects of hunger for a day or two. The man would not be so fortunate. And I cannot go for help unless help is only a quarter mile away … and I don’t dare go that far, for fear of misjudging the distance and ending up back in the sword with no one to draw it. Then he’ll die anyway and I’ll have wasted my chance. The Dervish grimaced. The enchantment had, in some ways, been very thorough.

He built up the fire and melted more snow and gave it to the mule, who made it clear that the gift did not improve her opinion of him.

For lack of anything better to do, he stripped off the man’s gloves. Several of his fingers were stained with ink. A scribe? That would make sense, given all the books. Or a scholar, perhaps.

He curled his fingers around the scholar’s wrist and found the pulse strong and steady under his thumb. There. Even I can’t miss that.

It had been a long time since he had actually fallen asleep, instead of simply going back into the sword. The weariness crept up on him and he dozed off, sitting up, with the man’s pulse beating against his hand.



He dreamed. Of course he dreamed. Inside the sword he dreamed in silver, and it had seemed that he had dreamed for a very long time since the last wielder. But the dreams of the sword were different from the dreams of a sleeping mind, and he could never remember them afterward.

The Dervish stood and a net dropped over him. He struggled and dropped flat. Chains snapped over his ankles and his wrists and he could not fight against the one who chained him.

He was on the great stone table with the markings and the manacles. Face down, this time. The voice of the wielder hissed, in his ear, “I will understand! I will!” Cold as despair along his spine, the touch of steel …

The Dervish screamed.

He jerked awake, his own shout ringing in his ears. Something silver had grabbed him, something with the metallic taste of the sword’s magic. He looked down, feeling his hand cramping, and realized that it was locked around the scholar’s wrist.

I was gripping too tight in my dream. The sword seized my muscles to keep me from harming my wielder.

The Dervish shoved the man’s hand away and jumped to his feet. He needed to move, to remember that he was not chained. Some part of him was still trapped under the net, still on the stone table, and it drove him to pacing, back and forth, like a dog on a …

 … chain.

Damn you, he thought at the unconscious man. Damn you. I am bound here to you and I cannot leave. Damn you for the last chain. I should have let you die.






CHAPTER 4


In the morning, the man wasn’t dead. He wasn’t awake either, but it looked like sleep and not like unconsciousness. Unconscious people didn’t snore, did they?

The Dervish’s eyes felt gritty. He boiled more water. There were several pouches of something that looked vaguely like tea, but they smelled odd. Did they drink a different kind of tea here? For all the Dervish knew, the stuff was to keep moths out of clothes and would prove instantly fatal. He didn’t particularly want to risk it. Even if he was immortal, he could still get spectacular diarrhea, as he had once learned to his sorrow. And he couldn’t even retreat to the sword to cure himself, since there was no one to draw the blade again, and what if the young man died while he was still inside the sword? He’d be bound to the next person who drew the sword, which might be a bandit.

Or a priest. Possibly even a priest of that god.

The Dervish shuddered, tracing the line of silver on his forearm with a fingertip. That would be irony for you.

He paced restlessly, then flung himself down again. Was he still tired? Sleepy? It had been so long that it was hard to remember the difference.

He gave up and boiled a pouch of leaves. They looked like tea, and stained the water like tea. He sniffed the resulting liquid and grimaced.

“Are you still dying?” he asked the man, and did the voice in reply.

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“If you could hurry up and decide, that would be lovely.”

“When I do, you’ll be the first to know.”

The Dervish glared at the man, annoyed, then burst out laughing at himself. I talk for the fellow and now I’m mad at him for words I put in his mouth. Ancestors, I don’t know how anyone puts up with me.

The mule lifted her head and gave him a long look.

“Stop that. I haven’t lost my mind.”

The mule’s look indicated continued skepticism on that point.

“Look, if you’d been trapped in a sword as long as I have, you’d be like this too.”

The mule dropped her head, clearly of the opinion that if she had been trapped in a sword, she would have handled it much better than any human. She was probably right. That blacksmith should have put pack animals into the swords instead. They’d probably be a damn sight more useful than I would be, and they wouldn’t care nearly as much.

The Dervish tilted his head back and stared at the sky, which was bright and clear and promised even more cold.

At last he fell into a kind of half doze, not quite awake, his thoughts slowly unspooling, one to the next. He thought of wolves in the woods, and that led to the protector dogs who used to guard the sheep flocks and that led to other dogs and to the wretched little lapdogs that his father’s wife had kept …

It was good in a way, to sit like this. The longer he did, the more space there seemed to be between himself and his last death. So often he died and went into the sword and then when he came out again, the world was different and half the time people were coming at him with weapons right now. It was as if his life was one long battle, interrupted by nearly dreamless sleep. Occasionally a wielder would use him as a more traditional guard, standing duty for hours, and that was fine at first, but eventually he would grow restless, longing to be moving, to run, to be free.

He would grow restless soon enough, but for now, he dozed and remembered other days and riding through the cracked golden land of his childhood, and Father’s Brother telling him about mules and setting his hands to the hilts of daggers and the smell of dust on the wind …

In that state that was not quite sleep, he heard the fire crackling. And a sound that he had been only partly aware of began to change. The man’s breathing? Had that changed?

The Dervish dragged himself awake, blinked a few times, and looked down.

His patient’s eyes were open, and he was looking back.



Edmund’s throat was incredibly dry. He swallowed and felt his tongue rasp against the roof of his mouth like sandpaper.

He was looking up at the angel.

The angel looked tired. That was unexpected. Were angels supposed to have dark circles under their silver eyes? And a shadow of beard growing in along their jaw?

He was still spectacularly beautiful, but he looked less like a being who would thunder, “Be not afraid, mortals!” and more like someone who needed to spend a few days in bed recuperating.

“How do you feel?” asked the angel.

“Fine, thank you,” Edmund croaked, because that was what you said when people asked that question.

The angel snorted. “Right, that was a stupid question. You probably feel like baked rat shit.”

That was a remarkably specific turn of phrase. Edmund tried to smile and felt his lips crack. “Thirsty. Head hurts. Everything else hurts.”

“Right. I have tea. I think it’s tea. It was in your bag, anyway, and it looked like tea.”

Did angels have to brew tea like mortals? Couldn’t they just manifest it somehow? Apparently this one couldn’t, because he held a cup of terribly oversteeped tea to Edmund’s lips. It tasted bitter but it was wet and that was all that Edmund cared about. He gulped thirstily, feeling the sting of liquid against his cracked lips. “Thank you,” he gasped.

The angel grunted. “You took a knock to the head, but your skull’s not broken. Any spots in your vision?”

Edmund blinked a few times. “No?”

“Good. That’s about the extent of what I know about head injuries. Do you think you can sit up?”

Angels would know about head injuries, wouldn’t they? No, maybe not. They’re angels, not doctors. Although you’d think one could just touch a human and heal them, and not be so put out by mortal frailty …

The possibly-not-an-angel put his arm under Edmund’s shoulders and helped him sit up. Despite his slim build, he seemed extremely strong. Edmund hissed with pain as a dozen bruises made themselves known, but he didn’t feel nauseated, so his skull must not be in too bad of shape. He hoped.

Edmund was upright and had managed to bring the tea to his lips by himself when he spotted movement behind the angel. Before he could utter a warning, Sweetness the mule had slapped her tail across the angel’s head.

“Gah!” The angel dove and rolled, narrowly missing the fire, and came up with both daggers in hand, held across the backs of his forearms. “What— Oh, it’s you.” He stomped forward. The daggers disappeared somewhere and he grabbed Sweetness’s halter. “Thought you were going to kick me, did you? You little hooved shit, I’m going to make myself a muleskin coat!”

“No!” Edmund cried, trying to get to his feet. His skull and his ribs shrieked in pain, but he ignored them. “She’s not going to kick! She just wants attention!”

The angel turned and stared at him. Edmund had made it to one knee and was pretty sure he was swaying badly. He tried the other knee and failed miserably.

“Stay down, man,” said the angel, dropping the mule’s halter and hurrying to him. “You’re going to fall down and crack your head open even further.”

“Sweetness,” gasped Edmund as the angel’s arms went around him.

Silver eyes went wide. One eyebrow shot up. “That’s a bit forward,” the angel murmured. “Even if I have undressed you already.”

That sealed it. Edmund would accept that angels did not know how human injuries worked. He would accept that they could look tired, and maybe even that they swore. But no angel was ever going to flirt with him. He closed his eyes. Was he blushing? Dammit, he was blushing. His only consolation was that his bruises probably made it impossible to tell. “Not you,” he mumbled. “The mule. Her name is Sweetness. Please don’t hurt her.”

The not-an-angel’s chest was against his side and Edmund felt the man’s sigh clear through his bruised ribs.

“I am a terrible person,” the silver-eyed man said. “I am a killer and a traitor and all-around bastard. But I have not yet sunk so low as hurting a mule. Even a demanding flea-bitten nag of a beast like yours.”

“Oh thank god,” mumbled Edmund, and sagged back into unconsciousness.



“You’re not an angel, are you?”

“Oh good,” said the Dervish, sitting back. “You’re awake again.” It had been about two hours, which had been time enough to catch the accursed mule and finally tie her to a tree and to boil more water for tea. He had to be making the tea wrong. Tea should not taste like this, even in this strange cold country with its dreadful abundance of trees.

His patient put his hand to his forehead. He sounded more alert this time, and his eyes were less glazed with pain. “Did I pass out?”

“Not exactly. Somewhere between fainting and falling asleep, I’d say. You started snoring as soon as I laid you down.”

The young man flushed. Combined with the black eye, it made him impressively colorful.

“As to your first question,” the Dervish continued, “I’ve been accused of many things, but this is the first time anyone’s called me an angel.”

His patient closed his eyes, his flush deepening. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I find it refreshing.” There were so many worse things to be called. Murderer. Traitor. Subject.

“It was just … you seemed to appear in a beam of light. And then you were so beautiful … and your eyes…” His patient trailed off. He was quite scarlet now.

“Flattery will get you everywhere,” said the Dervish lightly, although he felt a strange relief. He had no mirror and no way to tell how badly he was scarred. It’s good to know that I am not completely hideous now. I wonder what my eyes look like. Even though the priest’s worst work had been done along his back, there had been at least one incident where the man had carved out his eyes. Are they solid silver now? That will make it difficult for me to go about without being noticed.

Well, there was no fixing it now. He eyed his patient. The man’s voice was a trifle deeper than the one that the Dervish had made up for him, and it made him sound older, despite his round face. That and his eyes. His eyes looked incredibly old and incredibly weary. The Dervish had never seen a man with eyes like that who could still blush.

“How old are you?” he asked abruptly.

“Err … twenty-seven?”

Older than the Dervish had thought. He himself was either three years or several centuries older, depending on how one measured these things.

“I’m Learn … that is…” The not-quite-so-young man rubbed his forehead. “Edmund. My name, that is.”

“Ah. I am the Dervish.”

Edmund blinked at him. “The Dervish?”

“That’s what they call me.” He wondered how the name was translating. The sword’s magic included the ability to speak the tongue of his wielder, but some words did not have exact corollaries. “A storm that spins very quickly? You know?”

“Oh. Yes. All right.” Edmund smiled and regretted it immediately, based on how his lips cracked. He sipped more of the tea.

“Does it mean something else in your tongue?”

Edmund nodded. “A religious observance. Priests who dance by spinning.”

Priests. He heard his voice go cold. “Not religious. I do not care for priests.”

“Oh,” said Edmund meekly, looking down at his tea. After a moment he said, “Thank you for saving me.”

“I had no choice.”

The words came out harsher than the Dervish intended. His patient’s head jerked up; he looked puzzled and a little hurt. “Uh … I’m sorry. I … uh.” He hung his head, as if it was perfectly normal to be scolded for having one’s life saved. “I didn’t mean to … I did what the bandits asked me to? But they attacked me anyway. I don’t know what I did wrong.”

The Dervish’s conscience did not so much twinge as kick him in the head. “Probably nothing. Men like that get bored and turn to murder when it’s slow.”

Edmund nodded, more as if he were acknowledging that the Dervish had spoken than as if he believed the words. “You saved me,” he said again. “And set up camp here to take care of me. I’m very grateful. I know it must have been … err … inconvenient.”

You have no idea. The Dervish wondered for a moment if he could just not tell Edmund about the sword. And then what? Then he’ll wonder why you’re hanging around him and never seem to leave. And sooner or later he’ll put the sword back in its scabbard and then I suspect he’ll notice that you vanished into thin air.

Get it out of the way. He seems pleasant enough, not that you can ever tell. Some wielders started out decent, then went mad with power when they learned that they had an immortal warrior at their beck and call. Others seemed perfectly normal until, say, the aftermath of a battle, when they began casually torturing the prisoners and seemed surprised that you cared.

The Dervish had not been born cynical, but he had lost a good deal of ground since then.

He sighed. “All right,” he said. “Let me explain what’s going on…”



“My god,” said Edmund, two minutes later. “You’re a living sword!”

The Dervish considered this. “I suppose? In a manner of speaking?”

“No, no…” Edmund waved his arms, then winced and settled for a less dramatic gesture. “I mean, I’ve read about you! There was a monograph—it came into the library—everybody read it, all about living swords—”

The Dervish stiffened. If servants of the sword were widely known, that meant that people might be after him. Unpleasant people. An immortal bodyguard was too rich a prize to pass up. Worse, it might be someone like the last wielder, someone intelligent, who had plans far beyond merely throwing the Dervish at his enemies. Ancestors, not that. Anything but that.

“—but we all thought it was a hoax!”

The Dervish’s panicky spiral of thoughts paused. “Beg pardon?” he managed.

“A hoax,” Edmund repeated. “I mean, it sounded like one.” He coughed. “Um, scholars do get a little odd sometimes, you know? And they get these pet theories. Just because you can write legibly and use an index doesn’t mean that you’re right, but you can certainly cough up some very impressive-sounding nonsense. That’s what this sounded like. I mean, a whole monograph about a ghost who lived in a sword? It was up there with Theodesius’s theory about barnacle pigeons.”

“Barnacle … pigeons,” said the Dervish, with wonderful restraint.

“Oh yes. Well, he’d never seen a baby pigeon, had he? So he proposed a theory that wild pigeons are amphibious and lay their eggs in the water and those hatch into barnacles—because barnacles have long necks, you see, and the shells look a bit like a beak—and then presumably when they were mature, they erupted out of the water and took their place in the air. Of course, that’s not true,” Edmund added, apparently anxious not to spread any misinformation about the life cycle of pigeons.

“I shouldn’t imagine it was,” said the Dervish, who no longer had any sense whatsoever of where the conversation was headed.

“No, and he could have disproved it at any time simply by watching wild pigeons closely enough. But you couldn’t talk him out of it. People showed him pigeon hatchlings in dovecotes and he said that it was a product of domestication, that they’d cut the life cycle short. He accrued all manner of evidence. Well, he said it was evidence.”

The Dervish rubbed his hand over his face, wondering if he should ask any follow-up questions. No. No good will come of it.

He had never been any good at resisting temptation. “And what became of this … ah … Theodesius?”

“Oh, he drowned.”

Don’t ask, don’t ask, don’t ask … “Drowned, you say?”

“I’m afraid so.” Edmund looked genuinely sympathetic, as if the Dervish might actually be grief-stricken by the fate of a dead pigeon-enthusiast. “He tried to force the issue, you see, by holding a wild pigeon underwater until it laid eggs, and then he slipped on a rock and hit his head and drowned.”

I have no one to blame but myself for asking. “I’m afraid my sympathy is all with the pigeons here.”

“Oh, mine too. And even if he was right, he should have had someone else along as a witness, and then they could have pulled him out before he drowned. It was really very bad scholarship all around.”

The Dervish gazed at the sky, which was uniformly white with clouds. “So you thought that living swords were a hoax,” he said carefully. “Like barnacle pigeons.”

“Hoax was probably the wrong word to use,” said Edmund. “Scholarly delusion, maybe?” He paused. “Err … I mean no offense? I don’t think you’re a hoax or a delusion.”

“That’s good?” The Dervish honestly wasn’t sure if it was good or not, but had decided to just take the conversation as it came.

“I did wonder if you were a delusion at first, but I don’t think anyone has delusions this persistent. And also Sweetness sees you.”

Of all the possible beings on the earth to vouch for his existence, of course it would be the wretched mule. The Dervish slid a glance at his equine nemesis, just in time to see her lift her tail and deposit her unsolicited opinion on the ground behind her.

“So how much of it was true?” Edmund asked. “From the monograph?”

“Not having read the monograph—” What the hell is a monograph, anyway? The translation was entering his brain as “a single thought written at length” but that couldn’t be right, could it? “—I couldn’t tell you.”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Edmund put a hand to his forehead. “Sorry. I’m still not thinking straight, obviously. But you’re attached to the sword by magic, yes? If someone draws it, you come out, and if they sheathe it, you go back in again?”

“Yes,” said the Dervish. “Though I’d rather spend as little time as possible in there, if it’s all the same to you.”

Edmund blinked at him. “Does it hurt?”

“It’s a prison,” said the Dervish. “I don’t care for prisons.”

“Oh. Oh.” The young man plucked nervously at the blanket. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think. That must be very hard.”

The Dervish grunted, because otherwise he was going to launch into a stream of invective that might not stop until dawn.

“And you don’t need to eat or drink or sleep, unless you spend a certain amount of time out of the sword?”

“Also true. But I rather enjoy eating, you know.”

Edmund gave him an appraising look, from head to toe. Under other circumstances, the Dervish might have enjoyed it, but the clinical look in Edmund’s eyes was worrying. “And you don’t age and you recover from wounds if you go back into the sword?” the young scholar asked. “Am I getting this right?”

“More or less,” muttered the Dervish. Gods, was he going to be expected to prove it? “But if you think you’re going to chop off a couple of my fingers to see if it’s true, think again.”

Edmund’s eyes went so round that he briefly resembled an owl. “What? No! I would never—I swear—”

The Dervish felt a brief twinge. Given that he apparently went down like a felled tree when that bandit hit him, I should probably have guessed he isn’t terribly used to violence. Although there’s no telling if he’d consider chopping me up to be violence or just research.

Based on Edmund’s horrified expression, he probably didn’t have to worry about that too much, though. He held up a hand to forestall more stammered apologies. “Right, okay, I believe you. You don’t want to dismember me.”

“I don’t want to dismember anybody,” said Edmund fervently.

“What, nobody?”

Edmund shook his head, winced, and then tried again, more slowly. “No? I mean, there are bad people in the world that should probably die, but I’m certainly not going to do it.”

“Huh.” The Dervish could think of at least five people he’d happily dismember, without even trying hard. Granted, four of them were probably already dead of old age so it wasn’t likely to come up, but he felt it was important to have his priorities straight.

The silence threatened to become awkward. The Dervish poked at the fire with a stick, and Sweetness the mule snuffled at the snowy grass with her nose.

“So you’re a living sword,” said Edmund. “That’s amazing, truly. What’s it like?”

“I hate it,” said the Dervish flatly. “It is horrific. If I lived for a thousand years, nothing that happened to me would be as bad as this.”

“… Oh.”

He was congratulating himself on having finally stopped the scholar’s flow of words when Edmund asked, “But don’t sword … err … people like you usually have wielders? Do I remember that right? That you can’t go too far from them?”

The Dervish put down his stick and stared at Edmund. Edmund looked back guilelessly.

Ancestors help me, he doesn’t realize.

For a long moment, the Dervish thought about just not telling him. Would that make things easier, or harder? He’d certainly notice if I start vanishing whenever I get a quarter mile away, but maybe if I stay close … hmm. Could I just tell him that I want to travel with him for my own reasons?

What reasons would those be, though?

He eyed the young scholar’s hands, which had long, delicate fingers. Edmund was very much not his type, but he’d always been a sucker for good hands, even stained with ink. I can think of one reason, anyway …

Good sense prevailed. If I don’t tell him, there’s too much chance of him accidentally giving the sword away without knowing it. At least this fellow doesn’t seem terribly dangerous, and he’s bound to be grateful that I saved his life. Piling a lie on top of that could be awkward.

Also Angharad would have rolled her eyes at him.

“You’re the wielder,” he said bluntly. “You drew the sword, probably on accident, before you passed out.”

“I what?”

The Dervish shrugged. “It happens that way sometimes.”

“But…” Edmund trailed off, clearly overwhelmed. “But I shouldn’t be!”

“So far as I’m concerned, no one should be,” the Dervish said. “But here we are.” A certain malicious pleasure crept over him. “And as you are the wielder, I am required to protect you from harm, either by killing your attacker or interposing my body between you and the threat. Unfortunately, this has some knock-on consequences.”

“Consequences?” repeated Edmund, clearly dazed.

“If you need to have a tooth drawn, I will be forced to attack the dentist.”

“Oh dear…”

“Tattoos, as they involve needles penetrating the skin, are also a problem.”

“I wasn’t planning…”

“If you need stitches or other medical care, that seems to be fine. The tooth drawing is a weird exception.”

“That’s…”

“If you are uncircumcised and wish to have that done, I will be driven to intervene.”

“I … I don’t … I’m already…” The parts of Edmund that weren’t black-and-blue were turning bright pink.

“That’s good to know. It came up once and it was extremely awkward for everyone.” (The Dervish had actually known that from earlier, but couldn’t resist the urge to make Edmund squirm.) He grinned like a shark. “I believe those are the highlights.”

Edmund seemed to have lost all power of speech. The Dervish waited until it stopped being funny, then prodded gently. “So why were you on the road, carrying my sword around with you?”

“This is terrible.” Edmund put his head into his rather attractive hands and moaned.






CHAPTER 5


This was dreadful. Really dreadful. He’d been entrusted with delivering the artifact to another scholar, and instead of delivering it, he’d dropped it in the mud, broken open the wrappings, drawn the blade, and was now, the Many-Armed God deliver him, a wielder bound to the living sword.

It was hard to imagine a more comprehensive way to fail at his assignment, short of having the sword melted down for scrap.

Granted that Edmund had left the temple, but it had never occurred to him not to fulfill the last task he’d been assigned. You just didn’t do that sort of thing. Except now he was going to have to figure out what to do, because the artifact wasn’t an artifact, it was a whole person, and you couldn’t just hand those over to other people.

Well, maybe you could, if you were a guard or something. His paladin friend served the Dreaming God, and he’d handed people over to his temple, but they’d generally been demon-possessed at the time, which could be considered extenuating circumstances.

“I don’t know what to do,” he confessed aloud. “I was supposed to deliver your sword to a scholar of the Forge God, but nobody knew it did anything.”

The Dervish’s lip curled back. “You will not deliver me to a priest,” he said, in a tone that brooked no argument.

“No, of course not, if you don’t want that.”

“I do not. But why were you delivering it in the first place?”

“Right,” Edmund said. “I’m sort of a courier. Well, I am … I was … a dedicate. At the Temple of the Many-Armed God. I left. I’m not anymore.” He shook his head, not wanting to get into the details with someone who clearly was not fond of the priesthood. His head began to throb with the motion.

The Dervish held up a hand. “Say that word again?”

“Dedicate?”

The other man frowned. “The translation I’m getting is twisty.”

“Twisty? Wait, translation?” Edmund sat up straighter, the ache in his head temporarily forgotten. “What kind of translation?”

“From your language. I don’t really speak it, but the magic translates it for me.”

Edmund stared at him. “You’ve got a magical translation spell?”

“Yes?” The Dervish looked surprised and a trifle uncomfortable, as if Edmund had just accused him of something. “That monstrous smith who made the swords constructed an extremely complicated bit of magic. Part of that was apparently translating the wielder’s language. Otherwise people would get very confused if they drew a sword and someone popped out and started ranting at them in a tongue they didn’t understand.”

Many-Armed One preserve us. Edmund didn’t know whether to laugh or cry or get up and dance. “That’s incredible. Do you know how hard translation is? It’s the single biggest problem we have with manuscripts! But if you could read one and understand it, why, you could translate so many books that no one’s been able to read for years!”

The Dervish held up both hands. “Whoa, whoa. It’s only your language. You’d have to find someone who spoke the language you wanted translated and have them wield the sword. And then I wouldn’t speak your language anymore.”

“Oh.” Edmund frowned. “That does limit the utility, I suppose. Unless you could memorize a page in one language, then switch wielders and write it down in another. Errr, can you switch wielders?”

“Sure,” said the Dervish dryly. “As soon as you die, I’ll switch to the next person who draws the sword.”

Edmund considered this. There were certainly books worth dying to translate, but single pages? That was asking a lot.

Maybe the Stone Fish Herbal? Brother Sennitus always said that if we could just translate one page, we could use that as a key to the rest of the text. No, but we don’t know what language it’s in, so that one’s out, and anyway a translation might not work to break the code, so I might be dying for nothing.

“You don’t need to look so worried,” said the Dervish. “I can’t kill you. In fact, I’m bound to throw myself between you and danger. That’s what the swords do.”

Edmund blinked at him. “Oh, that wasn’t what I was thinking about.”

“It wasn’t?”

“No, I was thinking about what texts might be worth dying to translate.”

The Dervish stared at him as if he’d grown another head. Edmund tried to explain. “If it’s only my language into another one, then obviously that limits the options. We’d have to find something with a speaker who, for whatever reason, doesn’t speak any language that we can translate books into. But communicating that to a scholar who speaks an unknown tongue would be difficult.”

“You’d be willing to die to translate a book,” said the Dervish, looking at him as if he’d grown another head, which had then asked for a length of silk and a live goat.

“Not any book,” Edmund hastened to assure him. “I’d want it to be an important book. Maybe a medical text. It would be very awkward to die just to translate bad poetry.”

“Awkward. Yes. That’s one word you could use, I suppose.” The Dervish rubbed his face. “You don’t actually need to die. You can just give the sword away.”

“Oh! Well, that makes it much easier, then!” Edmund clapped his hands together. “We’d just need two scholars and then you could switch between them.”

His rescuer pinched the bridge of his nose as if he was getting Edmund’s headache. “You have just learned that you have an immortal bodyguard bound to your service, and you’re thinking about translations.”

“Um.” Sudden embarrassment heated his skin. “I’m sorry, I’m being very rude. Is there something else that you wanted to do? I realize that not everyone is interested in that sort of thing.”

“It doesn’t matter what I want,” said the Dervish, his silver eyes suddenly flat and hard as mirrors. “I’m bound to you. I can’t get away.”

Embarrassment deepened into shame. “I’m sorry,” Edmund said. He had let his enthusiasm carry him away, without stopping to think about how the Dervish must feel, saddled with a failed ex-dedicate. “Is there something I can do? Is there somewhere that you want to go?” He definitely had to deliver the books to the library in Archon’s Glory, but after that, it wasn’t as if he had anywhere else to be.

“What I want is not to be trapped in this miserable hunk of steel.” The Dervish’s eyes lifted to the sword, which was propped against a tree, and an expression of loathing crossed his face.

The idea of that loathing directed at him made Edmund feel ill. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I didn’t think how it must be. Can I release you from the spell somehow?”

The Dervish sighed, the hard lines of his face softening. “No,” he said, poking the fire with his stick again. “I don’t know how to break the spell. I don’t even know how long I’ve been in there.”

“Oh, that we can figure out, I’m sure,” said Edmund, grateful to have a problem he could solve. “What year did you … um…”

“Become sentenced to a hideous metallic undeath?”

“… That, yes.”

“It was the Year of the Ghost Sturgeon.”

Oh, damnation. One of the calendars with names instead of proper numbers. Edmund bit his lower lip. “I’m afraid I don’t know that one.” It was possible to work out dates by the precession of stars, though he was hazy on the details. “Ah … how many degrees above the horizon was the north star?”

The Dervish looked at him as if he’d grown two more heads and they had begun singing in harmony with the goat. “How the hell would I know— No. No, don’t tell me. You know, don’t you?”

“Err, yes?” Edmund felt a sudden intense urge to apologize for his rudimentary astronomical knowledge.

“Of course you do.” The Dervish sat back. “Let’s worry about stargazing later. Before we got distracted, you were telling me that you were something. Dedicated?”

“No. Well, yes. A dedicate. Someone given to the service of a temple.” The Dervish stiffened and Edmund hurried on. “My parents brought me there when I was five. But I’m not one anymore. I mean, I’m still a scholar, I suppose, but not a temple scholar. I left. Am leaving.”

“You left?” asked the Dervish. His voice sounded odd, or perhaps that was only the ringing in Edmund’s ears.

“Yes.” The throbbing in his head was beginning to make itself felt again. He rubbed his temples, squeezing his eyes shut. “Everyone there was just so … awful. They could have done so much good and they weren’t. And I argued and fought and it just never made any difference. I had to leave.” Did that sound like whining? It probably was. He didn’t want to whine in front of the Dervish. “So I agreed to transport the books and just left. I guess I stole Sweetness, but really it would have cost them a lot more to hire a courier anyway. But then the bandits jumped me, and an angel saved me.”

That earned him a snort. “You were running away from the priests, then,” said the Dervish, his voice softening. “That I understand.”

Edmund wasn’t sure if he’d have phrased it quite like that, but he heard rustling and then a warm, damp cloth pressed against his forehead. “Thank you,” he mumbled.

“Does the cloth help?” asked the Dervish after a minute.

“I’m not sure,” admitted Edmund. “It’s a thing healers do, though, so I suppose it does something.” His headache did seem to be receding a bit, but perhaps it was the light being blocked out. He wondered if there were any papers written on the effect of warm cloths on people’s foreheads, and if they had drawn any conclusions one way or the other.

The Dervish laughed softly. “I’m not a healer, I’m afraid.”

“I’m not dead, though,” said Edmund. “So you must have been doing fairly well. Do you think I’ll be able to travel soon?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea. If I was a healer, I suppose I’d say, ‘No, don’t get up yet, you’ll hurt yourself,’ but being me, I suppose you can travel once you can sit on the mule without falling off.”

Edmund grimaced. “Sweetness isn’t really a riding mule.”

“Somehow that news does not shock me. I’m going to make more tea. Is it supposed to taste like this?”

“Not really, no.” Edmund took the cloth away from his forehead. “You boil the water first and then let it steep. For no more than two minutes.”

The Dervish scowled down at the pot he was using to heat water. “Right.”

Once the silver-eyed man had gathered snow and started it melting, Edmund said, “It’s just that if we can get to Archon’s Glory, maybe we can talk to this scholar and if he knows about the swords, maybe he would know how to break the spell.”

The Dervish’s head snapped up. “What?”

“Err … I can’t promise anything, but it seems like if anyone was likely to know, it would be a scholar who specialized in this sort of thing, right? They wouldn’t have requested the sword if they didn’t have some idea what it was, would they? It’s not … err … no offense … but it’s not a particularly striking example of workmanship otherwise.”

“I know,” said the Dervish. “You’d think there could at least be gems on it or something, right? Rubies the size of pigeon eggs and whatnot.”

“It’s probably good there aren’t, or it would be stolen a lot more often.”

He shrugged. “All the same to me if it is. I’m not bound to the thief unless the wielder gives it away. But you really think this person might be able to break the curse?”

Edmund spread his hands. “I’m not an expert, but I know of at least one magical device that was rendered inert, and it was a creation of the ancients and probably a lot more complicated than this.”

Silver eyes sharpened. “Rendered inert how?”

“A creature weighing several tons stomped on it.”

“And that worked?”

“Oh yes … and no, Sweetness doesn’t even weigh half a ton, so don’t look at her like that.”

“I should have known that contrary beast wouldn’t help,” the Dervish muttered.

Edmund considered this. “Usually destroying the object is enough to break the spell. Have you tried melting it down?”

“It doesn’t burn,” said the Dervish gloomily. “Not even the leather bits. They get hot, but that’s all. And you can’t snap the blade, even if you’ve got heavy rocks and a lot of leverage. Those are the only two I’ve been able to try. My previous wielders were not keen on the idea of losing my services.”

Edmund winced. “They sound dreadful.”

“You have no idea.”

Edmund knew that he probably didn’t. “Maybe this scholar will be able to help. At any rate, I should at least tell them that the sword isn’t going to be delivered.”

“Technically you’ll have the sword with you. I’ll be right there.”

“Yes, but obviously I wouldn’t just hand you over to someone!” said Edmund, appalled at the idea. The Dervish was a person, not an object, even if some long-dead smith had muddled the lines between the two. You couldn’t just hand people over for research purposes. “That would be monstrously unethical, and—and rude!”

“Glad to hear it,” said the Dervish, in a tone dry enough to desiccate a lakebed.

“But still, they should know that they’re not getting the artifact. Otherwise it’ll look like I failed to deliver it.”

“I thought you’d left your temple anyway.”

“Well, yes, but I don’t want them coming after me. What if they tried to take Sweetness?”

The Dervish snorted. “We should be so lucky.” But the tense lines of his shoulders had eased and Edmund dared to hope that he’d reassured the man that there was no chance of being handed over like an object of curiosity.

“Would it help if I promised not to tell anyone about you without asking you first?”

For a moment, Edmund thought that he’d said the wrong thing entirely. The Dervish stared at him with an expression so blank that the lines of silver looked more alive than the flesh around them.

“Yes,” the living sword said finally. “Yes, I would appreciate that very much.”



So the scholar had been fleeing a priesthood. The Dervish felt a rush of fellow feeling for the man. Obviously Edmund had not been mistreated as the Dervish had been—he was still alive, for one thing—but they had both suffered harm at the hands of servants of the gods. He wanted to ask more but the scholar was obviously exhausted from the effort of speaking. Perhaps later.

Or perhaps never. Do you want to discuss what you have suffered? The net and the chains, the stone slab and the knives? The cutting, day in and day out?

The thought of even talking about it left him feeling nauseated. Or maybe that was simply the price of not eating for a day and a half. There was jerky in Edmund’s saddlebags, which Edmund wasn’t going to be chewing with a bruised jaw. The Dervish helped himself. It tasted a little like meat and a lot like salt.

The word dedicate was interesting. The magical working that translated languages between the Dervish and the wielder of the sword sometimes faltered when there was no exact translation, and sometimes he could tell that the magic was trying to shoehorn one word into another that didn’t quite fit. In this case, however, there did not seem to be a close translation at all, and what the magic dropped into his skull was “a nonreligious servant of the gods” and “un-priest.”

That was fine. The Dervish had no fight with the gods, just with their servants in general and the servants of one god in particular. A former temple scholar would generally be enough to get his hackles up, but it was obvious within moments of speaking to Edmund that he was the sort of person who felt guilty about swatting mosquitoes.

Annnnnd you’re brooding about this because you don’t want to think about the possibility of breaking the curse, aren’t you?

The Dervish considered himself quite good at self-deception, but clearly there were limits.

No, he didn’t want to think about breaking the curse. If he thought that there might be an escape, he would start to hope. He didn’t think he could handle that. Despair had broken him, yes, but hope would grind him into dust.

But what if …

No. He stomped on that thought as if it were a scorpion crawling toward his bedroll. Don’t think about it. Think of this as a mission. You have to get Edmund to this city however far away, and whatever happens after that, happens.

And if Edmund turned out not to be harmless after all … well.

If the sword that bound the Dervish had been moldering in the archives of some temple for decades, he’d obviously managed to take his tormentor with him. He felt a dark satisfaction at that, like black honey on his tongue.

Even if everything went ill, he had found the loophole in the sword’s magic. There was an escape.

He would not be bound again.






CHAPTER 6


Edmund woke with his skull still throbbing, but the rest of his body feeling somewhat better. Granted, on the scale of misery, horribly sore wasn’t great but it was still a lot better than badly beaten.

The Dervish was sitting upright, back against the packs, his chin on his chest. Edmund thought the sword … man … being was probably asleep. Could he get to his feet and go take care of personal business without help?

Let’s find out. The Dervish hadn’t said anything about helping him earlier, but it was still embarrassing to have to be held upright while he took a piss.

It wouldn’t have been so bad if the man hadn’t been so pretty. Really, it was almost ridiculous. That long, elegant jawline and those biting silver eyes … Edmund shook his head. He had no idea why the Dervish was affecting him like that. Normally he didn’t react all that strongly to a man’s looks. He’d once traveled for weeks with an absurdly handsome paladin and hadn’t felt much beyond general aesthetic appreciation.

Fortunately, he seemed able to stagger to the edge of the woods and take care of himself without falling over halfway through. He washed his hands in snow as best he could and turned back, to find the silver eyes in question open and watching him.

“How do you feel?” the Dervish asked.

“My head still hurts,” Edmund admitted. “But if you’re eager to move on, I could probably—”

He went to the saddlebags and leaned down. His skull gave an enthusiastic throb, and added a dash of sparkles across his vision, just for variety.

“Or we could wait a day,” said the Dervish. “Or two.”

Edmund smiled weakly. “That might be best.” The sparkles faded, and he went back to his task, extracting the books from the bags. The Dervish had wrapped them back up in oilcloth and put them back. He fished his glasses out of the case he kept his writing utensils in and put them on, thanking the gods silently that he hadn’t been wearing them when he’d been attacked. He did sometimes, if he was reading while walking, which was a trick he’d mastered long ago during slow parts of the journey.

The headache eased a bit once they were on. He could see perfectly fine at a distance, but without the glasses, reading became a painful exercise. Of course, now his swollen cheekbones hurt where the metal arms pressed against them, but life was full of trade-offs.

“Thank you for saving the books,” he said, opening the first and checking it for damage.

The Dervish shrugged. “Books are valuable,” he said. “At least, they were in my day. I assume things haven’t changed that much.”

Edmund looked up, suddenly curious. “Did they have printing presses in your day?”

“The what-whats?”

That dated the Dervish’s day to at least a hundred and fifty years ago, unless he came from somewhere extremely remote. “Machines. You engrave a plate with a page from the book, coat the plate with ink, then, errr … stamp the plate onto a page? The ones they make now are a bit more complicated than that, and some even have automatic inkers, but that’s the gist. It’s much faster than hand copying, though they’re not nearly as beautiful as illuminated manuscripts.”

“Huh.” The Dervish stared at nothing in particular. “How incredibly obvious. Why didn’t anyone think of that before?”

“Some people had been doing it with wood blocks for a while, mostly to make cheap pamphlets, because the quality wasn’t very good, you know? The artificers in Anuket City got hold of the idea and improved it dramatically. Using metal plates makes them last longer, and you can apply more pressure, which spreads the ink more evenly, whereas the wood blocks would crack sometimes and…” He recognized the Dervish’s expression and cleared his throat. “Anyway, books are much cheaper to produce now, but there’s so many old books that we haven’t reproduced … the Forge God and the Many-Armed God both have people whose entire job is to make printed copies before the old ones deteriorate. That’s why I was bringing these to the library in Archon’s Glory.” He opened the next one and winced, seeing a bootprint across the cover.

“So what are these about?” asked the Dervish, sitting down next to him. “Something important?”

“Oh yes, very!” Edmund brushed the mud off as best he could, then carefully wrapped the book and opened the next one. “This one is a translation of old poetry from the Hundred Houses, and this one is a book on cattle husbandry, and this one is a religious text from the Benandanti, and this one is actually from the cynocephalic lands, and I think it’s about perfume or possibly alchemy, but none of us can read it.”

“Ah,” said the Dervish. “Very important. I see.”

Edmund flushed. People outside of the temple rarely understood. “Knowledge is important,” he said, mostly to the book in his hands. “We have to safeguard it, or what good is it to learn it in the first place?”

Most of the volumes had escaped with no worse than dirt. Only one had been badly damaged. Pages spilled from the binding and Edmund bit his lip as he surveyed the damage.

“It really matters to you, doesn’t it?” said the Dervish quietly. “What happens to these books?”

“It does.” There was no way to fix the damaged book right now. He’d need glue and vellum and specialized tools. Some of the pages had ripped and parts were probably still attached to the boots of his attackers. Edmund sighed and tenderly replaced the book in its oilcloth sleeve. “It’s not the book itself, you understand, it’s…” He took his glasses off and exhaled, trying to find a way to phrase it that would make the Dervish understand. “Suppose you raised … oh…”

“Sheep,” offered the Dervish.

“Sheep, fine. And there are things that go wrong with sheep, right?”

“Ancestors, yes. I’ve often wondered how wild ones survive, when the tame ones are always falling over, dropping dead, or having their hooves fall off.”

“Exactly!” Edmund grinned at him. “And suppose you figured out, after twenty years of keeping sheep, that the sheep in this pasture were fine, and the ones over here weren’t, and the difference was a plant they were eating, so you realized that if you mixed a little bit of the plant into their feed, their hooves stop falling off. Or even just fall off less.”

The Dervish considered this. “I haven’t looked after sheep since I was a boy,” he said, “but I suspect that would be an extraordinary help.”

“Right. And you know this, and you mix the plant diligently, and your sheep are happy, and then you fall off a cliff and die.”

“Aaaaaa.…” The Dervish fell over backward with a trailing cry. “Splat. Poor me.”

“And poor sheep,” said Edmund. “Because you never told anybody and you were illiterate and didn’t write it down. And for the next hundred years, sheep are limping everywhere, despite someone having already found a cure, until somebody re-finds it. The world could have been better, in just this one small way, but the knowledge got lost.”

The Dervish, still lying on his back, studied Edmund thoughtfully. “So it’s not all just barnacle pigeons, then.”

Edmund shook his head. “It’s not all just barnacle pigeons. It is so important that we keep the knowledge alive…” He trailed off, suddenly glumly aware that he was no longer employed in such a field, and that if he wanted to keep knowledge alive, he would have to find a way to do it without the aid of the temple. “I don’t know how I’ll keep doing it,” he said, mostly to himself.

“Did you make no plans beyond leaving?” asked the Dervish. His voice was soft, but his silver eyes were sharp as scalpels. Of course, Edmund thought, it’s his future too, if we don’t find a way to break the curse.

“I thought perhaps I could work as a scribe, or a librarian, if the library in Archon’s Glory had an opening. Or … I knew a woman in Anuket City. An old friend.”

He was only aware that warmth had crept into his voice when the Dervish said, “A woman, eh?” in a suggestive tone.

“Not like that! She—we weren’t—I was a great admirer of her, um, her—”

The Dervish didn’t say anything, but his eyebrows did not so much suggest as draw diagrams and point to them.

“—her indexes.”

“Is that what they call it these days?”

Edmund put his hands to his face. His cheeks felt hot. On one level, he knew that the Dervish was only teasing him, but he wasn’t used to being teased by extremely pretty men who had saved his life. “She wrote Notes on Advanced Gear Construction,” he said, to the backs of his eyelids. “Volumes one through seven. The indexes were works of art, except for volume four, but she updated that one a few years later.”

“Oh,” said the Dervish, actually sounding slightly embarrassed, “indexes.”

“They were very thorough. Also Ashes Magnus is old enough to be my mother.” He lowered his hands.

“I get it. And I’ve embarrassed you,” said the Dervish. He sounded genuinely contrite. “Sorry.”

Edmund should have stopped there. He knew he should have stopped there. It was absolute madness that he opened his mouth and said, “Besides, err, my order is sworn to, um, celibacy.”

“Now that’s a shame,” the Dervish said.

Edmund was apparently no longer in control of his own voice. He could only sit there and watch as he said, “It’s … it’s not like that. It’s women.”

“Women?”

“The, err, celibacy.” Edmund hated how he stammered when he got flustered. He thought that it had gotten better over the years, but apparently it hadn’t. Maybe he had just been flustered less often. The Dervish was currently making up for lost time. “We … um. Women are forbidden. The … the … order teaches … the … the feminine exhalations…”

He darted a glance at the Dervish, to find that the man’s eyebrows were climbing toward his hairline. “Feminine … exhalations.”

“Mistress Slate used to say that just the same way,” Edmund said wretchedly. “She was very cutting about it. I don’t believe in it anymore. It’s one more stupid thing the order does. I traveled with her for weeks and my bowels didn’t turn to water and … and … well, I don’t know if my seed shriveled up, but…”

“We must simply hope for the best,” said the Dervish weakly.

Oh Many-Armed One, why do I keep saying these things? Surely twenty-seven was too old to be reduced to babbling foolishness by a pretty face.

Though it’s not just the face. It’s the way he says it. He’d practically purred the phrase “That’s a shame.” It had sounded like flirting, but that was impossible. Unthinkable. Surely.

Unless he was one of those people who flirted with everyone, young, old, male, female, both, or neither? That would make sense. Edmund had known people like that.

That was much easier to get his head around. His embarrassment receded. So did his blush. The thought of his old friend Slate helped. He had been an unmitigated ass to her and she had forgiven him and taught him better. The memory of how awful he’d been at nineteen was also embarrassing, but it was less likely to make him blush and more likely to make him embark on a campaign for the rights of women.

He cleared his throat. “At any rate, I will write to Ashes and ask if she has need of an assistant. I’m not a trained artificer, but I do know my way around an index.” He realized that he’d been talking about himself for quite a long time. “So what about you?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know an index from a hole in the ground.”

“No, I mean, how did you go from watching sheep to being able to fight multiple men at once?”

“Ah.” The Dervish shrugged. “Not that interesting a story. I was one of my father’s many bastard sons. Once I was old enough to hold a sword, they took me off sheep watch and started training me as a guard for my father’s legitimate children.” He paused for a moment, as if there was an odd taste in his mouth. “The word’s doing an odd thing again. Bastard wants to be a curse?”

“It’s often used as one, yes.” Edmund reached for his notebook, feeling like this was worth writing down.

“Odd. In my homeland, it’s a normal thing. The first wife’s children are the heirs. You can’t take another wife until you have children by the first one.”

“It’s usually the opposite here,” Edmund said. He was aware that he was writing without looking at the page, which made his handwriting worse than usual, but he suspected that trying to focus on the words would make his headache achieve a new level of greatness. “Male rulers will put away their wives if they don’t have children, and try to find a woman who can. But they usually only have one wife at a time.”

“Yeah, I saw that fairly often as a mercenary. It always seemed rather unwise. The children who aren’t your heirs are the strength of your clan. I did a few things here and there, ended up as a mercenary, but Father’s Brother taught me most of what I know about fighting.”

Edmund suspected that did a few things here and there was handwaving a great deal, but if the Dervish didn’t want to talk about it, he certainly didn’t want to pry. “You’re very impressive.”

“So I’ve been told…” the Dervish said archly.

“No! I mean, with the sword—” Many-Armed One, why do You keep doing this to me? “I meant— Wait. Where’s Sweetness?”



“Huh?” The Dervish blinked at Edmund, then turned to point. “She’s right…”

He stopped.

He gazed at the mule-shaped absence.

“Um,” said the Dervish. “She was right here.”

“Did you tie her?”

“Of course I tied her! The rope’s right…”

He stopped.

He gazed at the rope, which had been chewed through.

“Um,” said the Dervish.

“Oh no. Sweetness! Sweetness!” Edmund got to his feet even though it clearly pained him, and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Sweetness!”

A distinct lack of mule came running. Edmund limped to the saddlebags, pulled out the feed bag, and shook it, calling, “I have oats for good mules who come back!”

No response.

“We have to find her,” Edmund said, clutching at a tree. “She might get eaten by wolves!”

“I pity the wolves,” the Dervish muttered. “Stay here. I will go look for your ancestors-be-damned mule.”

Quite frankly, the Dervish didn’t care if he never saw the blighted animal again, but obviously Edmund was attached to her. While the sword’s magic did not require him to comply with his wielder’s requests, he really should have checked the mule’s tether at some point, so it was his fault she was out. Father’s Brother would have risen from the dust of the grave to look disapprovingly at him if he didn’t try to find her. He made a circle of the campsite, expanding outward. He did not see the mule. He did, however, see a line of hoofprints in the remains of a snowdrift, which gave him a place to start.

Over the next half hour, he confirmed to himself beyond all doubt that he was not a tracker. There were people who could look at an expanse of pine-needle-covered ground and say, “Ah, this scuff here and that bent leaf there indicate that four people came this way; one was tall, two were short, one of them was wearing a gray cloak, and the one in the lead had skipped breakfast.” The Dervish had actually worked with people like that in the past. He would have given a great deal to have one with him now.

As it was, he blundered along, looking for the bits of snow that lay in shade and thus hadn’t melted yet, and hoping that the mule had stepped in one. So far as he could tell, she’d been roaming through the area, probably looking for anything edible.

“And here,” the Dervish said, “we see a set of twigs that have been stripped of bark, indicating the presence of a hungry mule. Or a deer. Or a rabbit. Or maybe some insect that they have out here that I’ve never heard of.”

He followed this hypothetical trail and found nothing. The accursed beast had not had the decency to travel in a straight line. He cast about for a moment, then began a widening circle again. So long as he never got much more than a quarter of a mile from Edmund as the crow flew, the sword wouldn’t yank him back. Hopefully. The exact range was a bit vague.

The Dervish had no idea what he was going to do about that if Edmund did take up a post as a scribe or a librarian or, god forbid, an artificer. His innate restlessness would have him climbing the walls within a week. Charming as Edmund was—and the way he’d blushed over his confession of celibacy had been frankly adorable—the Dervish had already had one wielder who required him to stand in one place and look decorative, and it had nearly driven him out of his mind.

Not that Edmund would make me stand in one place, but I’d still probably wear a groove in the floor pacing.

Being a mercenary had actually served him very well. There was a great deal of waiting at times, yes, but there was also always something to do. And the troop traveled constantly, from one action to the next, so even if they were stuck waiting for the enemy to make a move, as happened regularly, at least the scenery changed on a regular basis.

It seemed unlikely that he could convince Edmund to become a mercenary.

Maybe it won’t matter. Maybe the curse will be broken by then and I can wish Edmund farewell and go do … something. Anything. Anywhere.

The Dervish told himself firmly to stop thinking about that and focus on finding the horrible mule.

He was nearly back to the road when he heard the clop of hooves and relaxed. “Sweetness,” he said, coming around the tree, “what are you doing way out … here…”

Edmund’s mule was indeed on the road. So were two men, one of whom had her by the halter. Both of them stopped to look at him.

“Ah,” said the Dervish, with his most winning smile. “I see you gentlemen have found my mule.”

The larger of the two men looked him up and down, clearly unimpressed. He was better dressed than the bandits had been, though his outfit had the look of good clothes inexpertly mended. He held a long staff in the hand that wasn’t holding Sweetness’s halter.

“You’ve made a mistake, friend,” the man said, in a distinctly unfriendly tone. “This is our mule.”

The Dervish considered this. There were only two of them, and he was almost certainly faster than either one. Had they been bandits carrying hatchets and cudgels, like the ones that had assaulted Edmund, he wouldn’t have hesitated. Even a swordsman wouldn’t have worried him. The Dervish would put himself against most swordsmen, trusting his speed to overcome the difference in reach.

But a staff was something else again. The Dervish would probably still win, but it would require the kind of dramatic feint-and-dive-and-roll move that could go wrong very, very easily, particularly when he’d be diving into kicking range of a mule. And there was also the matter of the staff-wielder’s companion, who …

Had an arrow aimed at him, actually. Hmm. One of those nasty bladed numbers meant to punch a hole in a deer and bleed it out.

“Quite right,” the Dervish said, holding his hands up and retreating into the bushes. “My mistake. That’s your mule.”

He heard a contemptuous snort from the large man and then the clopping of hooves as they continued. He noted with annoyance that Sweetness was apparently happy to walk somewhere with mule thieves.

Typical. Entirely goddamn typical.

The Dervish sighed and went back to inform Edmund that his mule no longer belonged to him.






CHAPTER 7


“Sweetness has been kidnapped?”

“I’m sure they’ll take very good care of her,” the Dervish lied. “They looked like men with a fine sense of animal husbandry.”

“But we have to get her back!”

“Do we, though? Really?”

Edmund stared at him as if he’d suggested leaving the mule tied up outside a dragon’s den. “Yes! Of course! What if they’re mean to her?”

“What if they kill us?”

The scholar paused. “Um. Is that likely? I mean, you fought off three men and it didn’t seem difficult for you?”

The Dervish stared at the sky again. It had not changed significantly since the last time. “While I’m flattered by your estimation of my skill, there’s a big difference between fighting three very startled men with hatchets who use them like they’re trying to chop wood and a man with a staff and a pet archer.”

“Oh.” Edmund frowned. “Then we’ll have to negotiate. I have a little money, perhaps I can buy her back.”

“Or perhaps they can take the money and keep the mule. They’re clearly not law-abiding citizens.”

The scholar bit his lip. After a moment, he began to move around the campsite, packing things into saddlebags.

“Now what are you doing?” asked the Dervish.

“I have to go after her,” Edmund said, neatly rolling up the blanket. “Maybe I can sneak into the stable after dark and get her free.”

The Dervish groaned. Edmund did not strike him as the sneaky type. Though perhaps if no one asks him about barnacle pigeons, he’ll be fine.

He watched the scholar slowly break camp. The sword’s magic did not compel him to assist, and Edmund obviously knew what he was doing, even if he had to stop now and again to catch his breath. The sight of the man’s bruised but determined face, just starting to fade from magnificent violet to apple green, woke a pang of guilt in the Dervish’s chest, which was ruthlessly squelched.

I’d only be speeding up the rate at which he got himself killed. Over a mule. And I will be obligated to fight those men to save him, so I’ll probably get killed right along with him, assuming there’s more than just the two. And then when I wake up, the next wielder will be a local mule thief.

Actually, when he put it like that, it would probably be best for everyone if he could just rescue the damned mule.

The Dervish made one last stab at sanity. “Can’t we just go buy another mule?”

“If we start walking back the way I came, it will take at least two days to get to the inn where someone might have a mount for sale. More likely we’d have to go south from there into a more civilized area.” Edmund’s shoulders slumped. “I thought I could save some coins going east. There’s a river between here and Archenhold, which we’ll have to cross eventually anyway, but up here, there’s about a dozen tributaries that are all very fast and the tolls are outrageous. But if you go east far enough, the river spreads out and slows down and you can find ferrymen who will take you across for a couple of coppers. But instead of saving money, I lost poor Sweetness.”

The Dervish had a sudden horrible feeling that Edmund was about to cry. “I’m sure you could find another mule you liked just as much,” he said with false heartiness. “We just have to go back to this inn.”

Edmund gazed glumly at the saddlebags. “It might take more than two days. We’ll have to carry the books.”

“You may have to carry the books,” said the Dervish. “I just have to stop you from dying. I am not a beast of burden.”

A trace of hurt crossed Edmund’s face, though he tried to hide it. The Dervish didn’t exactly feel a pang of remorse, but he felt something. Half a pang, perhaps. A panglet.

He opened his mouth to ask if they couldn’t just leave the books, thought of Edmund contemplating dying to translate a single page, and closed his mouth again. Nobody who spoke as passionately about lost knowledge as Edmund was going to leave the books to rot in the woods. He looked at the saddlebags. They looked heavy and awkward and not comfortable for anyone who wasn’t shaped like a mule. He wasn’t actually sure that the two of them would be able to carry the whole load between them. Even if we can, it probably wouldn’t be good for someone with bruised ribs.

Edmund hefted the first set of saddlebags and staggered, then began trying to arrange them over his shoulders in some manner that would allow him to pick up the second set without falling over. The Dervish watched until it wasn’t funny anymore, then got up and took the saddlebags from him.

Your job is to get him to this Archon’s Glory place, so you can meet this scholar who might be able to break the curse, which you are absolutely not going to think about. It’s going to take a lot longer if he insists on dragging those things back the way you came.

Ancestors, I can’t believe I’m going to all this trouble over a goddamn mule.

“All right,” the Dervish said, with an enormous sigh. “Let’s hide the books for now and then go looking for your accurs … for Sweetness.”



The Dervish had been afraid that his nonexistent tracking skills would be needed again, but fortunately, that wasn’t the case. They simply walked along the road until they saw a fire in the distance. It was coming on evening by that point, which made things easier. Then they stepped into the woods and the Dervish crept closer to the fire, after exhorting Edmund to stay put.

He circled through the woods, watching for sentries. Through the trees, he caught glimpses of orange light and tumbled stone. Some kind of ruin, he guessed, being used as a campsite.

And it could be anyone at all, including the local widows and orphans, and Edmund’s mule is ten miles down the road. Still, it paid to be cautious.

The ground sloped upward sharply on the far side of the ruin. The Dervish dropped low and crawled up the hillside until he could look down into the campsite.

If it was the local orphans, they had apparently been orphaned for quite some time. Long enough to grow into disreputable-looking adults, anyway. The Dervish counted at least seven. The ruin’s tumbled stone walls had been reinforced with crude log palisades, probably to keep out the wind more than intruders. From the layout, he guessed it had been an old keep, or perhaps a church. A long central hall remained partly intact, though it was missing the roof and had acquired openings that probably hadn’t been part of the original plan. Partial roofs had been erected in the corners, made out of hides and what looked like pine branches. Extremely flammable, the Dervish suspected, which might be useful. Other than that, it had the look of a temporary camp that had become permanent. The Dervish had stayed in camps like that, when a campaign ground to a halt because of weather or siege or a breakdown in negotiations that wasn’t quite broken-down enough to send in a mercenary company.

The men below looked fairly relaxed. Most of them were sitting around the fire, attending to small tasks or just sitting back. A small figure, not much bigger than a child, moved among them, handing out plates of food.

And there, hobbled in a corner, looking disgruntled as always, stood Sweetness.

Right. Maybe if he showed Edmund the situation, the scholar would give up on his mule. Maybe they could just hide the books and come back for them with a new mule. And if these bastards steal that one too, I’m giving up and lying down in a ditch to wait for death.

“A full bandit camp?” Edmund asked dubiously. “That seems odd out here. There’s just not enough traffic along this route to sustain them. Unless…”

“Unless…?”

Edmund shook his head. “Let me get a look at them.”

This was not as difficult as the Dervish had feared. The scholar had clearly had some experience with trying to move stealthily, and more importantly, had experience in woods just like this. The pair managed to sneak back up the hillside without making much more noise than, say, a loose mule wandering around.

“Oh no,” whispered Edmund, taking in their numbers. “What do we do?”

“We should give up on the mule.”

“But it’s Sweetness.” And then, reddening under the Dervish’s glare, “We’d still have to lug the books back.”

The Dervish heaved an enormous sigh. “I suppose I can either kill them or try to seduce them.”

Edmund gaped at him. “There’s at least seven of them!”

“Killing it is, then.”

“What?”

“I’m good but I’m not that good.”

Edmund’s mouth fell open but no sound came out.

Ancestors save me, he really is an innocent. Maybe not a virgin, but definitely an innocent.

He waited a moment to see if Edmund regained the power of speech, but apparently something had frozen up inside the scholar’s brain. “So are they bandits?” the Dervish asked finally, hoping to jar something loose.

As he had hoped, a direct question got things moving again. Edmund shook his head. “Sleeveless,” he whispered, “which is worse.”

The Dervish wasn’t sure he’d heard that correctly. “Sleeveless? What do you mean?”

“Well, about four hundred years ago, this valley was settled by two moieties—”

The Dervish stared at him. He can’t seriously mean to recite the entire history of the area.

“—called the Netweavers and the Half-Sleeve, who practiced exclusive cross-marriage—”

He does. Ancestors have mercy. “Perhaps,” the Dervish said, with marvelous patience, “you could skip to the end.”

Edmund’s lips moved silently as he thought. “Okay. About seven years ago—”

“Closer to the end.”

“A splinter faction broke away from the other inhabitants because they weren’t allowed to marry their fictive sisters.”

“They what?”

The other man gave him an exasperated look. “Well, you see, about four hundred years ago, this valley was settled by two moieties…”

“Fine,” muttered the Dervish, retreating back down the hillside. Edmund followed him, until they were hopefully out of range of the camp. “What’s a moiety?”

“A group that practices what’s known as fictive kinship. Basically, everyone in the group is your close family, regardless of your actual relationship. Some moieties only allow you to marry within the group, but others require you to marry outside of it. The Netweavers and the Half-Sleeve exclusively married one another. The Netweavers are mostly farmers, the Half-Sleeve are hunters and shepherds and travel during the warm seasons.” The firelight from the camp had dazzled the Dervish’s eyes, so he couldn’t see Edmund’s face in the dimness, but suspected that he knew what the other man’s expression would be anyway. Excited, intent, delighted to share what he knows with someone else … It almost made up for the fact that the Dervish was being given a sociology lesson while dangerously close to an armed enemy camp.

“About seven years ago, there was a terrible winter that made trade between them almost impossible for months. The Netweavers had stored crops, but the Half-Sleeve did not. But the Half-Sleeve came through better in the end, because the Netweavers developed a dreadful winter sickness. No matter how much they ate, it didn’t help. ‘Starving while surrounded by rice’ is how they described it. They had only just started to recover from that the following spring when an … illness … cropped up.” Edmund’s enthusiasm seemed to dry up suddenly, between one word and the next.

“What kind of illness?”

The other man sighed. “Blight,” he said. “They call it werkblight in Anuket City. It’s, um, not a disease, exactly. It’s complicated. But the people who’d suffered the winter sickness seemed to be extremely susceptible to it. As if their bodies had turned on them. The mortality rate was much higher than it usually is. By the time the cure got to them, they’d lost nearly a third of their population. The young and the old were especially hard hit.”

“Oof,” said the Dervish.

“Indeed. And when the Half-Sleeve men were looking to marry women from the Netweavers, as they’d done for centuries—well, there simply weren’t enough women. A few hundred Half-Sleeve men had no wives and no hope of wives, and got … um … fractious.”

“Fractious,” repeated the Dervish, who had been a mercenary and had a pretty good idea of what such men might turn to.

“Anyway, since the Half-Sleeve women had fewer men to marry as well, some of the men proposed that they marry each other. Which was viewed as incest and absolutely intolerable by the rest of Half-Sleeve. The women, for the most part, said they would rather share a husband than marry their own brothers.”

“I suppose sharing a wife didn’t occur to any of them?”

“A few did, I think. And lots more just left and presumably found someone else a few valleys over. But there were still enough angry young men to cause problems, and eventually Half-Sleeve exiled the troublemakers. So they started calling themselves the Sleeveless and started raiding both moieties for livestock and…”

“Women,” the Dervish finished. “What a lovely bunch they must be.”

“We were always warned to be careful traveling through this valley,” Edmund said. “But generally they didn’t bother single men, unless you had livestock with you.”

“And yet you brought the mule.”

“Do mules count as livestock?” He could hear the frown in Edmund’s voice. “I didn’t think they did.”

“Mules,” said a new voice, “may not be livestock, but there’s good eating on one if you’re hungry enough.”

The Dervish froze. His night vision had adjusted enough to make out a shadow that had just stepped out of the trees, and more importantly, the crossbow that the shadow was holding.

Shit, shit, shit. We didn’t get far enough away, and instead of checking for sentries, I sit and listen to Edmund lecture me about historical marriage customs. And no matter how fast I move, I can’t get between Edmund and a crossbow bolt. Shit.

“Hands where I can see them,” the shadow behind the crossbow said. “Throw down your weapons.”

The Dervish thought briefly about resisting. If they killed Edmund, his next wielder was probably going to be one of the Sleeveless. On the other hand, he could probably take one man, if the bolt didn’t hit anything vital.

He tensed, shifting his weight to lunge … and then the sentry shouted, “Over here! Caught some fellas looking for their mule!”

Shit.

Edmund gulped and dropped his belt knife onto the carpet of pine needles at his feet, then began to shrug out of the makeshift harness holding the sword. The Dervish sighed. Maybe we’ll be lucky and we can talk our way out of it?

Two minutes later, as they were pushed into the circle of firelight, the Dervish looked from face to face and thought he’d never seen a bunch that looked less interested in talking.

“Well, well, well.” The man he’d seen carrying the staff before pushed his way forward. “I thought I told you that was our mule.”

“You did,” said the Dervish. “We were coming to … err … ask directions.”

“By spying on us?”

“We weren’t sure what to ask yet.”

Edmund cleared his throat. “If you spare our lives, I can promise that a significant ransom would be offered for both of us.”

Possibly for him, anyway. Still, it was nice of the man not to throw the Dervish to the wolves.

“Ransom, eh?” The speaker this time was an older man with thinning hair and a badly trimmed beard. “Always a lot of work, that.”

“The reward will be more than worth it,” Edmund promised. “I am a temple dedicate.”

This seemed to give the Sleeveless pause. Mutters ran through the crowd. “It’s bad luck to kill a priest,” someone said.

“Bah.” The bearded man spat on the ground. “Ransom’s a fool’s game, but I don’t want a priest’s blood on my blade. Throw ’em down to the crawly.”

“The crawly!” someone else cried, and other voices took it up. Hands grabbed the Dervish’s elbows and lifted him nearly off his feet, shoving him toward the far end of the hall. Someone must have grabbed Edmund as well, because the Dervish thrashed involuntarily, driven to protect his wielder, but unable to get free. One of his captors clouted him over the ear, and his head rang as they dragged him.

“It’s okay!” Edmund called somewhere behind him. “I’m all right!”

“Not for long,” said someone else, and chuckled. The magic tried to latch on to the Dervish again, and he snarled at it inside his head. Stop! If I fight back, they’ll kill us both!

The compulsion faded slightly, like a querulous voice vanishing into the distance. The Dervish’s feet skidded over stones gone uneven with age. It occurred to him that he did not know the name or even the location of the scholar who might be able to break his curse, and if Edmund died, he’d never find out. And this is why I don’t hope for things.

A man with a grin made more menacing by his lack of teeth pulled back a hatch that only partly covered a hole in the floor. Darkness yawned underneath.

“Down you go,” said one of the men holding the Dervish, and shoved him into the hole.






CHAPTER 8


There were stairs down, or had been at one time. Snow had fallen inside and failed to melt, providing a minuscule amount of padding over the broken stone. The Dervish managed to catch himself on his hands and knees, and was just congratulating himself on this when Edmund landed on top of him and drove them both to the ground.

The Dervish bucked Edmund off instinctively, which set the sword’s magic off, forcing him to throw himself sidewise to try to get between the scholar and the jagged stone steps, which meant that they rolled the rest of the way down together and arrived at the bottom with a bone-jarring thud.

“Ow,” said Edmund, from the vicinity of his left armpit.

The Dervish generally liked being on top of other men, but there was a time and a place and this wasn’t it. Also Edmund wasn’t his type. Also he’d taken the edge of a stair directly to his knee and the pain was really quite breathtaking.

He rolled off the scholar, onto his back, and gazed up at the opening, where a number of faces looked back at him.

“Have fun!” one sang. The hatch was dragged carelessly back into place, leaving a gap that streamed moonlight.

“It seems to me that this could be going better,” the Dervish said finally, sitting up. He could hear Edmund panting. The roll down the stairs probably hadn’t done anything for the scholar’s bruises.

“Just a bit,” Edmund said. “But we’re not dead, so that’s something?”

“Speak for yourself.”

He could hear Edmund wince. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, well…” the Dervish said, aware that he sounded ungracious and not caring. The magic compelled him to serve the wielder, not to be polite about it. “I told you we shouldn’t have come after the mule.”

“You did. You were right. I’m being a fool. Again.”

The Dervish wasn’t used to people freely admitting fault, except maybe Angharad, who would generally accept blame for the weather, the seasons, and the passage of linear time. Maybe that was why he said, “It wasn’t just you. I shouldn’t have just sat there and let them sneak up on us. I knew we were in enemy territory.”

Edmund was silent long enough for the Dervish to start to wonder what the again had meant. Finally the scholar said, “What do you think they meant by crawly?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t want to know. What do you think this is down here? A cellar? In a place this size, it might have another exit.”

Edmund’s voice sounded strained. “I don’t think it’s a cellar.”

“Why not?”

“Because the wall here is made of skulls. I think it’s a crypt.”

“Oh. Joy.”

The Dervish strained his eyes against the darkness. The snow that had drifted through the opening above lent a white glow to the immediate area where the moonlight hit it, but beyond that, everything darkened into pitch. No way to tell what anything was, except for the wall directly at their backs. He reached out his hands and found rough brick, then carefully chiseled stones set in an arch and then … yep. Those were indeed skulls, stacked on top of one another and mortared together with something that crumbled like plaster.

“Do crypts in this land have more than one exit?” he asked.

“I’ve heard the big catacombs in places like Anuket City do. But a smaller one like this, probably not.”

“How far back do you think it goes?”

“Hmm.” He could picture Edmund’s lips twisting in a frown of concentration. “That would depend on how long this area was occupied.”

“At least four hundred years, you said.” The Dervish sighed. You could pile up a lot of skulls in four hundred years.

“Oh, much longer than that. The two moieties were only the most recent settlers. Prior to that, this area was occupied by a civilization who called themselves the Amanar, who logged the entire valley repeatedly, which eroded the topsoil and made farming difficult, so they abandoned the region after a few hundred years. And of course, long before that, there were the ancients, though of course this isn’t ancient construction at all—”

Something skittered in the dark.

“Was that a rat?” Edmund quavered, breaking off his lecture on the history of local occupation. “I have a bad history with rats.”

“That was definitely not a rat.” It had been an insectile sound, a too-many-legs sound. Ancient instincts jerked awake when they heard that sound, and none of them were happy about it. They told him to be quiet and still and, if possible, to pick up a very big rock.

Throw ’em down to the crawly. And that must be the crawly.

He pushed Edmund behind him, against the wall. The sound was somewhere on the far side of the cellar. If he was lucky, there were multiple rooms, and it was in another one. It seemed unlikely that he’d be that lucky.

Ancestors, I know that I am a bad person, but did I really deserve this? Really?

“Keep quiet,” he whispered.

“It might just be retreating from the noise,” Edmund whispered hopefully.

“Sure.”

Something went Tak!

“What was that?!”

“How should I know?” It was a sharp but oddly hollow click, as if someone had banged a bowl face down against the wall.

Tak. Tak.

The Dervish stepped back, feeling Edmund’s chest press against his back. No farther then. “See if there’s anything to your right,” he whispered.

Tak. Tak. Tak.

He heard the scuff of Edmund’s fingers against stone. “Just more wall,” the scholar breathed, practically in his ear. I’ve had much nicer things breathed in my ear. Why couldn’t this be one of those instead?

“No corner?”

Tak. Tak. Tak. Tak.

“No.”

Another skitter. It sounded closer this time.

If it attacks, I’ll probably see it by the snow light, anyway. He wasn’t sure that was a good thing. Normally you wanted to get a good look at your enemy, but some enemies did not improve upon close examination. “See if you can find a rock,” he ordered.

Tak.

Edmund slid downward, using the Dervish’s knee to hold himself upright, and began feeling across the floor for broken chunks of masonry.

Tak-tak.

Tak-tak-tak.

Tak-tak-tak-tak.

Skitter.

The Dervish swallowed hard. He’d died a great many ways and it was never enjoyable, but being eaten by giant roaches or centipedes or whatever that was promised to be one of the worst.

Tak. Tak-tak. Tak-tak-tak.

“Wait!” said Edmund out loud. “That’s a numerical sequence!”

“Keep your voice down!” the Dervish hissed.

“But it is! Listen!”

Tak. Tak. Tak. Tak.

Edmund scuffled at the ground near his feet, then banged something against the wall. Thunk. Thunk-thunk. Thunk-thunk-thunk.

An excited staccato of clicks came out of the dark. The Dervish shuddered. “Are you trying to make us a bigger target?”

“Whoever is doing that is intelligent,” Edmund said stubbornly.

“Just because they’re intelligent doesn’t mean they’re friendly. And you’re showing them exactly where we are.”

Tak. Tak. Tak-tak. Tak-tak-tak. Tak-tak-tak-tak-tak, followed by an almost questioning silence.

“Right, right,” Edmund murmured, and banged his rock eight times in reply.

“Edmund!”

“But it’s math,” Edmund said.

“I don’t know how to break it to you, but bad people can also do math!”

There was a brief, scandalized silence, both from Edmund and the direction of the clicking. The Dervish closed his eyes. Was there any point, really? Maybe he should just sit down and let the giant cockroaches get him.

“Can you understand me?” Edmund called loudly, from somewhere behind the Dervish’s right hip.

Tak!

“Is that a yes?”

Tak.

“Twice for no?”

Tak-tak.

And then the closest skitter yet, which put the Dervish’s shoulders up around his ears. “Give me the rock,” he snapped.

He felt the rough edges of a rock being pushed into his hand. “Don’t do anything rash,” Edmund said. “They’re trying to communicate.” He raised his voice. “We mean you no harm.”

“Speak for yourself,” the Dervish muttered.

Tak.

“Are you a prisoner down here too?”

Tak.

“See? I bet the Sleeveless caught them, too.”

Tak.

“Are you human?” called the Dervish.

There was a brief pause. Tak-tak.

The Dervish felt a surge of triumph, quickly snuffed out when Edmund said, “That doesn’t mean anything. Gnoles aren’t human and they’re some of the best people I know.”

Tak, agreed the clicks.

“Anyway, it was humans who threw us down here.”

“Fine,” muttered the Dervish. Of course Edmund wouldn’t mind that it wasn’t human. I don’t know why I thought he would. “Now ask if they’re hungry.”

Apparently their fellow prisoner heard him, because an almost derisive tak-tak followed.

“Are you a gnole?”

Tak-tak.

“Minotaur? Rune? Cynocephalic? Warrenmind?” Edmund was clearly listing every nonhuman species he knew, but got negative taks in reply to all of them.

“Barnacle pigeon?” asked the Dervish.

Tak-tak.

“I told you those were a hoax.”

“Yes, but that’s what you thought about me.”

Skitter …

“You realize that noise is coming from our friend there, right?” said the Dervish, attempting to drown the crawling of his skin under sarcasm. “Just so we’re entirely clear?”

“Are you an insect?” Edmund called.

Tak.

“Oh, fascinating…” the scholar breathed. “I don’t know of any intelligent insect species. I mean, there’s been rumors about things in the Vagrant Hills, but they’re not remotely reliable.”

Sure, giant thinking insects. Why not. The Dervish leaned back against the wall, then gave up and slid down it. If their new friend came hurtling out of the dark with murder on its mind, he and Edmund were almost certainly doomed anyway. Well, Edmund was doomed and the Dervish could add another trauma to his already extensive collection.

Ancestors, I realize I am a lousy descendant, but please let our friend not be a giant centipede. I could handle anything else, even a giant spider, but I cannot deal with centipedes. He’d never liked the damned things. Back home they had a couple of varieties, but the big glossy red ones were the worst. It wasn’t even the bite, though that was excruciating, it was the way they moved in a rippling wave of legs. It was such a dreadfully alien motion. Nothing trustworthy moved like that.

“I wish I could ask our friend where they’re from.” Edmund raised his voice. “Are you from the Vagrant Hills, by chance?”

Tak-tak-tak?

“Is that an ‘I don’t know’?”

Tak.

“Our friend’s probably never heard of the Vagrant Hills,” said the Dervish wearily. “I certainly haven’t.”

“Really?” The Dervish didn’t need light, he could picture Edmund’s exact expression, just from his tone. Eyes a little wide, face intent, the edge of a smile because he’s just so excited to be telling someone a new fact. “They’re a series of hills to the southeast of here, although the exact location changes. They wander around a bit.”

“Wander?” said the Dervish.

Tak-tak-tak? said Our Friend.

“They’re very odd. The usual laws about distance don’t really seem to apply? You can go into them and come out a lot farther away than you should be. And there’s very weird things in there.” Edmund paused, then added reluctantly, as if it might seem like bragging, “I’ve been in there. It’s very unsettling. Though they do have an intact wonder engine.”

Tak-tak-TAK!?

“Right?” Edmund said, while the Dervish wondered what the hell a wonder engine was. “I couldn’t figure out what it did, unfortunately, and no one else has been able to find it yet. Expeditions into the Vagrant Hills tend to end badly, or at least confusingly. If we could speak with the rune, I suspect it would go better. At any rate”—the Dervish could picture him shaking himself, like a bird settling his feathers—“that’s neither here nor there. We can assume you’re not from the Vagrant Hills or you’d probably know you were.”

Tak.

“Hmm … okay, let’s start with directions. Tap when I get it. North, northwest, west…”

The Dervish stared into the darkness while Edmund and Our Friend worked out geography, and wondered what they’d see when the sun finally began to rise.

Hours passed. The Dervish got bored waiting for Our Friend to spring at them and took a nap, or tried to. It was cold and he really wasn’t dressed for it. The blanket he’d been using as a makeshift cloak could only do so much. He would have cheerfully huddled for warmth with Edmund—the man had gotten them into this, he could at least give some body heat to the cause—but the scholar had moved on to reciting the alphabet and having Our Friend tap at the appropriate letter to form words, and was pacing excitedly. The Dervish leaned against the wall and closed his eyes.

It wasn’t exactly sleep, but it was a little like it. He woke not at all refreshed, but with a sensation of time having passed, anyway.

It was still night, but the snow had acquired the blue-edged glow of moonlight. Directly under the hole, it was bright enough to read by.

“Look,” whispered Edmund, as the Dervish pushed himself hastily to his feet.

At the edge of the light, a giant shadow moved uncertainly, accompanied by the skittering sound of legs.

“It’s all right,” said Edmund. “We won’t hurt you.”

Please, not a centipede, the Dervish thought one last time, and then Our Friend stepped forward into the moonlight.



For a horrible moment, all the Dervish saw was segmented legs and he thought it really was a centipede. His stomach turned over and he recoiled instinctively. But there were only six legs—only—and they were held tight against the creature’s chest. Then Our Friend took another skittering step forward, and the Dervish saw it clearly.

It was a giant pillbug.

The insect stood about five feet tall, though it looked as if it had only partially mastered the art of walking upright. Half its body was still belly-down to the ground, and its upper half leaned back at an awkward angle. Thick bands of shell framed its upper body, rising in a semicircular cowl over its head. It had enormous black eyes the size of the Dervish’s hand, and a set of long, segmented antennae that hung down like a drooping mustache. The Dervish looked for biting jaws or other aggressive hardware, but it appeared that Our Friend’s mouth was a discreet vertical slit, nearly hidden under the antennae. Which doesn’t mean it won’t suddenly open up into a maw full of teeth. Or whatever bugs have instead of teeth. Pincers. Mandibles. Something like that. Edmund probably knows what they’re called. He considered asking, but that ran the risk of actually learning the answer.

Our Friend tapped its shell, producing the hollow tak! they had heard so many times during the night. The edges of its carapace, the Dervish saw, were punched through with multiple rings in various sizes, although they looked less like adornment and more like what you’d see on saddlebags to hold equipment. Maybe that’s what they’re for. Those upper legs … or arms, I suppose … don’t look as if they’d be great for carrying much. The largest of the pillbug’s arms was no thicker than the Dervish’s wrist. The smallest set, at the top, were as delicate as needles.

The creature tapped out another tak! and looked—hopefully? hungrily? anxiously?—at the two humans.

“Many-Armed God preserve us,” breathed Edmund, moving toward it. He raised one hand cautiously. “May I…?”

It cocked its head, black eyes unblinking. Tak.

The Dervish’s nerves shrilled and he took an involuntary step forward. Just because I can’t see mandibles doesn’t mean they aren’t there. What if it suddenly unfolds a set and bites his head off?

Well, if it did, it was unlikely that the Dervish could stop it happening. He’d do his best to beat the thing to death with a rock afterward, and then either it would die or he would die. Either way, he’d get a new wielder. Probably one of the Sleeveless.

Unless it was intelligent and somehow managed to draw the sword …

Ancestors, please don’t let it bite his head off. “Edmund, are you sure about this?”

“About what?” asked Edmund, not taking his eyes off Our Friend.

“About … um…” The Dervish trailed off. There were too many ways to finish the sentence, and most of them would probably insult the giant insect, which seemed unwise. Anyway, of course he’s sure. Look at his face, he’s thrilled to bits.

It was true. Even by moonlight, he could see a spark in the scholar’s eyes like a small boy who has just been handed the biggest, fluffiest puppy in the litter. The Dervish sighed.

Edmund laid a hand on Our Friend’s shell, at shoulder height. The giant pillbug stood still while the dedicate ran his fingertips over the edges where they slid together, then very slowly, it lifted one of its upper legs. The end came to a tapered point. It tapped the leg against its own shell, lower down. Tak?

“Are you asking if you may touch?”

Tak.

“You may.”

Our Friend’s long antenna reached out and pressed lightly against Edmund’s shoulder. The Dervish waited for it to lash around the scholar’s neck like a garrote, but it didn’t. Instead Our Friend moved the tip cautiously over the top of Edmund’s head, as if feeling the texture of his hair, then slid down his arm to his hand.

Tak-tak-tak-tak-tak.

“Five fingers, yes.”

Tak.

The Dervish was about to ask if Our Friend had never seen humans before, when silver fire blossomed out of nowhere, wrapped around him, and yanked him away.






CHAPTER 9


Of all the times for some idiot to use the sword, the Dervish thought. The idiot in question was one of the Sleeveless, who gaped at him in absolute astonishment. He had presumably picked up the sword, cut the cloth binding off it, sheathed it, then drew it all the way out a moment later to inspect the blade. He had also presumably not been expecting a slim silver-eyed man to appear directly in front of him.

The Dervish put a dagger in his throat, snatched up the sword, and threw himself to one side to avoid the falling body. Someone cursed nearby. The Dervish turned, saw another man staring at him, decided that he really needed both daggers, and tossed the sword into the campfire.

There. Now even if some clever fellow figures out that the sword and I are linked, he can’t grab it to put it back in the scabbard. The Dervish, who had used this trick before, knew that the sword would suffer no ill effects from its time in the fire. Pity, that.

The man who had spotted him had a wicked scar running down the side of his face and an expression that indicated he did not approve of people who appeared out of silver nowhere and killed his comrades. Well, the Dervish couldn’t really blame him on that one. “It’s nothing personal?” he offered.

The scarred man apparently felt it was, indeed, personal. He snatched up a sword and lunged at the Dervish. The sword was badly made and probably better as a club than a blade, but that only meant it would hurt even more when it hit. The Dervish danced back, wedging himself between the fire and the wall, where fewer enemies could come at him.

“What the hell are you?” the scarred man demanded, slashing at him.

“Unlucky, mostly,” the Dervish replied. He caught the sword on the hilt of one dagger and slid the other up the man’s left arm, unleashing a torrent of blood and swearing. The Dervish went for a follow-up but only managed to nick the man’s side.

Magic screamed inside his head. The Dervish abandoned his opponent before he even realized what was happening and flung himself backward, in the direction of—

Edmund.

Who had emerged from the hatch in the ground and was now hauling the nightmare shape of Our Friend up, completely oblivious to the man with a knife who was coming up behind him.

Heat sizzled across his ribs, a parting gift from the scarred man. It could have been a lot worse. It was going to be a lot worse if the sword’s magic didn’t stop screaming. There were two enemies between him and Edmund and even though their backs were to him, he couldn’t stop to fight them and charging between them was a horribly bad idea but all the magic knew was that somebody was about to knife the wielder and the Dervish had to throw himself in front of that knife and he wasn’t going to be fast enough and the knife was coming down.

Our Friend wrapped those long thin front legs around Edmund in a dreadful embrace, turned sideways, and rolled into a ball.

It wasn’t as tight a ball as it could have been, given that there was a human in the middle, but there were still armor plates in between Edmund and the knife. The sudden silence in the Dervish’s head felt like a benediction.

The knife skidded off Our Friend’s plates, leaving a small scratch.

“Shit!” Edmund’s attacker yelled. “The crawly’s out!”

Freed of his compulsion, the Dervish wheeled around just in time to block a cut from his previous opponent. “Don’t you dare—” the scarred man started to say, but his sword was high and out of position, so the Dervish jammed a dagger up under his chin and whatever he wasn’t supposed to dare was lost in a spray of blood.

He spun to face the next assault and staggered a bit when he found there wasn’t one. Out of seven Sleeveless, he’d only killed two, but all five of the others were focused on Our Friend and didn’t even seem to have noticed.

The Dervish knew he should be glad he’d been unobserved but he actually felt a bit miffed. All Our Friend had done was roll into a ball, and how threatening was that?

Then he looked over the heads of the two Sleeveless that stood between him and Our Friend and revised his opinion immediately.

The massive insect had unrolled and it was apparent that he’d misjudged its size in the dark. It stood almost seven feet tall, its carapace broader than a man’s shoulders. Its antennae lashed like whips, and it had spread its forelegs wide. It looked like a gigantic cobra. With legs.

Then it hissed.

It was a horrible ratcheting hiss, like air forced through broken pipes. The Dervish heard running footsteps from somewhere behind him, and it was clear they were running away. Conveniently, this was one less he had to kill.

“Enough!” shouted a familiar voice, and the man with the staff, the one who had kidnapped the mule earlier, came storming in from the opposite side of the ruined hall. “We caught it before, we’ll do it again. Get spears, you fools.”

“It didn’t look like that before,” quavered one of the Sleeveless. “It just rolled up before.”

“It’ll roll up again,” the man with the staff snarled. He shoved past the Dervish without even looking at him.

“Excuse me?” The Dervish couldn’t believe this. Yes, fine, it was dark and the firelight was probably doing a lot of heavy lifting, but the Dervish was literally covered in blood and there was a dead man right there—okay, granted, he was sprawled across the tumbled rocks and looked more like lumps of laundry than anything else, and granted that Our Friend was towering over everything and hissing like a murderous kettle, but still. The Dervish was over here stabbing people and no one had even noticed?

Sure, I didn’t want to fight him because he’s got so much reach with the staff, but he could at least pay attention.

Profoundly annoyed, he came up behind the man with the staff and dealt with all questions of reach by slitting his throat from behind.

“Yeah,” he said, as the man collapsed and the other Sleeveless turned to face him, mouths agape. “You noticed that, didn’t you? Come on, then. Who’s next?”

Our Friend punctuated this with another long hiss.

The situation teetered on the point of a knife, and then one of the Sleeveless said, “Oh, fuck this,” and bolted. The others broke and ran after him, stumbling in their eagerness to get away.

As soon as their footsteps had receded into the distance, Our Friend pulled its legs in and seemed to shrink at least a foot. Edmund scrambled out from behind it. He spotted the Dervish and rushed toward him. “Oh god! Are you injured?”

“Only in a few places,” said the Dervish through gritted teeth. “And what the hell do you think you were doing?”

Edmund turned red, then white. “I thought—you vanished and then you were up here and I thought you’d need help—”

“You nearly got me killed. As soon as you were in danger, I couldn’t deal with the one trying to stab me, I had to come deal with the one trying to stab you.”

“You didn’t have to—”

“Yes. I. Did.” The Dervish bit off each word like a curse. “You are the wielder. The magic compels me. I cannot even defend myself if you are in danger.”

Edmund pressed both hands to his mouth, abject horror written across his face. As angry as the Dervish was, he recognized that the expression was genuine. Edmund really hadn’t understood, and now that he did, it appalled him.

After multiple wielders who treated the Dervish like some kind of magical shield, to be deployed when useful and ignored when not, this was actually rather gratifying.

“I’m sorry,” Edmund whispered. “Oh gods above and below, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“It’s fine,” said the Dervish gruffly. “Anyway, we don’t have time for this. Those bastards won’t stay away forever. Sooner or later they’ll find either their courage or a crossbow.”

Our Friend was already on the other side of the ruin, digging through packs that had been carelessly thrown in a corner. The Dervish wasn’t sure if the creature was looking for something or simply looting. Looting seemed sensible, all things considered. He hoped that the creature would simply leave on its own, but had a glum feeling that Edmund would want to adopt it.

Edmund ducked his head, clearly still upset. “Your injuries … We should treat them.”

“Later. I won’t bleed out anytime soon.”

The scholar nodded jerkily and scurried to untether Sweetness. “They didn’t hurt you, girl, did they?” he crooned to the mule. “We came back for you. I’ll always come back for you, I promise.”

The Dervish sighed. Nobody ever talked like that to him. Not that he would have believed them if they did, but it would be nice if someone cared enough to lie about it.

What are you complaining about? The man offered to bind up your wounds and you know he would have made a fuss. You’re the one who turned him down.

It was annoying to be called out on that, and even more annoying that he did it to himself. The Dervish found the crude blade that had bashed his ribs and used it to roll the sword that imprisoned him out of the fire. It would be a few minutes before it was cool enough to handle, so he stalked over to what was clearly the kitchen area and began looking for supplies. He’d been out of the sword long enough to actually digest food, and if he kept eating nothing but jerky, his digestion would be more than a little upset.

There was a hearth and a crude wooden table, the surface scarred with burns and knife marks. The Dervish bent to look beneath it.

The biggest badger he’d ever seen in his life looked back at him and snarled.

The Dervish yelped and flung himself backward. If it had been a human, he might have stabbed first and asked questions later, but stabbing a badger—any badger—was a superbly bad idea. Stabbing one that size was basically suicide with extra steps.

He’d been vivisected before. He had no desire to repeat the experience.

“What is it?” asked Edmund. “Are you okay?”

“Badger,” he said, not taking his eyes off the creature. It hadn’t moved, but continued to stare at him with beady eyes. “Ancestors, but you grow them big up here.”

It was a sign of his agitation that he didn’t recognize the double entendre until it was out of his mouth. Edmund didn’t pick up on it, though. In fact, the dedicate dropped Sweetness’s reins and bolted toward him.

“Don’t hurt them!”

“Me, hurt them?” The Dervish waved a dagger at the immense teeth on display. “What am I going to do, give them indigestion?”

The badger snarled again. The Dervish inched back. It had a hole to hide in, and there was no reason it should charge him. He wondered why on earth the Sleeveless had kept the creature around. Were they planning on cooking it? Surely not. There was nothing worth eating on any of the weasel clan unless you were starving to death.

Edmund, to his absolute horror, ran at the badger and fell to his knees in front of the creature’s hole.

“Shit!” The Dervish grabbed for him. “What are you doing?”

He got his arms around Edmund’s chest and hauled backward. Inexplicably, the scholar fought him. “Let me go! I have to talk to them.”

“Talk? To a badger?”

Then again, he’s found a way to talk to a giant pillbug. For all I know, he can speak Badger.

Ignoring the Dervish’s grasp, Edmund put his hands up to the sides of his head, cupping them forward, and said … something. It sounded like a string of growls put to music, a strange, liquid song that rose and fell unpredictably. Because his chest was pressed against Edmund’s back, the Dervish could hear the guttural sounds rolling through the scholar’s frame like thunder.

The effect on the badger was electric. It twisted in the hole, sitting upright, and its ears lifted. It replied in the same liquid tongue.

Ancestors preserve me, he really can speak Badger.

Edmund paused. A moment later he spoke again, more hesitantly. The Dervish suddenly realized that he was hugging the scholar against him and hurriedly released him.

The badger watched as Edmund stumbled through a long sequence of growls, then said, “A gnole speaks human words, yes?”

Edmund’s shoulders slumped with relief. “Oh, thank the gods.”

“A human’s gnole words are good.” The badger—or gnole, apparently—actually reached out and patted Edmund’s arms. It had short, stubby fingers and blunt claws. The Dervish’s nerves screamed, but the sword didn’t seem to think his wielder was in any danger.

Edmund rose to his feet and backed up. “Ah … were you working here?” He looked around the ruins, now empty of any erstwhile employers. “Err…”

“Oh yes,” said the gnole. Remarkable how even across species, the Dervish could hear bitterness. “A gnole is working very hard.”

It emerged from the space under the table with a clank of chain. It was encased in greasy rags and one of its legs bore a heavy iron cuff connected to a long chain that ran to a bolt in the floor. By the look of it, the gnole could, with care, move about twenty feet, which gave it the run of the kitchen and the privy.

The Dervish, who would have sworn that his capacity for empathy had been sliced away years ago, found that he was still capable of outrage. He knew what it was like to be chained.

“We’ve got to get that thing off it,” he said.

“Her,” said Edmund. “Yes.”

The gnole gave him an appraising look. She was no taller than a child, but much broader, with teeth long enough to rip a man’s leg open to the bone.

“A gnole is named Dog Violet,” she said.

“A human is named Edmund,” Edmund said, and looked at the Dervish expectantly.

“A human is named the Dervish,” he said obligingly. He’d encountered much stranger grammatical constructions in his day.

“Can you pick locks?” asked Edmund, looking at the heavy padlock.

“No.” This was, in fact, one of the more bitter regrets of the Dervish’s life. “They must have left a hammer or a chisel … or a key…”

Our Friend suddenly appeared in a skitter of legs. It had a pack slung over its carapace and clutched a strange square box, about a foot on each side, with a crank on one side and a peculiar metal growth on top, like a trumpet flower. The pillbug put its two upper arms into holes on the sides of the box and began turning the crank with another arm. A moment later, a high, scratchy voice emerged from the trumpet. “Hell-o-new-frien-ds. It-is-good-to-fin-a-lly-be-ab-le-to-speak-to-you.”

“What,” said the Dervish, “the fuck.”

“How are you doing that?” said Edmund, his eyes as round as saucers. Dog Violet’s ears were flat against her skull.

“It-is-a-de-vice-like-a-mu-sic-box,” said the high, flat voice. “There-are-on-ly-a-lim-it-ed-num-ber-of-pho-neme-s-in-your-spee-ch.” It was beginning to pick up speed now, the gaps between syllables lessening. “The-sounds-are-inscribed-on-metal-discs-and-I-select-and-play-the-correct-ones. It-is-the-most-efficient-way-we-have-found-of-communicating.”

“That’s amazing!” said Edmund.

“That’s … certainly a thing.” The Dervish looked over at Dog Violet, who was also somewhat alien, but at least a fellow mammal. She met his eyes and shook her head in apparent disbelief.

“A gnole has heard everything now,” she muttered.

“Please-forgive-my-lack-of-skill,” Our Friend said. “My-associate-was-much-more-gifted-but-she-was-killed-by-the-other-humans.”

Edmund winced. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I swear that all humans aren’t like that.”

“There-is-no-need, friend-Edmund. We-have-met-a-number-of-humans-and-understand-that-you-are-not-of-one-mind.” It extended its antennae toward Dog Violet. “May-I-be-of-assistance-in-your-plight?”

“Eh?” said the gnole.

“It thinks it can get that chain off you,” the Dervish translated.

“Indeed-yes-new-friends.”

The gnole’s fur stood up in spikes along her neck. She looked from the alien face of Our Friend to Edmund, who was trying to examine the insect’s music box without touching it. Finally she looked over at the Dervish, and he was pretty sure he wasn’t misreading the fear in her eyes.

“If it was me, I’d let it try,” the Dervish said, pitching his voice to be as low and soothing as he could. Angharad would laugh to see him trying to charm a talking badger, but all he could think about was the weight of chains and manacles cutting at his skin and a cold stone slab underneath him …

Perhaps she wouldn’t laugh after all.

Dog Violet held out her hand in an unmistakable gesture. The Dervish stifled a sigh. And now the talking badger wants me to hold her paw? Really? It’s come to this?

Apparently it had. He reached out and took the gnole’s paw. She lifted her muzzle and nodded to Our Friend, then immediately closed her eyes tight. Thick fingers closed tightly over his.

Our Friend dropped its front end down to the ground, holding the music box carefully out of the way, and reached its antennae toward the lock that held the manacle closed. It inserted the delicate tips of both into the lock and began making tiny motions that rippled down their length.

The lock went clunk.

Dog Violet’s fingers convulsed around the Dervish’s, as if she was expecting her leg to be cut off. “Is done, yes?” she whispered.

“It’s unlocked,” the Dervish told her. Our Friend retreated back and reared up again, inserting its legs into the music box.

“I have an old friend,” Edmund said to the pillbug, “who would dearly love to know how you did that.”

“The-principles-of-lockmaking-have-been-written-about-in-several-texts-which-I-have-had-the-fortune-to-read.”

“Do you need help taking the manacle off?” the Dervish asked.

“No, the Dervish-human.” Dog Violet took a deep breath and opened her eyes. “A gnole has waited for this.” She reached down and pulled the manacle open, revealing skin that had been rubbed raw and furless. She stood, hefting the manacle in both hands, walked around the table, and flung it violently away.

It hit the end of the chain and rebounded violently, falling down with a clatter. Dog Violet turned back to the others and dusted off her hands as if she had finished some minor unpleasant chore.

“Now, humans, friend-bug, a gnole thinks that it is time we leave.”






CHAPTER 10


It was a long walk out of the valley, made longer by detouring to pick up Edmund’s books, and the Dervish was stuck leading the mule. Edmund and Our Friend had their heads together the entire time, and Sweetness did not approve of the pillbug at all.

Dog Violet stayed close to the Dervish, but didn’t feel the need to speak, which made her the Dervish’s favorite person in the vicinity. He felt a certain responsibility for her, which made him uneasy. Responsibility was Angharad’s job. In the old days, when the mercenary troop had come across frightened survivors, Angharad was the one who figured out which direction they should go, or if they should stay put, the one who assigned troops to escort them out of danger if need be. At most, the Dervish would charm someone, coax a smile out of them so that they’d pay attention to Angharad’s directions. He was a jester, not a general.

But the gnole had taken his hand when she was afraid, not Edmund’s, even though Edmund spoke her language, as if she could see that he, too, knew what it meant to be bound.

She doesn’t need you, he told himself. She’s just traveling with you until you get out of this godawful valley full of men who want to marry their fake sisters. She’ll probably be gone within a day.

He glanced up at the sky. Well … maybe two days. It was still an hour or two ’til dawn, but the sky had that strange dull tint of approaching snow. The Dervish was not looking forward to walking through it.

They weren’t making the best time, even without snow. Dog Violet was … not limping, exactly, but the opposite. She kept moving as if she expected her right leg to weigh more than it did, and nearly stumbling. The Dervish was aware that he could have walked faster—mule permitting—but held his pace down to hers.

It’s fine. Now that the moon’s gone down, we shouldn’t be tearing along anyway. And she’ll hear anyone coming long before any of the rest of us, so it all evens out.

That was actually true. The gnole’s ears were not large but moved constantly, picking up sounds from the nearby woods. Once a weird cry rang out, and the gnole said, “Screech owl,” before the Dervish could do more than slap a hand to his weapon.

At least someone’s paying attention. I doubt Edmund or Our Friend would notice if someone danced naked across the road at this point. Singing. Waving a live goose.

From overhearing snippets of their conversation, the Dervish gathered that the creature’s people were largely confined to a single large swamp somewhere to the east. They had encountered humans but had only limited contact with them, until a missionary of something called the Four-Faced God had arrived.

The Dervish’s lip curled at the mention of gods, but apparently the pillbugs had been luckier than he had. The priest had found himself unable to learn their language, but had eventually been able to teach Our Friend’s people to read his own. The pillbugs had their own form of writing, which was apparently a great deal more complex, and so had found most human alphabets rudimentary by comparison. The priest had brokered an arrangement, whereby the pillbugs provided rare herbs and other goods from the swamp in exchange for as many books as traders could find and send their way.

Fortunately for Our Friend’s people, the swamp formed a natural stronghold. Only priests and lunatics ventured into the mosquito-infested interior, so no one had any desire to seize the land from its current occupants, and draining the swamp would have required a dozen lifetimes. The two kingdoms flanking it felt that it made a superb defensive border and had no desire to drain it. Everyone got along in a way that even the most cynical soul would grudgingly admit seemed to work fine for all parties involved.

So far as the Dervish could tell, the pillbugs had sent out a delegation simply because they had run out of reading material.

“But why come here?” asked Edmund. “Your lands are closer to a dozen other major cities, and most of them have libraries.”

“Because-we-can-talk-to-you-most-easily.”

“But if it’s just a matter of phonemes—”

Our Friend’s antennae crossed in a clear negative. “You- must-understand-that-for-many-years-yours-was-a-written- language-to-us,” the pillbug explained. “We-only-knew-the-local-spoken-language. And-it-is-tonal.”

“Ohhhh,” said Edmund. “I understand.”

“I don’t,” said the Dervish.

Our Friend twisted to look back at him. The bands of shell on its back were much more flexible than they looked. “Tone-languages-change-meaning-with-pitch. I-built-a-version-to-accommodate-tones-but-it-was-very-large-and-difficult-to-play. This-portable-one-is-only-possible-with-a-much-smaller-range-of-sounds. Your-language-has-such-a-range.”

“You built it?” the Dervish asked. “That’s impressive.”

“I-did. It-is-why-I-was-chosen-as-the-second-of-the-delegation.” Our Friend puffed up proudly, then drooped again. “We-were-charged-to-set-up-a-new-trade-route-for-our-people, but-I-am-not-a-trained-negotiator. I-fear-to-fail-at-my-task.”

It slumped even more, or perhaps the Dervish was simply reading sorrow into its posture. “We-were-meant-to-be-a-scholarly-delegation-but-I-fear-we-have-encountered-significant-difficulties. I-was-the-junior-delegate. —— was-a-trained-diplomat-and-our-best-speaker.”

The word Our Friend said was a rippling glissando of clicks that no human throat could begin to duplicate. Dog Violet’s ears went up in surprise and she tilted her head, looking almost exactly like a puzzled dog.

“A diplomat?” asked the Dervish, suddenly focused on the conversation.

“Diplomat-envoy-delegate? One-who-comes-to-speak-to-strangers? Is-that-not-correct?”

“Correct,” the Dervish said, feeling his heart sink. Those Sleeveless idiots killed a diplomat. And not just one from another country, but one from another species.

In the land of the Dervish’s birth, guest rights were sacred. It probably had to do with being in a desert, where being able to go up to a stranger’s door and ask for water was sometimes the difference between life and death. There were stories about what happened if you turned a stranger away. They were the sort of stories that ended with “And you can still see the blasted stones to this day.”

Even if he had not come from a country that held visitors to be sacrosanct, the Dervish had been a mercenary for nearly a decade. While some people would assume that mercenaries had no rules, the exact opposite was true. Sarkis’s company had had very strict rules, and one of them was that you did not mess with envoys who came under a flag of truce. Doing so was effectively a declaration of war.

Oh ancestors. Please let these creatures not be militarily minded. We have not made a good impression. The Dervish, by and large, did not care what happened to anyone outside his immediate circle, but he could picture an army of monstrous insects erupting from the ground and it made his skin crawl.

“I’m very sorry about your friend,” he said.

“Thank-you-friend.”

“Was that a name?” Edmund wanted to know. “What you said earlier?”

“In-our-language, yes. We-know-you-cannot-say-it. But- do-not-fear, friend-human.” Our Friend made an expansive gesture with its antennae. “We-have-adopted-human-names-to-communicate-more-easily!” It leaned in, almost conspiratorially. “It-is-a-rite-of-passage-among-our-scholars-to-craft-a-human-name-for-ourselves.”

The Dervish had a sudden premonition of disaster and covered his eyes.

“And your human name is…?” Edmund pressed.

The pillbug drew itself proudly to its full height. “I-am-Large-Francis-Building!”

The absolute silence that greeted this statement was finally broken when Dog Violet let out an explosive bark of laughter. The Dervish felt a howl coming on and clamped his teeth in the side of his hand. You never laughed in the client’s face. That was one of Commander Sarkis’s rules. It was still a good rule, no matter where it came from. Also, for all you know, you’re the only thing standing between humanity and an army of enraged pillbugs.

Edmund, to his eternal credit, did not laugh. His eyebrows and his voice both went up, but that was all. “Large … Francis … Building.”

This was too much for the Dervish. Edmund put his face in his hands while the other two mammals howled and Large Francis looked on in total bewilderment. Sweetness put her ears back, irritated.

“Is-it-not-a-good-human-name?”

Edmund shot the Dervish a fierce look, which was a bit like being bitten by a lamb. “It’s a good name,” he said.

“It’s fine,” gasped the Dervish. “No, no, it’s a fine name.” He tried to think of something that wasn’t funny. He eventually settled on Commander Sarkis. Granted, the commander could be hilarious, but I still want to gut him like a fish. When he was absolutely sure that he had himself under control, he dropped his hand and tried to refocus on the conversation.

“Why Building, though?” Edmund asked.

“We-know-that-humans-here-sometimes-use-their-place-of-living-to-differentiate-between-those-of-the-same-name,” the pillbug said. “I-live-in-a-building. But-if-there-is-no-one-to-confuse-me-with, you-may-call-me-only-Large-Francis, correct?”

Edmund’s lips twitched, but he said, very calmly, “That is correct, ah, Large Francis.”

“And-you-are-Edmund? What-is-your-place-of-living?”

The scholar sighed, sobering. “That is currently in flux, I’m afraid. If we run into another Edmund, though, you can call me ‘Learned Edmund,’ I suppose.”

“And-you-are-Dog-Violet, yes?” At the gnole’s nod, Large Francis’s eyes turned expectantly toward the Dervish.

“The Dervish. Of nowhere in particular.” Technically he supposed he lived in the sword, but “The Dervish of the Sword” sounded like the title of an unbearably twee wonder-tale. Besides, it might lead to questions. Although he was pretty sure that Large Francis had seen him disappear, which meant that either the pillbug already had questions, or now thought that some humans simply vanished occasionally.

“I-see. Is-that-a-place-designation-or-an-indication-of-a-lack-of-permanent-habitation?”

“The second one.”

The pillbug shuffled along in silence for a few minutes. The Dervish had reverted to thinking that his boots were really not cut out for walking in mud when Large Francis said, “May-I-ask-you-a-question-friend-Dervish?”

“I suppose.”

“Earlier-I-observed-you-vanish-in-a-flash-of-light. Is-this-a-normal-behavior-for-your-people? I-had-not-read-of-such.”

And there it is. I knew it was too much to hope for that he’d missed that. He turned his head and met Edmund’s gaze. The scholar gave him a helpless shrug. Well, what did you expect? He promised not to tell anyone without your permission, he didn’t promise to somehow stop people from noticing that you live in a sword.

“You can explain it to him,” the Dervish said with a deep sigh, and slowed so that the two went ahead of him. Dog Violet matched his pace. Sweetness grumbled.

The Dervish couldn’t help but overhear snatches of conversation from ahead, mostly from Edmund, while the music box made a low chattering hum. “Yes, it’s a curse … yes, the daggers come with him. Oh, hmm, I don’t know that? You could ask … yes, the translation seems to grant him total fluency. I know! What book would you pick…?”

Ancestors help me, now there’s two of them. He looked over and saw Dog Violet’s ears swept forward and guessed that she could hear all of it.

“Sounds pretty sweet, knife-man,” the gnole said after a while. “Guessing it isn’t, though.”

“Not in the slightest.”

The gnole nodded. After a moment she said, “Probably like working for Sleeveless-humans. Free food, yeah, warm place to sleep, cook whatever you want, yeah?” She spat on the snow.

“Is that what happened? You went there to work?”

“Nah, knife-man. A gnole left burrow, went walking. Tired of burrow, tired of everything, kept walking. Days and days. Not going anywhere, just going, yeah?”

“I know exactly what that’s like.” The Dervish had done it himself more than once. On the first occasion, he’d ended up being hunted like a gazelle and on the last, he’d wound up a mercenary. You’d think I would have learned not to do that at some point.

“Most humans around here, they know gnoles, yeah? A gnole can go to house, trade, get food. A gnole is a rag-and-bone gnole, not a job-gnole, but can still work. A gnole digs lots of privy pits. All gnoles good at digging.” She held up her blunt clawed hands and swiped at the air. The Dervish could imagine dirt being raked aside.

“Having dug my share of pits, I can imagine that people were happy to pay for that.” Mostly they’d been privies, since a mercenary troop could generate an unbelievable amount of shit. Occasionally they’d been graves.

“Yeah.” Dog Violet’s whiskers pricked forward. The Dervish was starting to think that was the gnole equivalent of a nod. “Saw fire at camp, went up to offer to dig. Humans ask if a gnole can cook.” She shrugged. “A gnole can, a little. Said so. Next thing a gnole knows, Sleeveless-humans grab a gnole, lock a chain on, hit a gnole when a gnole starts yelling.” Dog Violet spat again.

Oddly enough, the notion of kidnapping a cook didn’t surprise the Dervish at all. The quality of the food was the number one complaint in Sarkis’s company, even more than lack of whores and how much their feet hurt. Occasionally the weather could edge it out, but only in extraordinary circumstances.

“How long were you there?”

“Since fall. Sleeveless-humans kill a lot of deer, rabbits, fish. A gnole isn’t good at cooking, really, but a gnole knows how to salt meat, knows that winter is coming. Stupid humans would have starved, if not for a gnole.” Dog Violet’s ears went briefly flat against her skull. “Thought about it, but a gnole would starve too.”

“No chance to poison them, I suppose?”

“A gnole offers to forage for mushrooms, but Sleeveless-humans not that stupid.”

They walked in silence for a few moments, and then the Dervish found himself saying, “The third wielder of the sword was convinced that I was a great spirit-being that had been bound to the sword.” He couldn’t find a ready translation in his head for djinn, and it didn’t really matter. “He thought he was a great hunter. He’d go out with arrows and attendants and shoot ducks. Then he’d send me into the marsh to retrieve them. He thought it impressed all his underlings, that he could use a magical spirit like a dog to bring back birds.”

“Humans do things to not-human people, don’t think it counts.” The gnole considered this, then added, “Some humans, anyway.”

The Dervish nodded. He was surprised at himself that he’d told her about the third wielder. Not the worst of them by any stretch. He’d never killed the Dervish or maimed him experimentally, or visited any particular torments on him. But the humiliation of being ordered to fetch had festered under the Dervish’s skin for years, and even though it was such a minor hurt compared to all the others, saying it aloud was a strange relief. Like being mortally wounded and finally having a blister drain. You’re still bleeding to death but you didn’t realize how much the blister was annoying you.

“Friend-Dervish? May-I-ask-another-question?”

Perhaps draining the blister had left him in a better mood, because the Dervish said, “Go ahead.”

“Friend-Edmund-said-that-you-were-forced-to-intervene-in-a-circumcision-and-I-am-curious-as-to-the-circumstances.”

The Dervish snorted. It actually was a funny story, now that he came to think about it. “The sword was in the hands of a minor noble, who had no use for a magical bodyguard, but very much wanted to curry favor with his ruler, who was called the Oleph. So when the Oleph has his son and heir, the noble gives the sword to the infant as a christening gift. They put the baby’s hand on the hilt and help him draw the sword so he’s the wielder. The Oleph is thrilled that his son now has a magical bodyguard, the noble is in favor, the infant has no idea what’s going on, everybody’s happy. Except me, obviously, but that’s nothing new. But then two days later, they bring in the doctor to circumcise the kid and the magic takes very strong exception to somebody taking a knife to the wielder’s genitals, and next thing I know, I’ve got the doctor pinned to a wall with a dagger at his throat, the kid is screaming, the kid’s mother is screaming, the Oleph is screaming…”

Dog Violet snickered. Edmund covered his eyes.

“Anyway, needless to say, the noble was not in favor after that. It didn’t help that the doctor was also the second in charge of some religious order and they’d been doing the Oleph a huge honor by performing the slicing and dicing. And the kid is way too young to understand giving the sword away, so he’s the wielder for the foreseeable future. They sheathe the sword and chuck it into the treasury.” The Dervish spread his hands. “I have no idea what happened after that. When it got drawn again, it was a whole different language and a different climate and nobody’d heard of the Oleph.”

“That-is-quite-extraordinary-friend-Dervish.”

“Do I get a question now?” the Dervish asked.

Large Francis touched the tips of his antennae together. “Yes-of-course. Knowledge-must-be-shared.”

“Do you know any way to break the curse?”

It wasn’t a question he’d have thought to ask a few days ago, until Edmund had put the idea in his head that perhaps the distant scholar who’d requested the sword might understand the magic.

Large Francis’s antennae drooped woefully. “I-do-not-friend-Dervish. Magic-has-never-been-a-particular-interest-of-mine. It-has-always-seemed-very—” The music box halted briefly while the pillbug searched for a word. “Arbitrary.”

“It is that,” Edmund said. “An old friend of mine could sense danger because it smelled like rosemary. If there was a lot of danger, she’d have a coughing fit.”

“Seems inconvenient if you’re in danger.”

“Oh, it was. And there was an acolyte at the temple who was a minor wonderworker. Birds loved him. If he stepped outside, sparrows would land on his shoulders.” Edmund smiled wryly. “He hated it. The chickens would follow him around and his robes were always covered in bird droppings.”

“Gnoles don’t have wonderworkers,” Dog Violet put in, pronouncing the word as if it was some exotic disease.

“Do-gnoles-not-have-magic-at—oh-a-snowflake.”

The wretched snowflake drifted downward in front of Large Francis and landed in the middle of the road. All four of them stared at it.

“A gnole thinks we should move faster.”

“Right.” The Dervish gathered up the mule’s reins. She followed. She had been remarkably docile since being liberated from the Sleeveless camp. The Dervish didn’t trust that at all.

The sun came up, probably. The heavy gray sky hung like a flannel blanket and while there was no reason not to believe that there was a sun on the other side, there was no hard evidence. Possibly it was off with the barnacle pigeons somewhere. At ground level, the world just got colder and wetter and the Dervish felt like cursing each individual flake as it dropped from the sky.

“Snow is a good thing, knife-man,” Dog Violet said. “Harder to follow.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.” He glared upward. “I’m not used to being on the run. Well, not in snow, anyway.” By the time he traveled to snowy climates, he’d been with Sarkis’s mercenaries, and there was generally no hiding a mercenary troop. His brow wrinkled. “Wait, can’t they follow the tracks in the snow, though? Wouldn’t it be easier?”

Dog Violet’s jaw dropped, showing her teeth in what he hoped was a grin. “Sure, knife-man, but who wants to go out in the snow to look?”

“Thanks,” said the Dervish. “For a second there, I was almost reassured. Glad we cleared that up.”

Dog Violet snickered.

“What’s a dog violet, anyway?” The translation in his head was something like “little purple plant dog,” which seemed odd, though after Large Francis Building, who even knew anymore?

“Is a flower, knife-man. Small.” She held up her claws only a little bit apart. “Grows everywhere. Doesn’t have much smell, doesn’t do much.” She smiled slyly. “But it’s pretty and nothing ever kills it, hey?”

“Story of my life,” said the Dervish. “Pretty and nothing ever kills me.”

The gnole giggled. Actually giggled, a sound that managed to be both gruff and giddy at the same time. It startled the Dervish into laughter, too, and Sweetness flicked her ears and shook her head as if she couldn’t believe she was stuck with them.






CHAPTER 11


They made camp a few hours later, when Sweetness decided that she was done. The Dervish estimated that it was still well before noon, but he wasn’t complaining. If the Sleeveless chased them in this weather, they’d earned it.

Still, they didn’t risk a fire. Dog Violet dragged branches together in a crude shelter under a pine, while Edmund rubbed down the mule with stumbling, automatic movements. After a moment, the Dervish began helping the gnole build a shelter. He might only be required to protect Edmund, but letting a creature half his size, still limping from her captivity, do the work while he sat around crossed the line from protest to just being a miserable bastard.

Besides, I’ll be inside that shelter too. The only other way not to freeze is to go back in the sword.

Edmund draped a saddle blanket over Sweetness and tied her up out of the wind. (The Dervish triple-checked the knots.) Large Francis agreed to act as a windbreak, waited until they had crawled inside, and proceeded to roll into a ball at the mouth of the lean-to.

“I wish I could do that,” Edmund muttered.

Good way to trap us inside and eat us later, the Dervish thought, but didn’t say. Really, it was just paranoid reflex. Large Francis might look like the greatest nightmare in creation, but he seemed almost sweet. Certainly a great deal like Edmund. Although Edmund is sweet too, come to that.

It was a good thing that the Dervish had no use for sweet men, even if they had interesting hands.

The shelter was barely large enough to sit up in, mostly enclosing the clear space under a low-branched pine. The three mammals spent a few minutes trying to arrange blankets in the close quarters, then gave up and simply huddled together. Dog Violet wound up draped over the Dervish’s legs like a blanket that smelled strongly of wet dog.

“You’ve got fur,” the Dervish said enviously.

“Not a gnole’s fault that humans don’t.”

“I always th-thought huddling for warmth s-s-sounded romantic,” said Edmund, teeth chattering. “It shows up in all the b-b-books.”

The Dervish gave a sharp crack of laughter. “Edmund, are you telling me that you read dirty books? Not just monographs about barnacle pigeons?”

“N-n-no! They’re imp-p-proving literature!”

“Oh, is that what they call it here? Do they come with pictures?”

“N-not like that. Although, there are some in the archives…”

“I bet there are.”

“The ones I read aren’t like that!” It was too dark to see, but the Dervish was pretty sure that Edmund was blushing hard enough to melt the snow outside.

“You’re telling me you never went looking through the archives for dirty books? Because I won’t believe you. I was a young boy once too, and I don’t care how long I was in the sword, that can’t have changed.”

Edmund cleared his throat. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.” The Dervish had heard more convincing lies from children under the age of five.

“Sure you don’t. It’s universal. Tell him, Dog Violet.”

An explosive snort sounded near his ankles. “Gnole-cubs don’t look at mating pictures, knife-man.”

“There, you see?” Edmund seized on this like a lifeline.

“No. Pictures no good, don’t mean anything. When gnoles get to that age, go out looking for plant. Don’t know the name for humans. Like small tree, white flowers? In spring, smells like mating. Young gnoles sniff it, act silly, get embarrassed. Can’t grow tree near a burrow, very awkward.”

“Told you it was universal,” said the Dervish smugly. In the darkness beside him, Edmund groaned.



It was dark and dark and dark and then the dark was gone and he wished it would come back.

The Dervish was in the red-lit room where the Smith stood, her eyes clear and bright and rabid. Commander Sarkis cursed somewhere beside him, and then he was being dragged forward and Sarkis was shouting “No!” but it did not matter because there was a sword clamped in a vise, red-hot, and his captors threw him against it, quenching the blade with his blood, and he screamed at the sight of the blade going in, even though it hadn’t started hurting yet, but it was inside him and it was making horrible sizzling noises and the smell of cooked meat filled his nostrils and it was his own body cooking and—

A net dropped over him.

The Dervish jerked away and the sword was gone. Orange-gold flame blazed around him, a cacophony of candles and lamps, lighting the room as bright as day. The priest’s eyes were as bright and rabid as the Smith’s, and he held a knife instead of a sword.

A net dropped over him.

“It’s all right,” a voice said. “It’s all right. Shhh.”

The Dervish wanted to laugh at that, because it was not right, it would never be right, the Smith had killed him once and the priest of the Lord of the Book had killed him a hundred times over but he didn’t die, he couldn’t ever die—

A net dropped over him.

“It’s just a nightmare,” the voice said, and at the same time, the priest said, “We are learning so much,” and the slab was so cold and he was freezing but the knife was even colder, a razor so sharp that it didn’t hurt at first but he could feel his flesh dragging against it and then it did hurt, the pain so extraordinary that he thrashed against it—

The Dervish woke. It was dark, not brilliantly lit. The few bits of light he could see were blue, not red. He always knew where he was when he woke up, except for a moment he didn’t, and that was terrifying. If he couldn’t trust his own brain anymore, what did he have left?

“You’ll be all right,” the voice said.

Edmund, thought some part of the Dervish’s mind, and then everything fell back into place. The fight with the Sleeveless. Our Friend. Dog Violet. The shelter in the snow.

“It’s all right,” Edmund said soothingly. “You’re awake now. It’s over.”

“Good,” said the Dervish, barely aware of what he was saying. “That’s good.”

The voice was coming from under his cheek. He was warm. His legs were a little cramped because something heavy was sprawled across them—Dog Violet—but otherwise he felt almost … comfortable?

He could not remember the last time he’d felt something as simple as comfort.

“It was just a nightmare,” Edmund said gently.

“Yes. Of course.” It was more than that, but if he kept his eyes closed, he could pretend it was just a nightmare, not a thing that had happened and that, somewhere in the back of his head, would always be happening.

Then Edmund shifted a little, only a little, and the Dervish realized that part of the warmth was the scholar’s arm was around him, and it wasn’t tight but it was there, a weight as solid as a …

Chain.

Panic sprang up howling inside his mind. He slammed his elbow backward, startling a surprised grunt from Edmund, and the sword’s magic clamped down on him and he thrashed against it and the weight holding him down and Dog Violet rolled off with a startled yip and then the Dervish smashed his shoulder into the side of the shelter and the branches fell over and about five pounds of snow poured down directly into his face.

There was a brief, thundering silence, broken only by the liquid growls of gnolespeech. The Dervish didn’t need to speak the language to know that Dog Violet was swearing.

He lay on something much lumpier than Edmund’s embrace. Pine branches. He still didn’t know what species. Pinus uncomfortablus. He wiped snow grimly off his face and looked up into the nightmare face of Large Francis, who was gazing down at him in evident concern.

“Are-you-unwell-friend-Dervish?”

“I’m fine. Just … fine.” The Dervish sat up. Edmund came crawling out from under the tree, his hair full of pine needles. A moment later, Dog Violet erupted from the snow and shook like a dog, flinging wet snow directly into the Dervish’s face.

It was probably no more than he deserved.



The snow had stopped. The sun hadn’t exactly come out, but cracks of blue had formed in the clouds. After the Dervish had rather dramatically broken camp, it made more sense to start walking again, even though they’d only had about four hours of sleep.

Edmund had no idea what to do about the Dervish. The man was jittery and restless, pacing the edges of the campsite until they had gotten Sweetness loaded and ready to move. He didn’t talk and communicated only in monosyllables. Edmund couldn’t tell if it was anger or embarrassment and had no idea what to do about either.

Mistress Slate would probably say that his emotions aren’t my responsibility to manage. Which is true, but … Edmund had always been the confessor for the brothers in his cohort, always the one who saw when someone was upset and came to offer them a kind word. More importantly, he was very much responsible for the Dervish’s presence here. If I hadn’t drawn the sword … if I’d gone south instead of east …

But no, he couldn’t actually regret that. If he had gone south, Large Francis would still be in a hole under the Sleeveless camp and Dog Violet would still be chained in their kitchen. No amount of emotional upset could outweigh that.

I set him free of the sword. He hates the sword. Surely this is better? Edmund knew that being shackled to a nearly helpless scholar had to be galling, but surely it could be worse?

The Dervish’s nightmare had sounded terrible enough. The man had moaned and mumbled fragments of words that sounded like pleas, his body wracked with half-formed sobs. It had felt natural to gather him up and make soothing sounds as best he could.

It had even seemed to work, at first.

Edmund looked up ahead to the slim figure of the Dervish, wrapped in his blanket, stalking along the center of the road. The strangest thing had been how small the other man felt. The Dervish was larger than life, all whipcord and quicksilver, his presence so much greater than Edmund’s own. It wasn’t until Edmund had actually held him that he realized how much of that was personality, how little actual flesh. The Dervish felt fragile, and Edmund, who could not defend himself, let alone anyone else, had felt a wild urge to protect him.

He’d also had a rather more basic urge to throw his leg over the man’s body and begin kissing him. Which, uh. Probably not a good idea.

Not that he thought the Dervish was a stranger to such things. Quite the opposite. Edmund had had a few fumbling encounters with other acolytes, and one longer-term relationship that ended when his lover was transferred to another temple. Despite being sworn to celibacy, the servants of the Many-Armed God were no stranger to such things. Celibacy, to the minds of men like Brother Mornan, meant avoiding women.

But people who looked like the Dervish could have men, women, and probably gnoles and mules if they wanted. Edmund had a glum idea that his limited experience would not hold a candle to the Dervish’s.

It was bad enough that the Dervish thought he was pathetic in combat. Edmund couldn’t bear the thought of being found pathetic in bed.

Anyway, it’s all moot. As soon as he realized where he was, he went through a wall to get away from you.

I’m sure it was just the nightmare, Edmund told himself.

Uh-huh, his self answered back.

They called a halt, or rather Sweetness did, demanding a drink and perhaps a treat. Edmund had kept his waterskin tucked into his clothes, against his skin, so that it stayed warm. He offered the mule a little at a time. When she was done, she snuffled her nose over his chest, suspicious that he was holding out on her, then heaved a mournful sigh.

“The sooner we get over the pass, the sooner we can have a fire,” Edmund told her, refilling the canteen with snow.

“How-far-is-this-pass-friend-Edmund?”

“I think we can make it by nightfall.” He shaded his eyes, trying to assess the time of day through the clouds. “Once we’re out of the valley, I doubt the Sleeveless will bother to chase us.” He wasn’t actually sure if they would have given chase anyway, given Large Francis’s terrifying display, but better safe than sorry.

“A gnole thinks it would be safe,” said Dog Violet. “A gnole thinks Sleeveless will be too busy licking wounds to come that far, particularly in snow.”

“You do think a fire will be safe tonight, then?” asked Edmund hopefully.

Dog Violet looked over at the Dervish. “Knife-man?”

“What, why does my opinion matter? I’m just the muscle.”

“Does knife-man not get cold, then?”

The Dervish, who had wrapped the blanket cloak around himself so tightly that it looked in danger of cutting off circulation, could hardly deny that. He rolled his eyes.

“Before we get moving again, may I look at your wound?” asked Edmund.

The Dervish blinked silver eyes at him. “My what?”

Edmund gestured toward the man’s ribs. “You were hurt last night. And then it was too dark to do anything about it.”

“Oh. That.” The Dervish looked down at himself as if surprised. Maybe when you were used to healing inside a magic sword, wounds seemed ephemeral. “Can it wait until we have a fire? I don’t really feel like stripping in the middle of the snow.”

“Yes, of course. I just don’t want it to get infected.”

The Dervish looked at him strangely, and Edmund realized that infection was also something ephemeral so far as a servant of the sword was concerned. He winced and started to apologize.

“Thank you,” said the Dervish abruptly. Edmund had the odd feeling that he had startled himself by saying it. “Later.”



The road went sharply uphill for a time, the surface rutted and cracked from freezing and thawing. Edmund was glad he wasn’t trying to get a wagon through.

They called a brief halt near the top, or rather, Sweetness did. Edmund emptied half of his canteen into a cooking pot so that the mule could drink. He passed the rest around, took a drink himself, then sat down, perspiring, and panted. “I can’t be getting old,” he muttered. “I’m barely twenty-seven.”

“Thirty,” said the Dervish. “Thirty is when everything starts breaking.”

“A gnole doesn’t want to hear about it.”

Large Francis was the only member of the group who seemed unbothered. “How is it that you can breathe?” Edmund asked him. “I was given to understand that insects don’t have lungs in the way that mammals do.”

“Indeed-we-do-not-friend-Edmund. There-are-structures-in-the-lower-segments-which-extract-air-and-there-is-a-set-of-muscles-that-force-air-across-them. Your-diaphragm-is-similar-I-believe?”

“Oh, hmm, sort of. The lungs inflate and deflate, which … yes, I suppose you could say air is forced across them, in a fashion.”

“May-I-touch?”

The pillbug extended two legs on his left side, the ends blunter than the antennae and the sharp ends on the legs inside the talking music box. Made for different purposes, perhaps?

Edmund took one of the ends—feet didn’t seem like the right word, somehow—and placed it against his chest so that Large Francis could feel the rise and fall. “And-the-air-comes-back-through-the-mouth,” the pillbug marveled. “I-have-seen-diagrams-in-books-but-have-not-felt-it-for-myself.” One antenna hovered in front of Edmund’s face, and Edmund obligingly exhaled on it.

“Your breath doesn’t come back out?”

“No-friend-Edmund. I-do-not-have-breath. Here.” Large Francis rolled his lower body to one side, exposing a number of pale legs and thick pads of flesh, some with bright white splotches. “The-white-ones-take-in-air,” Francis said. “And-these-drawn-up, here?” He tapped a set of long, spatulate structures that were tucked up against the underside of his shell. “These-are-my-lungs. You-may-touch-but-carefully.”

Edmund reached out and stroked the pillbug’s lungs with his fingertips. The surface was furrowed and spongy, somewhere between tree bark and a brain. Large Francis flexed his carapace slightly, and Edmund felt a wash of air across his fingertips. “Fascinating,” he murmured.

“Seems a bit vulnerable,” said the Dervish, looking over his shoulder. “Anybody could just stab you in the lungs, couldn’t they?”

“If-they-could-get-beneath-me, yes-friend-Dervish.” Large Francis rolled back to his feet and settled his shell with a rattle. “But-my-carapace-is-much-stronger-than-your-muscles-so-to-me-it-seems-as-if-your-lungs-are-much-more-vulnerable.”

“It’s harder to get between the ribs than you think,” the Dervish said, with the air of a man who knew what he was talking about. “At least in the heat of battle and all. If you just want to sneak up behind someone and slide a knife between his ribs, that’s different, but if he’s trying to stab you back, it’s very hard to get the angle right. Then you end up with your blade caught in his sternum and the bone grabs like you wouldn’t believe, and you’re trying to shove his body off the point while his friends run at you with murder in their hearts.”

“This-sounds-like-a-most-unpleasant-business-friend-Dervish.”

“That’s one way to put it.”

Edmund had taken advantage of the lull to pull out his glasses and his notebook and begin frantically sketching Large Francis’s lungs. The wind tugged at the pages and he turned his back to try and shelter them.

“What-do-you-use-to-write-friend-Edmund?”

“This is a stick of wax and charcoal. It smudges less than regular charcoal, but it’s still not perfect. When I have a moment, I’ll redraw them in ink.” He smiled ruefully. “All my ink is probably frozen at the moment, mind you.” He looked down at the scrawl. Not my best effort. Hopefully I can convince Large Francis to model for me again. There’s definitely a monograph in pillbug anatomy to be had here …

And then his thoughts stopped as if they had run into a wall, because he was no longer at the temple and publishing a monograph was no longer as simple as making a fair copy and handing it over to the Brother Printer.

I will need money, he thought, aghast. Not just to live on, but to publish. And if I do not have money, then no one will learn what I have discovered, and this knowledge might be lost.

Edmund had once found himself in possession of a piece of knowledge that could save thousands of lives. From the time he had learned it until the time he had been able to pass it on, in the form of feverishly copied letters, dread had squatted like a toad inside his chest. What if I die—choke on a fish bone—trip over my feet and hit my head—get run down by a wagon—before I can convince someone to listen?

He had never thought of himself as paranoid, but that week had been a numb terror. But fortunately the seal of the Many-Armed God carried weight and the word had gone out and when he was sure that other people knew, he went into the room he’d been using—in a gnole warren, of all places—and cried with relief.

Of course, it was unlikely that the structure of Large Francis’s lungs would be nearly so critical. Still, you never knew what bit of knowledge would turn out to be vital.

“Edmund, are you in there?” asked the Dervish.

Edmund blinked at him, jerked abruptly back to the here and now. “Yes. Yes, of course.” He hastily rewrapped his notebook. “Sorry. Thinking.”

“About pillbug lungs?” The Dervish actually smiled at him, and Edmund’s heart lurched a little at the sight.

“Something like that,” he said.



When they reached the top of the pass at last, which was a narrow defile that could fit a farm wagon, assuming you didn’t mind scraping the paint, Edmund stopped and looked back down into the valley. Pines laden with snow stretched out, eventually turning into fields in the far distance, as the land sloped down to the river. Wisps of woodsmoke dotted the landscape, rising to meet the clouds.

It looked innocent and pastoral and not at all the sort of place where people would beat you senseless and steal your mules just because they could.

Dog Violet spat onto the ground in the direction of the valley and made a gesture that a human, lacking whiskers, would find difficult to duplicate. The Dervish also made a gesture, though it used two middle fingers. Edmund did not know the exact nuance of either, but could guess.

Nevertheless, knowledge was knowledge, and as they started down the far side, he sidled over to Dog Violet and asked, “Can you tell me what that gesture meant?”

The gnole looked at him as if he had been dropped on his head. “Book-man can’t figure it out?”

“No, no, I got the intent, I’m curious as to the exact translation.”

Dog Violet thought for a moment, muttering something to herself in gnolespeech. Edmund caught the word for mother and not much else. He waited.

“Means … uh … ‘suck your mother dry.’” Dog Violet rubbed her muzzle. “But that’s … uh … small words? Actual words are longer, but no one says them all, yeah?”

“Right,” said the Dervish, to Edmund’s surprise. “A good curse has to be short and roll off the tongue, so it gets cut down over time.”

“See, knife-man knows.”

Edmund nodded. “Profanity and endearments have that in common. A few centuries later, you wonder why ‘my cabbage’ is considered affectionate, when a cabbage is just a random vegetable, and what’s so endearing about it?”

“He really knows how to take the fun out of this, doesn’t he?” the Dervish said to Dog Violet.

“True words, knife-man.”

“So what’s the long form, then?” Edmund asked, plowing forward.

Dog Violet heaved a sigh. “‘A snake to suck your mother’s tits dry.’”

“Oh, that’s a good one,” the Dervish said.

“A gnole likes it.”

Edmund pulled out his notebook and jotted the phrase down. The Dervish shook his head. “You writing a phrase book for people trying to speak to gnoles?”

“Already did,” said Edmund, and treasured the look of astonishment on the other man’s face for the rest of the afternoon.






CHAPTER 12


The land on this side of the pass sloped downward, which made the going easier. Pines were slowly replaced by oak and hickory, their branches black scribbles against the snow. The snow cover here was thinner, and the Dervish had a dream that perhaps they would leave the snow behind entirely.

He hated walking. He liked riding horses, assuming that someone else handled all the feeding and watering and scraping things out of their hooves. Horse hooves seemed designed to pick up as many random bits of the world as possible. It was really quite astonishing. Father’s Brother had an icon to the god of horses in an adobe niche next to the door. The god didn’t look like a blithering idiot, so the Dervish wasn’t sure why He had created an animal with such delicate feet, and guts that swelled up and turned sideways if the horse drank water too fast or looked at its food wrong.

He’d asked Father’s Brother once, and gotten a smack on the ear for blaspheming one of the gods that actually mattered. “Most of them don’t care what anybody says,” Father’s Brother told him. “Sun-Beetle’s going to roll the sun up every morning, no matter what happens, and don’t let a priest tell you different. But you don’t mess with the gods of the sea, the spirits of the oasis, or the Lord of Horses.” He considered for a moment, then added, “Actually, none of the spirits of water. Rivers or springs or rain or the ocean, doesn’t matter. Water has a long memory and it knows how to hate.”

(The Dervish had discovered some years later that he was violently seasick every time he stepped on a boat and thought of this conversation often, usually while hanging over the rail.)

Father’s Brother, you were a wiser man than I ever knew. It was a shame that he’d been dead for at least a century, probably more.

When they made camp, it was by a pond with a crust of ice over the top. Edmund broke a hole through but insisted they boil the water. “Animalcules,” he said. “If I had a magnifying glass, I could show you the most amazing things.”

“I have absolutely no doubt of that.” The Dervish watched Sweetness plunge her muzzle into the icy pond water. “Anyway, there’s mule spit in it now.”

The wood was damp but Edmund coaxed a fire out of it anyway, a skill that raised the Dervish’s opinion of the scholar, animalcules not withstanding. He may be absolutely useless in a fight, but he doesn’t whine about sleeping rough. Actually, he whines considerably less than I do.

Dammit, Angharad would have liked him.

The Dervish helped gather firewood. He might be a bad person, but the gnole and the pillbug were doing it, and somehow it felt like letting down the human race to sit around on his ass.

Large Francis, in addition to gathering wood, had taken a small, polished scraper out of his pack and was peeling moss off trees and occasionally stones. He popped it into his mouth-slit as he worked.

“Is that what you eat? Moss?” asked the Dervish.

“Among-other-things, friend-Dervish. Our-males-are-small-enough-to-live-on-moss-alone-but-we-must-supplement-with-starches. I-have-brought-cakes-of-cattail-flour.”

The Dervish paused. “Your … males?”

“Yes?” Large Francis turned compound eyes on the Dervish.

“So you’re … not male.”

“Yes?”

“As in, female.”

“Somebody has to be, knife-man.”

“… huh,” said the Dervish.

Edmund came barreling through the undergrowth. “Did I hear you correctly just now? I mean—” He paused, lifting a hand. “Forgive me. Is it rude to inquire what sex you are?”

The ends of Large Francis’s antennae lifted, the tips questing back and forth. “Rude? It-is-not-rude-only-unnecessary. I-am-female.”

“Unnecessary? Are you sexually dimorphic?”

“I did that once, but we ran out of oil,” the Dervish drawled. Dog Violet snickered. The tips of Edmund’s ears went pink.

“We-are. Any-of-my-people-that-speak-to-you-are-female.”

“A bug’s males don’t talk?” asked Dog Violet, looking up from the firewood.

“You don’t need to sound so pleased by the thought,” the Dervish muttered.

“A gnole isn’t saying it would be better, knife-man. Just quieter.”

“Males-of-our-race-are-small-and-not-long-lived.” Large Francis made a set of gestures that conveyed something the size of a house cat. “We-hatch-a-male-to-fertilize-the-eggs-and-then-they-die.” He—no, she, the Dervish corrected himself—looked back and forth between the humans, antennae twitching in the pattern he was coming to associate with anxiousness. “We-know-that-it-is-different-among-mammals. We-want-to-be-clear-that-we-are-not-prejudiced-against-your-males.”

“Oh good,” said the Dervish faintly.

Edmund groaned. “We’ve been calling you he this whole time.”

“The-s-is-not-silent?”

“The what?”

“I-thought-perhaps-in-your-accent-the-s-in-she-was-silent.”

“No,” said Edmund. “No, we’re just fools who made an assumption. I’m sorry.”

“I-am-not-offended-friend-Edmund. Among-humans-the-difference-seems-largely-insignificant.”

The Dervish barked a laugh and put his hand over his mouth to prevent another one.

Edmund sighed. “Unfortunately, I can’t say all humans feel the same way. Some people are, um, biased against women.” And that is putting it mildly. He thought of Brother Mornan and winced.

“But-this-makes-no-sense? Human-females-are-almost-the-same-size-as-males.”

“It’s not about the size, exactly—” Edmund began.

“Oh, sometimes it is,” said the Dervish in a strangled voice.

Edmund paused, hand lifted, bit his lower lip, and took a moment to compose himself.

“And-you-are-both-male-humans-then? Since-the-s-is-not-silent?”

“We are, yes.”

The pillbug turned to Dog Violet, who said, “A gnole is a rag-and-bone gnole,” as if that settled the matter.

Edmund stepped in, which was good, because the Dervish was just as confused as Large Francis. “Among gnoles, words like he and she and they denote caste, not sex. Rag-and-bone gnoles are referred to as she.”

“I-see. May-I-inquire-friend-Dog-Violet—”

“A gnole doesn’t piss standing up.”

Large Francis’s antennae made aimless circles, clearly confused. Well, why would she know what that means? Ancestors only know where waste comes out on her. For that matter, do male bugs even have…?

The Dervish realized that he was thinking seriously about giant-pillbug genitalia and stopped himself at once.

“Female,” said Edmund. Dog Violet rolled her eyes.

“Thank-you-all, friends. This-has-been-a-most-enlightening-conversation.”

“It certainly has,” muttered the Dervish.

Back at the fire, the water was beginning to boil. Edmund rummaged one of the little sacks from his pack, one of the ones that hadn’t smelled like tea, and emptied it into the pot. A rich smell rose from the liquid, which had turned bright yellow. Bits of something floated in it that probably weren’t dried human ears but certainly looked like it.

“They’re tree ears,” said Edmund, when the Dervish asked. “It’s a type of mushroom. Tasty and rehydrates very quickly, unlike some of them. I wouldn’t eat human ears unless I was very hungry.” He considered this. “Or I suppose if I was a guest somewhere, and it would be rude to refuse, and I knew that the source had died of natural causes…”

“A gnole wouldn’t bother with ears. Too chewy.” Dog Violet looked up and saw both humans staring at her. “What?”

“I suppose it isn’t cannibalism if she does it,” said the Dervish slowly.

“A gnole hasn’t done it. A gnole knew a very old gnole, was alive during hungry times, dug up dead humans. Said not to bother with ears.” She flicked hers. “Ate dead gnoles too, and harness leather and tree bark. Humans weren’t special.”

“Oh, a famine,” said Edmund, clearly relieved. “That’s different.”

“This really isn’t making me any hungrier,” said the Dervish.

“Here,” said Edmund. “While we’re waiting for that to cook, may I take a look at your injury?”

“Oh, that.” The pain in his ribs had largely faded into the general background ache of sleeping on the ground, walking all day, and then sleeping on the ground some more. He pulled his shirt off over his head.

He had one smug instant watching Edmund’s eyes go wide at the sight of his bare torso, then he realized that his shirt had been stuck to the wound and suddenly it wasn’t a background ache any longer. He craned his neck to look at the injury and grimaced.

I knew that fellow’s sword was a piece of crap. Looks like I got hit with a lead pipe, not a blade.

“It looks worse than it is,” he said. The bruising was spectacular, but the cut was more of a long scrape.

“If it was as bad as it looks, knife-man would be mostly dead,” said Dog Violet.

He shrugged. “I go back in the sword if I die. It’s not permanent.”

“Handy, yeah?”

“Not as much as you’d think.”

Edmund, having poured out some hot water before adding the soup, dipped a cloth in it and began gingerly sponging the dried blood off the Dervish’s ribs. “It’s not deep,” he said. “Not that there’s any room for it to be deep. Do your ribs hurt?”

“Yes, but more in a bruised way than a broken way.”

“Thank the Many-Armed One for that.”

“I-am-so-sorry, friend-Dervish. Keeping-your-skeleton-on-the-inside-must-be-so-troublesome.”

“Do you know, up until this moment, I never thought about it that way?”

Edmund added something to the hot water that smelled astringent and said, “I’m afraid this will sting.”

“It stings already, so I don’t know how much—ahahahshit!”

“Sorry! I’m sorry!” Edmund bit his lip. “It’s just that there’s cloth stuck in the wound and that could get infected.”

The Dervish sighed. “I don’t get infected.”

“You what?”

He spread his hands. “I also don’t get fevers, colds, flus, or the plague.”

“Really? What about werkblight?”

“Still not entirely clear on what that is.”

“Oh. Oh!” Edmund’s eyes lit up. “You could do so much good as a doctor! So many people die because they don’t get care because other people are afraid of being infected.”

“Sure,” said the Dervish, rolling his eyes. “I’ll put ‘plague nurse’ on my list of things to do before I die. Again. Are you done?”

Edmund flushed and began hastily wrapping a length of cloth around the Dervish’s torso. The Dervish felt a little bad about crushing his idea like that. It was the sort of thing that a good person would do if they were unwillingly immortal. Angharad’s probably somewhere ferrying supplies to the sick as we speak.

“I’m sorry I hurt you for no reason,” Edmund said. “I should have asked.”

“S’fine.” The Dervish’s skin prickled, pleasantly this time. Edmund really did have very good hands, warm and moving gently across his chest. He could get used to this.

One of those deft fingers slid down from the Dervish’s shoulder blade, across his flank. The Dervish shivered in response. “I’m sorry,” Edmund said.

“Mmm, don’t be.”

“No, I—err—your tattoo here—the line got scuffed?”

“Oh.” That killed his growing arousal as quickly as snow down the back of his neck. “They aren’t tattoos. They’re scars.”

“Scars?” Edmund stared at him, then at his back. The Dervish could suspect what he was seeing, a whole monstrous constellation of silver marks. He reached for his shirt and pulled it hastily on. Someday he was going to have to get two mirrors and see how horrific his back looked. And my face. Can’t forget the face. He was dreading that. Angharad had teased him about being vain, but the truth was that the Dervish’s good looks were as important to him as his daggers in making his mark on the world.

Though if I’m being mistaken for an angel, hopefully it’s not that bad.

He looked down at his hands, marred with dozens of small silver cuts, and then at the thick metallic river that ran up both arms. He pulled his cuffs down firmly and looked up to see Edmund staring at him.

“Soup smells ready,” he said, to forestall any questions.

“Oh? Oh! Yes, of course.” Edmund only had one bowl, but pulled the cups out of the saddlebags and scooped up soup in them. “Ah … Large Francis, can you eat this? There’s no meat in it, it’s made with dried potato, which is a tuber in the nightshade family. The leaves are poisonous to humans, but the tuber is not.”

“I-will-sample, if-I-may?”

The Dervish sipped soup from his cup. It was actually very good, or at least he was hungry and it was hot, which was probably the same thing. The mushroom bits were only a little chewy.

They ate in relative silence, listening to the crackle of the fire. The Dervish found it companionable, although it was probably just that everyone was ravenous. They demolished the soup, which he suspected would have lasted Edmund a week if he was traveling alone.

“We’ll need to pick up supplies soon,” he said. “Or else take time to hunt something.”

“Not a hunt-gnole. A gnole can catch mice, but takes a lot of mice for a meal.” Dog Violet showed her fangs in a sneaking smile. “A gnole has found most humans don’t like mice anyway.”

“I-fear-my-people-are-exclusively-herbivores.”

“I am not a good hunter,” said Edmund. “By which I mean I don’t know how to do it.”

“What, you mean you’ve never read a book about it?”

“Oh no, I’ve read several, including a fascinating treatise on sturgeon hunting in the north, which was considered distinct from fishing according to the practitioners. Did you know they have bones in their ears that show growth rings, like a tree? You can determine their age by examining the bones.”

“I asked,” said the Dervish to no one in particular. “I knew what would happen and I asked anyway.”

“At any rate,” said Edmund, giving him a wry look, “hunting is not a thing that can be learned from a book. At least, not successful hunting. I might be able to set a snare, but then we’d have to stay here until it caught something, and none of us want to do that. What about you?”

“Sure,” said the Dervish. “If a deer comes at you with murder in its heart, I will hunt the hell out of it.”

“Barring any incidents with murderous deer, I suspect we should just keep moving.” Edmund picked up a stick and began scratching marks in the dirt. “If we stay on this road another day, we should come to a branch leading southeast. That leads toward the river, and we’ll get into farm country. There won’t be any inns for a while, but we can probably buy some food at a farmhouse.” He paused, looking around the campfire. “Err … sorry, I’m making assumptions here. Obviously you two have your own places to be.”

“A gnole doesn’t really.” Dog Violet shrugged. “A gnole would prefer to stay with book-man and knife-man for a bit. Last time a gnole met with strange humans, didn’t go so well.”

“Yes, of course,” said Edmund. “You’re welcome to stay with us for as long as you like. We’re going to Archon’s Glory, which is the capital of Archenhold.”

The Dervish stifled a sigh. Somehow he’d known that Edmund was the type to adopt strays. Still, the gnole seemed perfectly competent and unlikely to slow them down. He looked over at Large Francis. “And where were you headed?”

“We-were-going-to-the-Temple-of-the-Lord-of-the-Book. It-seemed-most-likely-to-have-a-library.”

Ice water sank into the Dervish’s bones.

“The Lord of the Book—oh! Yes,” said Edmund. “He’s called the Many-Armed God here. I’m certain the temple would be ecstatic to learn of your existence. In fact—”

“No!” The word erupted from the Dervish’s mouth with the force of vomit. “You can’t go there.”

The other three turned to stare at him. Sweetness snorted. A voice in his head, hateful and so well-remembered, whispered, The Lord of the Book be praised, we’re learning so much …

“Dervish?” Edmund asked. “Is something wrong?”

“Yes.” The Dervish shuddered, adrenaline flooding his body until his muscles shook. He felt cold and hot and the silver scars that traced his body burned as if they were freshly cut. “Fuck. They still exist?”

“Y-yes?” Edmund faltered as the Dervish’s gaze swept over him.

the net falls and tangles his limbs and the slab is cold and the manacles are colder and he begs but it is not enough it is never enough

“They’re butchers,” he said, the words coming out clipped and cold. “They’ll take you apart in the name of science, and they won’t stop no matter how you beg. Go anywhere in the world, Francis, but not to them.”

“This-is-most-distressing.” Large Francis’s feelers moved back and forth like a cat’s lashing tail.

“But they don’t—” Edmund began, and now it was his remembered voice that the Dervish heard. I am … I was … a dedicate. At the Temple of the Many-Armed God.

He was on his feet. He did not remember how. “You’re one of them,” someone said, in a guttural voice that did not sound at all like his own.

“Easy, knife-man…”

I never got away after all. I’m just on a longer chain.

He was standing over Edmund and the weight of the dagger hilts lay against his palms. He had to get between the blade and the wielder, but he knew the secret now, the loophole the Smith had never thought of. He could end this. There were only so many good deeds that a man like the Dervish could commit, but he could remove another of these bastards from the world, and surely the world would be better for it.

“Dervish,” said Edmund, “if you tell me what’s wrong, I’ll try to help.”

Silver eyes met brown and locked together like sword hilts.

If there had been any guilt in the other man’s eyes, even any fear, the Dervish would have struck. But all Edmund’s gaze held was worry, all of it for him. Does he not know that he’s in danger? Does he not care?

With Edmund, it could go either way. The Dervish’s knuckles were white on the dagger hilts, but he had not yet drawn. “You’re one of them,” he said again.

The scholar’s face was still bruised and swollen, but his expression was absolutely clear. “I left.”

Two words only, but they rang like a bell in the empty hollows of the Dervish’s soul.

He left.

He left.

And then, as the rage and the horror began to recede, a voice that sounded like Angharad’s said, Oh for pity’s sake, it’s Edmund, bandaging you up probably hurt him worse than it hurt you, he makes friends with bugs over math, do you really think he’s been carving up victims in the basement of some temple?

The Dervish had misjudged people’s character before, but surely no one could be that wrong.

We’re learning so much … whispered the memory of his tormentor.

Easy. It’s not happening now. It’s not here. Angharad’s voice again. Oh my sister, if you were here, you’d have handled this all so much better. He took a deep breath through his nose, exhaled, did it again. Then again and again, counting. From a distance, he heard Edmund say his name, and Dog Violet say, “Don’t. Knife-man needs time.”

Time. Yes. He’d had time, hadn’t he? So many years sleeping inside the sword. That was enough time, it seemed, to blunt the horrors so that he was standing here, counting breaths, not screaming and writhing like a mad thing on a slab.

He turned to walk away, and Dog Violet, looking just slightly sheepish, lowered the piece of firewood that she’d been holding at the level of his knees. The gnole was clearly the only person with any sense in a five-mile radius.

“Only if you did something bad, knife-man,” she said.

“Oh, you have no idea,” said the Dervish, and stalked away.



He couldn’t go far. He wanted to run, or better yet, to get on a horse’s back and gallop until he left everything behind, but that wasn’t an option. He could go a quarter mile away from the wielder, no more, and then he’d fall apart into silver smoke and wake up when the sword was drawn again.

He made it as far as the second ring of trees around the campsite and collapsed against one, sliding down and feeling the bark scrape against his back.

Of course, it all made sense. Whoever cleaned up after his torturer died must have picked up the sword and brought it back to the temple or cathedral or whatever blighted hole in the ground the Lord of the Book lived in. They’d have tried to draw it, but it didn’t work because the Dervish was newly dead. It took at least a fortnight to come back from that, and in the meantime the blade might as well have been fused to the scabbard. Presumably they’d given up and stuck it in a box somewhere. Then the sword sat there for a hundred years or a thousand and then—what had Edmund said? A scholar in some other city had requested it? And Edmund, doing one last job for the temple so that he could keep his precious mule, of all things, had carried it off.

Ancestors have mercy. Edmund had saved him in a way, or possibly the mule had. They’d taken the sword from that place of horrors, and because he’d gotten Edmund as a courier, instead of some wild-eyed true believer, he didn’t have to go back. Might even get to someone who could break the curse and put him out of his misery.

He’d been lucky after all. Because of the goddamn mule.

The Dervish put his face in his hands and gave a single dry sob.

“Dervish?”

Edmund. Of course it was. There was no getting away. “What?” he growled.

“I … err … wanted to see if you needed anything.”

The Dervish was too raw to bother with a lie. “I want to walk away. I want to run until I can’t run anymore. That’s what I need.”

Edmund was backlit by the fire, and the Dervish couldn’t see his expression. “I know it’s, um, complicated, but if you need to go for a walk—”

“I can’t,” said the Dervish bitterly. “Because if I get more than about a quarter mile away from you, I dissolve. Remember?”

“Oh.” Edmund tilted his head. “A quarter mile from me or from the sword?”

“From…” The Dervish stopped, arrested. He’d never even considered it. The wielders had always kept the sword close. “I don’t know?”

Edmund immediately slung the sword off his back and held it out. “I’m not an expert on magic, but I’d be very surprised if it wasn’t the sword. There has to be a limit to how far away it works.”

No one, in all the years that he had been trapped inside the blade, had simply handed the sword to the Dervish before. They treated him like an enslaved spirit, a djinn emerged from his prison and sent back as needed. The few times a wielder lost hold of the sword in battle (and once through sheer stupid luck as his wielder choked on a fish bone) he’d immediately gone for the sword, throwing it into the nearest fire to keep it out of enemy hands.

And Edmund was offering it to him as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

He took it. He knew the cursed thing as well as he knew his own name. Better, since he had changed names at least three times in his life. He slung it awkwardly around his hips, feeling the weight settle. It was much too heavy a weapon for him to want to use. The Smith’s genius had all been in binding souls, not in delicate ironwork.

“If you stay on the road, even if it doesn’t work, we’ll be able to find the sword easily,” Edmund said. “I’ll draw it right away. I know you hate being in it.”

“Being in it’s not so bad. It’s the bit where I wake up and realize that I’ve been in it that I hate.”

Unspoken between them lay the knowledge that if the Dervish was bound by the location of the sword, not the wielder, he could simply leave and never return. The sword’s magic might pull at him if Edmund was in danger, but if he was a hundred miles away, what good would that do? Then the Dervish would be free and clear, without a wielder, able to do what he pleased, so long as he could keep anyone from drawing the sword again.

I could encase it in concrete … no, that’d be a pain in the ass to drag everywhere. Chains, maybe. That would be an irony for you, wouldn’t it?

Of course that assumed that Edmund would get killed eventually, but given the last few days, the Dervish was pretty sure it was only a matter of time. It’s amazing he lived this long. A god must have been looking out for him. Probably not that wretched Lord of the Book, but some god or other.

Either way, the scholar might have just handed the Dervish his freedom. Would have handed it to him at any time, if the Dervish had only thought to ask.

He did not know what to do with that knowledge. There were too many things spinning inside his head and he couldn’t catch hold of any of them. If he walked far enough, perhaps they’d quiet down.

He nodded curtly to Edmund, turned, and walked into the dark.






CHAPTER 13


Edmund felt like old laundry—wet, wrung out, and slapped against rocks. He couldn’t believe that things had gone so bad, so quickly. He would never forget the Dervish’s eyes, like bits of broken mirror in a face gone empty and cold.

What happened to him? Why does he hate the Many-Armed God’s people so much? What did we do?

The temple was a lot of things—misogynistic, xenophobic, dismissive of anyone who wasn’t at bare minimum a genius. But calling them butchers was something else again. Edmund wracked his brain, trying to come up with some scenario that would lead the Dervish to call them that.

Maybe if there was a war zone … and scholars from the temple escaped, but wouldn’t take refugees with them because they were women? Something like that?

It was possible. But the Dervish’s venom had been so personal and so immediate that somehow Edmund doubted it.

Could it have something to do with his scars? But no, that doesn’t make any sense, those are obviously decorative.

He could still see the man’s chest and back, all lean whipcord muscle, and drawn across it, long silver lines and circles, a map that flowed from the nape of his neck down his arms, along his spine, and vanished under his waistband. Scarification, presumably, though for ritual or aesthetics was anyone’s guess. In other places, there were silver marks that were clearly unplanned, the result of wounds sustained and then, presumably, healed within the sword. There had been an almost surgical thrust between the ribs on one side, a skewed line that must have punched up under the sternum, and a jagged rent down one bicep that, in someone who wasn’t supernatural, would have taken their arm and then, most likely, their life.

He flopped down next to the fire. Dog Violet had boiled another pot of water and was cleaning her fur with a damp rag. She looked up at him. “Knife-man gone?”

“He’ll come back,” Edmund said. His voice lacked conviction. There was no real reason for the Dervish to return, was there? If he was bound physically to the sword, not the wielder, then he could undoubtedly move farther and faster on his own. No more need to shepherd a scholar around, no more getting injured because Edmund had foolishly tried to help. Freedom, of a sort.

Dog Violet considered this. “All humans crazy,” she said finally. “Knife-man crazier than most.”

One corner of Edmund’s mouth crooked up. Just as some cultures were supposed to have a hundred words for snow, gnoles had a hundred meanings for the word crazy, none of which actually involved insanity. You had to watch the ears and whiskers to figure out which meaning they intended. In this case, it meant “doing things that made no sense to gnoles.”

Large Francis looked back and forth between them. “I-am-sorry. I-did-not-mean-to-upset-everyone.”

“It’s not your fault. It’s better to have these things out, anyway. The longer they fester, the worse it gets.” Which was something of an understatement. He had been downplaying his role as a priest of the Many-Armed God, because he knew the Dervish didn’t like priests. He’d never imagined such a virulent hatred of his god in particular.

Maybe it was a splinter group? It might have been centuries ago. This was a comforting thought, after a fashion. He had already left the temple for many reasons, not least because they were hoarding their knowledge instead of handing it out, but if they had been doing something monstrous and he didn’t know about it …

“Twisting your whiskers, book-man,” said Dog Violet.

Edmund was startled into a laugh, even if there wasn’t much humor in it. “A gnole friend of mine used to tell me the same thing.”

“That-gnole was wise.” Dog Violet kept scrubbing. A season worth of grime and old grease slowly came away from her fur and left her at least two shades lighter, gray and cream instead of black and tan. She looked down at her wrappings and put her ears back in clear annoyance. Even by the standards of gnole hygiene, they were filthy. “Any gnole we meet going to think a rag-and-bone gnole is a grave-gnole,” she muttered.

“When we get into the lowlands, it’ll be warmer and we can clean up more,” Edmund offered.

“A gnole will be glad.”

Edmund had always liked gnoles. He wouldn’t have written a book on gnole language and culture if he hadn’t, of course, but it went far beyond mere curiosity. Dog Violet’s people were, by human standards, a kind and decent lot. Probably there were gnole criminals somewhere, but he’d never met one. Gnoles were intensely communal and working together was second nature to them. They were also not in the least materialistic. Job-gnoles owned the tools of their trade, hunt-gnoles had weapons, rag-and-bone gnoles might share a wagon or a dogcart, but beyond that, they didn’t accumulate great piles of things like most humans did. When a gnole burrow had spent years alongside humans, sometimes you’d find gnoles wearing jewelry, but that was about as far as it went.

Of course, nothing was perfect. They had no written language, which Edmund had lamented more than once, and they had a strictly stratified social order. Rag-and-bone gnoles like Dog Violet were near the bottom, superior only to the much-loathed grave-gnoles, who handled dead bodies. Job-gnoles, who made up the bulk of gnole society, worked at trades from ox-driving to metalworking to negotiation with humans, which was considered skilled labor. Hunt-gnoles and garden-gnoles were next up, groups that provided food to the burrow as a whole, and above them were priests and healers, who occupied a rarefied level of society and were greatly respected. Gnoles had no kings. Leaders among them led by charisma and respect, and if those things failed, their followers would simply drift away. There was a fair amount of flow between burrows, and complex social ties between families that Edmund knew he barely grasped at all, but with few exceptions, any gnole could walk up to any burrow in the world and be sure of food and a warm place to sleep.

He could only wish humans were so civilized. Which reminded him, unfortunately—

“Large Francis, I don’t think you should go to the Temple of the Many-Armed God. The Lord of the Book, as you call them.”

The pillbug turned her eyes and antennae to Edmund. “Was-what-friend-Dervish-said-true?”

“No, no. Not to my knowledge, anyway. But they, err … well, they don’t like women.” He felt the familiar churn of embarrassment at their shortsightedness. “The temple only has men and they often don’t leave, and they consider women to be … well … inferior.” He sighed. “I did myself when I was young. Fortunately, I met some people who managed to … ah … beat some sense into my skull.”

“You-think-that-they-would-object-to-my-sex?” The music-box device did not convey emotion, but Large Francis seemed somewhat aghast. “But-I-do-not-object-to-theirs-and-in-my-species-males-are-not-sentient.”

“Yes. Well.”

“Human priests are crazy too,” muttered Dog Violet. From the position of her ears, Edmund translated crazy as “causing harm to themselves out of foolishness,” with the whisker twitch to differentiate intentional foolishness, instead of merely, say, using an axe wrong and cutting off your own foot.

“Now-I-do-not-know-what-to-do.”

“You don’t need to decide tonight,” said Edmund. He felt suddenly, extraordinarily weary. “I think I need to sleep. I just … yes. Sleep would be good.”

He went to his bedroll. He’d offered the Dervish half the blankets. For a brief moment he thought about taking them back, since it was unlikely that the Dervish would be using them, but that would mean giving up hope entirely.

He didn’t think too closely about why he would rather sleep cold than accept that the Dervish probably wasn’t coming back. If he did, he’d have to admit to himself that he cared a great deal about seeing the other man again, and that was a thought he suspected would keep him from sleeping sound at night.



“You lot planning on sleeping all day?”

Edmund opened his eyes, suffering a moment of disorientation. He knew that voice. He stared up at the sky, seeing bare black branches and gray clouds overhead. His top half was cold and his bottom half was hot.

The Dervish’s face appeared in his line of vision. “I don’t know about you, but I’d like to put some distance between us and the snow.”

“You came back,” said Edmund. His voice cracked a little from some nameless emotion, and he swallowed, trying to pretend that his mouth was just dry. “You came back.”

“Yeah, well.” The Dervish rubbed the back of his neck. “Couldn’t let you stumble around and get killed. Anyway, if I want to meet this scholar of yours, I don’t have much choice.”

Edmund sat up. There was a bubble of lightness in his chest, singing he didn’t leave he didn’t leave, and he wanted to throw his arms around the other man but that would probably have been unwise, given how the Dervish had reacted the other night. Also embarrassing. Edmund had very little pride, when you got right down to it, but he had enough.

The warmth on his legs turned out to be Dog Violet, who had been draped over his shins like a badgerskin rug. She sat up and yawned, showing a set of immense teeth. Edmund suspected that she was fairly young for a gnole, given the lack of gaps in that ivory smile, although that could also have been good nutrition. Come to think of it, he didn’t know how far advanced dentistry was among gnoles, or whether they suffered from tooth decay …

Why am I thinking about gnole dentistry when the Dervish came back? Even though he didn’t have to?

The answer, of course, was that Edmund always thought about things like that. The world was endlessly fascinating, sometimes to the point where it became hard to concentrate on things in front of you.

He looked into the Dervish’s silver eyes and suddenly had no problem concentrating at all.

“It worked, then?” he said. “As long as you had the sword?”

“It did.” The Dervish reached down and helped him to his feet. His grip was warm and unselfconsciously strong. By comparison, Edmund felt as clumsy as a … a … hmm, what are examples of particularly clumsy things? People sometimes talk about being as clumsy as an ox, but ox are actually quite sure-footed and wild cattle climb terrifyingly well. Yak in particular.

“I never had a chance to try it before,” the Dervish said. He paused for a moment, eyes boring into Edmund’s, and said, as if the words came hard, “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” said Edmund. “You should have been able to try it before. I mean, you shouldn’t have had to try it at all, you shouldn’t even be in that situation, I shouldn’t be wielding you—I mean, not you, the sword, you’re not the sword, obviously, I wouldn’t try to wield you, I’m not even sure how that would work…”

He stopped. His ears felt hot.

“Oh, I don’t know,” drawled the Dervish. “Sometimes a little mutual wielding can be fun.”

The heat in Edmund’s ears began to spread. Was that flirting? Oh god, it was. I’m nearly sure it was. People did not flirt with Edmund often, and none of the ones who had had looked anything like the Dervish. I … err … what do I say? Something witty. And flirtatious. And … um …

Someone who was neither witty nor flirtatious took over his vocal cords and said, “Did you know that yak climb extremely well?”

The Dervish blinked. Several times. “Do they?”

“Oh, yes. In their native range, they go up and down sheer mountain cliffs. It’s extremely difficult to fence in a yak as a result.”

“That is … good to know. I will keep it in mind should I ever need to fence in a yak.”

And now I will go and stick my head in the pond. “Excuse me,” said Edmund, and tried to retreat gracefully, while Dog Violet snickered behind him.



A dunk in the icy water was sufficient to kill his blush. Edmund scrubbed his hair with his block of soap, then toweled it off. Despite his near-fatal awkwardness and the sting of the cold air on damp skin, he felt infinitely better for finally being clean. It had been days.

By the time he returned to the campsite, the fire was built up and Dog Violet had gone off on an errand of her own. The Dervish, with a frown of intense concentration, was making tea. Large Francis sat—or stood, it was hard to tell the difference—chewing on a block of the paste she carried in her pack.

Edmund set a pot of oatmeal boiling and began packing up the campsite. “We follow this road for a good long way,” he said. “At least, if we want to go to Archenhold. Large Francis, do you know where you want to go?”

“I-do-not-know-what-to-do,” the pillbug said. “All-my-plans-are-in-disarray. I-do-not-know-what-would-be-best.”

“Do you still want to find another library, or to go back to your people?”

Large Francis considered this for a long moment, chittering softly to herself. Then she gave both feelers a decisive little flick. “If-I-go-back-then-this-journey-was-for-nothing-and-my-colleague-died-in-vain. I-must-find-somewhere-else, though-I-do-not-know-where.”

“We’ll help you,” Edmund said immediately.

“We will?” the Dervish asked.

“Yes? Of course? We can’t just leave her to wander around and get attacked by people.”

The other man held up both hands. “No need to glare at me. I go where you go, remember?”

“Oh. Right.” Although maybe not as true as it had been, but there were undoubtedly still practical difficulties, even if the Dervish carried his own sword. I wonder if he’s worried that we won’t go see the scholar about breaking his curse? “We’re going to Archon’s Glory anyway. The library there is one of our first stops. And there’s a Temple of the White Rat in Archenhold, and this is the sort of problem that they love to get their teeth into.”

“Another temple,” the Dervish said flatly. “I told you, I don’t like priests.”

“How do you feel about lawyers?”

The Dervish paused. The hard line between his eyebrows smoothed away. “I am reasonably ambivalent about lawyers,” he admitted.

“They’ve got a lot more of those than priests. They’re good people.”

“A gnole agrees,” Dog Violet said, stepping out of the bushes. “A gnole has cousins in a burrow there, and those-gnoles say Rat-priests try to help, always.”

The Dervish twisted to look at her. The line of his body briefly ran in a long elegant sweep from throat to wrist. Edmund’s fingers itched to sketch it.

“Quite an endorsement,” the Dervish said finally. “Very well. I’ll try to withhold judgment until I see these lawyers of yours in action. But what on earth do you have there?”

Dog Violet held up her prize—a pair of rodent-like creatures nearly a foot long. “Not a hunt-gnole, but not too bad, eh? Heard them in a burrow and dug down.”

“They seem to have misplaced their heads.”

“Did knife-man want to eat the heads?”

“No, no.” The Dervish held up both hands. “Just an observation.”

“What are they?” asked Edmund, fascinated.

“Don’t know human word. Like rabbit, but ears are short, yeah?”

“May I look?”

The gnole handed one over. It had been neatly gutted, but otherwise looked intact. “Did it have cheek pouches?” Edmund asked, examining it.

“Don’t think so, book-man.”

“Then I think this is a pika. Do you remember how many teeth it had?”

Dog Violet rolled her eyes. “Next time, a gnole will keep the heads and leave the meat.” She packed snow into the body cavities and slung them over her shoulder. “Come on. Road doesn’t get shorter by looking at it.”

“No, indeed.” Edmund hastily scooped oatmeal into mugs. “Dog Violet…?”

“A gnole ate already.”

Edmund suspected that some of the innards—and possibly the heads—had made up Dog Violet’s breakfast. Gnole stomachs were a great deal sturdier than human ones. Still, he wasn’t going to turn down meat for dinner. He washed out the pot and returned it to Sweetness’s saddlebags and they set out, the humans still downing oatmeal as they went.

“Not the most graceful travel food,” said the Dervish, who had managed to spill some down his front.

“You have some on your … err…” Edmund tried to indicate the exact spot. The Dervish missed it twice, and he gave up and said, “Here,” and wiped it off with his thumb. The gesture felt more intimate than it had any right to, and Edmund found himself blushing again.

“I’m looking forward to getting somewhere with hot baths,” the Dervish said. “Isolated farmhouses don’t sound like they’re going to cut it.”

“Oh, there are inns once we get lower down,” Edmund assured him. “And towns with baths.”

“Good to know.” The Dervish paused, studying the road before them. Dog Violet and Large Francis were a little way ahead, discussing something or other. “I have a question, though.”

“Mm? Yes?” Edmund had definitely not been picturing the Dervish in a hot bath. Not at all. What is wrong with me? I’m not usually this … err … venal.

The Dervish gestured at Large Francis. “Just exactly how do you plan to disguise our friend here…?”






CHAPTER 14


That Large Francis needed a disguise was obvious to the Dervish. It surprised him that no one else had thought of it. Then he remembered Edmund’s sheer delight at encountering the pillbug, and things made rather more sense. Sadly, most people are not going to be quite as excited to meet an enormous bug as Edmund is.

Edmund seemed to think that they could just explain things to people as they went. The Dervish pointed out that if they got to a town of any size, it would be very difficult to explain to hundreds of people simultaneously that the insectile nightmare was friendly, really.

“She could stay outside of town until we were sure…”

The Dervish folded his arms. “Do you want to take the chance that someone sees her skulking around while we’re off trying to explain things? Because I guarantee that they’re going to stab first, ask questions later.”

Edmund’s shoulders slumped. “You’re right,” he said. “I don’t want you to be right, but you are. And Archon’s Glory has thousands of people, and that doesn’t even get to the river crossing.”

He sounded so defeated that the Dervish was conscious of a strong urge to hug him. Now where did that come from? He settled on patting Edmund’s shoulder. “It will be all right,” he said. “We’ll find a way to disguise her and smuggle her into the city. Then the librarians can sort it out.” Librarians, he suspected, would be more open-minded about a giant pillbug, particularly one that was interested in new reading material.

“It-would-be-wise. We-know-that-our-appearance-is-often-startling-to-humans.” Large Francis flexed her antennae worriedly. “We-had-encountered-several-in-our-journey-and-they-often-ran-away. I-have-made-a-sign-to-help-but-I-do-not-think-it-worked.”

“A sign?” asked Edmund.

“Yes-friend-Edmund.” Large Francis reached into her pack and pulled out a length of tightly folded cloth. She shook it out and held it up between two legs, forming a banner.

In clear block letters, it read: I DO NOT EAT HUMAN MEAT.

“Oh no,” said the Dervish.

“Ah…” said Edmund. “Um. That … ah … may not have the effect you intend?”

Large Francis looked from one human to the other. “I-do-not-understand. Is-that-not-what-humans-are-afraid-of?”

“Well, yes, sort of, but…” Edmund looked helplessly at the Dervish.

“It’s too specific,” said the Dervish. “If you deny something very specifically, people wonder why you’d even say it, unless you actually had done it. Also, most humans don’t really like being reminded that they’re made of meat.”

“Also most humans can’t read it,” put in Dog Violet. “A gnole can’t either.”

Edmund told her what it said. Dog Violet’s whiskers did something complicated and she put her hand over her eyes.

“It’s true, though,” the scholar added. “A lot of people still aren’t literate, particularly outside of cities. It’s possible that many of them couldn’t read your sign.”

“I-did-not-realize-this.” Large Francis looked worriedly at the banner, then folded it away. “What-should-it-say?”

“Property of Such-and-Such Menagerie, Large Reward If Returned Alive,” said the Dervish under his breath.

“Dervish!”

“What? It’d probably work. You know what people are like.”

“Yes, but it implies she’s an animal!”

“An animal that won’t get killed.”

“Yes, but the principle…”

“Principles are wonderful things for live people. They don’t do a lot for dead ones.”

Edmund looked as if he’d swallowed something deeply unpalatable. He shook his head. “Disguises,” he said firmly. “Surely we can think of something.”

They discussed the merits of various disguises for hours. Most of the plans involved wagons they didn’t have and couldn’t afford, pulled by Sweetness, who wouldn’t have done it anyway. There was clearly no dressing a twelve-foot-long giant pillbug up as a human, although the Dervish thought his suggestion of a dress with a very long train was rather clever.

“Dresses with long trains are reserved for brides around here,” Edmund told him. “But we’d have to swaddle her head like she was a leper.”

“Are you saying lepers don’t deserve to have nice dresses on their wedding day? Shame on you, Edmund. I thought better of you.”

“What? No! I mean, obviously they should—I didn’t mean—” He sputtered to a halt and glared at the Dervish, who had broken into helpless laughter.

“You’re too easy to tease.” The Dervish found that he enjoyed teasing the scholar far too much. He’d used to tease Angharad the same way. Though he had to admit, he hadn’t ever noticed if the tips of Angharad’s ears turned so charmingly pink when he did.

Which is a very silly thing to notice. Still, it’s a good thing Edmund’s not my type. Otherwise, between that and his hands, I might actually be in trouble.

Edmund got him back five minutes later. “Careful which tree you use!”

“What? Why?” The Dervish had been about to attend to a call of nature and paused with his hand in his trousers.

“The manchineel tree has caustic sap. Exposure to even a mild acid like urine can create fumes that temporarily blind you.”

“What?”

“In extreme cases, it can cause eye ulcers. And rain dripping through the leaves can cause lesions, particularly on … errrr … delicate tissues…”

“I knew these trees were up to no good!” The Dervish backed out of the woods, clutching himself protectively. “What do they look like? Which ones are they? Why does this place have evil trees?”

The sound of a gnole having quiet hysterics tipped him off. “Oh, very funny.” He straightened up. “Is this like barnacle pigeons?”

“No, no, they do exist,” said Edmund, wiping his eyes. “But they’re only in the tropics. Those are just ordinary pine trees. You can pee on them if you like.”

“I’m not in the mood anymore,” he said haughtily, an attitude he maintained for almost three seconds before the grin broke through. “There’s a thought. Maybe we can dress Large Francis up as a tree?”

“A walking tree, knife-man?”

“I haven’t worked all the kinks out yet. Besides, they’ve probably got walking trees in the tropics.”

Edmund bit his lower lip, clearly thinking. “There are stories, but nothing well documented. There’s a palm tree with aerial roots that supposedly walks by growing in the direction of water or sunlight, and letting the roots on the other side die, but nobody’s actually measured how far it travels.”

“It-is-probably-safe-to-say-that-it-is-slower-than-I-am.”

The discussion of possible disguises continued until Dog Violet, clearly exasperated, suggested that they paint the pillbug orange and claim she was a giant wheel of cheese.

“I-am-sorry-to-be-so-much-trouble-my-friends.”

The gnole sighed heavily, which apparently meant the same thing among gnoles as it did among humans. “Francis-bug is not trouble. A gnole is just…” She looked to Edmund and said something, combined with ears flattened to the sides.

“Exasperated,” Edmund translated. “We all are. If humans were not so ignorant…”

“It-is-not-unique-to-your-kind, friend-Edmund. For-a-long-time-when-we-met-humans-we-would-roll-into-a-ball-until- they-left. It-was-not-until-a-human-was-patient-enough-to-wait-that-communication-could-begin.”

“Yeah,” said the Dervish, “but there’s a difference between rolling into a ball and trying to murder someone.”

“The difference between herbivores and predators,” said Edmund glumly. “A human’s first instinct is to fight, a pillbug’s is to defend.”

“But-your-people-have-to-fight, friend-Edmund. Your-skeleton-is-so-small-and-on-the-inside. You-cannot-defend-yourself-properly.”

Even through the mechanical voice, Large Francis said that so earnestly that the Dervish had to fight the urge to laugh. I suppose by her standards, we’re like oysters popped out of the shell and still somehow wandering around. With knives.

“Or a human could be sensible and just run away.”

“Is that what gnoles do?” the Dervish asked.

“If a gnole can run, a gnole will. Only fight if backed into a corner.” She showed her teeth, a much more threatening gesture than her usual drop-jawed grin. “But then fight to win.”

“Do you know that gnoles have never had what we’d consider a war?” said Edmund. “Inter-burrow scuffles, and then generally only in times of extreme famine.”

“Ancestors defend us.” The Dervish, whose whole life had revolved, in one way or another, around war, could hardly imagine it.

“World is trying to kill gnoles plenty hard already. A gnole doesn’t need to help.”

“I find that a very commendable philosophy. I wish more humans felt that way.”

“Eh.” Dog Violet shrugged, first with her whiskers, then with her shoulders. “Most humans not so bad. And gnoles don’t make things like humans make things. A human sits around, thinks a bit, says, ‘Hey, what if a human gets this metal really hot and hits it?’ A gnole doesn’t think like that. Burrow has gnole-smiths now, but learned from humans.”

“I wish there were a burrow around here,” said Edmund. “Large Francis could stay there for a bit and we could go to the Temple of the White Rat and convince them to give us a closed wagon.”

“No burrow for a long way, book-man.”

“Surely-I-could-find-someplace-to-conceal-myself?”

“My fear is that we have no idea how long it will take us to get to Archon’s Glory and return. Normally I’d say about ten days from here, each way, but … well … given how things are going…” Edmund smiled wryly, a curiously charming expression given his usual earnestness. “I don’t want to leave you waiting for months if we get kidnapped or eaten by bears.”

“Normally I’d say that was unlikely, but it has been a long week,” the Dervish added.

“Your-luck-has-been-better-than-mine, friends-Dervish-and-Edmund.”

The Dervish considered his mental map of the area, which wasn’t terribly clear. “So we’ve been going east-southeast, and there’s a river to the south we’ll need to cross to get to this Archon place. What happens if we keep going east instead?”

“Eventually we’d hit the Elkinslough, which is the big river that goes by Archenhold. We could follow it clear to Archon’s Glory, but it’s big and busy compared to the Myrtle—that’s the river south of us. It’s technically a tributary of the Elkinslough, but they don’t exactly join up. The Myrtle actually turns into a swamp, and then the swamp drains into the Elkinslough.”

“I-like-swamps.”

Edmund shot the pillbug a wry look. “Humans don’t do quite so well in them, I’m afraid.”

“But there’s your solution,” said the Dervish. “What if we head for the swamp instead of the river? If we can get to this swamp, Large Francis can stay hidden there, we go on to this Rat place, they send … I don’t know, wagons or costumes or whatever they need back to extract Francis.” And meanwhile we’ll go find this person that I am certainly not hoping will break the curse, he thought, but didn’t add aloud.

“That … could work…” said Edmund. “It will take us longer to get to Archon’s Glory going that way, but I’d feel better about Large Francis staying somewhere she’d be comfortable.”

“I-would-not-object-to-proper-humidity-for-a-change. And-I-have-no-better-plan.” The pillbug fiddled pensively with the music-box mechanism. “This-has-proved-much-more-difficult- than-anticipated. We-did-not-anticipate-the-alarm-that-humans-feel-at-our-appearance. In-our-homeland-the-humans-all-know-that-we-exist-even-if-they-have-not-met-one-of-our-kind-before.”

“It might have been easier if one of them accompanied you,” the Dervish said, privately thinking that it had been nothing short of malfeasance to send Large Francis and her colleague out without a human translator and, at the very least, an armed guard. Preferably several. Actually, that’s the sort of job we would have loved, back in the old days …

“It-was-suggested-but-no-one-was-available.”

“What, no one?” Edmund stared at her.

“Mikka-had-just-had-her-baby-and-her-husband-and-mother-could-not-leave-her-and-Rolan-would-have-come-but-his-grandfather-was-ill-and-his-great-aunt-Sila-would-have-come-but-she-is-very-frail-and-no-one-thought-it-was-a-good-idea-and-of-course-we-cannot-ask-the-pigkeepers-to-come-because-it-was-the-busiest-season—”

“Large Francis,” said the Dervish, “just how many humans are in your homeland?”

“Oh! Several-hundred-at-the-least-but-of-course-many-of-them-live-on-the-far-side-of-the-swamp.”

“I begin to see why there are no records of Francis’s people in the archives,” Edmund murmured.

“We-have-read-that-some-cities-of-humans-contain-over-a-thousand-people,” said Large Francis doubtfully, “but-some-thought-it-was-a-translation-error.”

Edmund rubbed his forehead. “Anuket City contains nearly a hundred thousand,” he said, “and Morstone and Delta are both larger than that, though they are also more spread out.”

The pillbug actually stopped turning the music-box handle. The equivalent of being struck speechless, I suppose.

Something suddenly clicked for the Dervish. “Wait—Anuket City? You mentioned that before, right?”

Edmund nodded. “I know an artificer there.”

“But I’ve heard of it. I mean really heard of it, before…” It was difficult to make a gesture that really encompassed being stabbed through the heart and trapped in a magical sword, so the Dervish settled for waving his hands wildly.

Edmund got the gist and began to smile. “Really? But that’s wonderful! If you’ve heard of it, then you must have been in the sword for less than six hundred years!”

Since it hadn’t occurred to the Dervish that he might have been in the sword for anything like that long, he wasn’t quite sure how to take this news. “Six hundred years?”

“That’s how long Anuket City has been known as Anuket City. Prior to that it was New Malanwir. Then Malanwir was destroyed and the name was generally considered unlucky, so they changed it. Anuket means ‘on the river,’ which is probably the origin, although there’s also a goddess called Anuket whose followers were adamant that it was named after her, although she was represented as a giant parrot, and most parrots can’t actually survive in the area of Anuket City because it’s too cold. Although a small colony of green parakeets has established in the Artificer Quarter, since—”

But the Dervish never learned what factors allowed a colony of green parakeets to live in the fabled city of artificers, because at that moment a dragon waddled onto the road in front of them.



The Dervish was leading Sweetness and at the sight of the dragon, she froze. He couldn’t blame her, since he was busy freezing himself. The dragon was the size of a small house and deeply, thoroughly unnatural.

It had six legs, which was not, in itself, that strange. Large Francis had a great deal more, and the Dervish had gotten used to that. The legs supported a thick, almost sluglike body with a stumpy tail and a crest of rather half-hearted feathers down the spine.

Attached to the front of this massive trunk was a neck so long and thin and whippy that it looked as if two different animals had simply been bolted together. The neck was twice as long as the body, soaring a good twenty feet in the air, with a head bobbing on top like a daisy on a flower stalk. Where the overall color of the beast was a muddy greenish gray, the neck shaded through violet into a delicate blush of lavender.

“Why-have-we-stopped-friends?” asked Large Francis, and the Dervish realized that the pillbug must be desperately nearsighted.

He shot out a hand and grabbed the leg cranking the music box. “Quiet!” he whispered. “It’s a dragon!”

“A dragon is downwind,” Dog Violet said softly. “Otherwise would have smelled it.”

The dragon, fifty yards away, seemed to be ignoring them. It trundled across the road to the far side, where a sheer rock face rose through the trees. When it reached the rock, it stretched its neck up against the surface, pressing it full-length against the cliff.

“What’s it doing?” the Dervish asked.

“I think it’s trying to get warm.” Edmund frowned with concentration. “It’s a reptile, more or less, and it’s cold out, but that’s a dark stone so it’s been soaking up heat all day.”

As if to confirm this, the dragon folded its legs and settled down on the roadway. Dust puffed up around it. It was so long that its tail reached the far side of the road, making a very impressive barrier.

“A gnole thinks maybe we should go around.”

“Ye-e-e-s…” said the Dervish. “Yes, that seems like a very good idea. We want to be well around it by the time it gets cold and decides to … Edmund, are you sketching it?”

“Only a quick sketch,” the scholar said. He had put his glasses on and pulled out his notebook almost as fast as the Dervish could draw his daggers. “I’ve never seen one before. They’re even stranger than the descriptions make them sound.”

Large Francis leaned over Edmund’s shoulder, watching him sketch with interest. The Dervish exchanged a look with Dog Violet. “Humans are all crazy,” she said, “but a gnole has never met one crazy like book-man.”

“I can hear you, you know,” said Edmund, still drawing furiously.

“Just as long as the dragon can’t hear us…”

“No, their hearing is only middling and their eyesight doesn’t seem to be very good either. They’re very attracted to sources of heat, though.”

“Speaking as a very attractive heat source, that is a little concerning.”

Edmund closed his notebook. “Fine, fine. Got the roughs. How far around should we go, do you think?”

“What? You’re the expert on dragons!”

“I illuminated a bestiary entry once. I’d hardly say I’m an expert.”

“A gnole is getting off the road now. Humans can go or stay.”

This struck the Dervish as very wise. He followed Dog Violet, leading Sweetness off the road and down the slope. Under normal circumstances, he would have expected the mule to object to doing something he clearly wanted her to do, but apparently fear of the dragon was enough to get Sweetness moving in any direction that included away.

Unfortunately mules were not a species known for their stealth. A hoof went onto a dead branch and the resulting crack rang like thunder.

The Dervish froze. The mule froze. The gnole froze. The scholar was still looking over his shoulder at the dragon and ran into the Dervish, and the pillbug hadn’t moved at all.

The dragon turned its head.

“Don’t … move…” hissed the Dervish. Edmund had skidded and was now leaned against him in a very awkward position, a little above him on the slope, so that the Dervish’s head was wedged against Edmund’s stomach. If the scholar fell one way, he’d hit a tree, and if he fell the other way, he’d hit the mule. Neither option seemed likely to be soundless.

The dragon pulled slightly away from the cliff and dipped its head a few feet, peering in their direction.

The Dervish could hear Edmund’s breath whooshing in and out of his lungs and had to remind himself that it was only that loud because most of the scholar’s weight lay directly on the Dervish’s left ear.

That is not a load-bearing ear. He shifted his head fractionally, trying to redirect the pressure, and felt Edmund start to slip.

“… aaah…!” The scholar’s scream was whispered, but still a scream. His feet scrabbled for purchase but found only wet leaves. The Dervish cursed silently, turned, and wrapped his arms around Edmund before the other man could land on the mule’s hindquarters and start a chain of events that would begin with kicking and end with a remarkable view of a dragon’s gullet.

Violet scales glinted as the dragon tilted its head from side to side, like a puzzled dog.

Edmund had said that their eyesight didn’t seem to be very good. This suddenly seemed remarkably imprecise.

“How good is their eyesight?” the Dervish whispered, his nose now mashed against the other man’s collarbone.

“We don’t know. You can’t exactly give one an eye test,” Edmund breathed against his hair. “They may be able to see motion but not details.”

The Dervish had had many things whispered against his hair, but never before details of draconic vision. Though he’s probably never whispered that in someone’s ear either …

No, wait, it’s Edmund. This may actually count as foreplay. The Dervish fought back a wild urge to laugh. The first time I’ve had a man in my arms in over a century, and it’s because there’s a dragon watching us.

A moment later, the dragon grunted, turned back to its rock, and resumed sunning itself.

The Dervish dropped his forehead against Edmund’s chest and exhaled. “Right,” he whispered, and tried to step back, only to discover that he had, in turning, somehow managed to wrap the reins around himself. He looked over his shoulder into a dark, disdainful eye.

Mules were probably not telepathic, but the Dervish was quite sure that he could hear Sweetness thinking, If there wasn’t a dragon here, I would bite you so hard, human.

“Um,” said Edmund softly, “if I move my arm here … and then you step there…”

“Do humans want a gnole to leave, come back later?”

“Oh, a gnole thinks she’s funny.”

“Not as funny as knife-man and book-man right now…”

With some careful twists, they managed to disentangle themselves. Large Francis extended a narrow leg and patted both Edmund and the Dervish gingerly on the back, which might have meant, I’m glad you’re all right, but might also have been, Can we go back and look at the dragon some more?

Twenty minutes of cautious travel later, freezing every time a twig snapped, Edmund relaxed enough to say, in a normal tone, “I think we’re far enough away now.”

“That thing was freakish,” the Dervish said. “I’d heard stories, but that skinny little neck and that huge body…” He shuddered theatrically.

“It-is-a-shame-we-could-not-get-closer.”

“A gnole thinks we got plenty close enough.”

“Oh-yes-for-safety’s-sake. Still…” If it was possible for a gigantic pillbug to look wistful, Large Francis managed.

They made a broad circle south of the road, or tried. Absent a compass, it was hard to tell. It did not take them long to cross the dragon’s trail. Broken branches edged the line where the dragon’s tail had been dragged through fallen leaves, churning up a thick line of wet soil.

“There’s a story that dragons taught humans agriculture,” Edmund said, hastily scribbling more notes. “They plowed up lines of dirt like this, and then plants grew up in rows behind them.”

“Is-that-true?” asked Francis, who had cranked up the music box as soon as they were well out of range.

“I can’t say it isn’t, but I doubt it. It’s just an old legend. There are lots of legends about dragons. Supposedly in the old days, villages would sacrifice maidens to them.”

“Don’t look at a gnole. A gnole is too stringy. Better eating on a human.”

“I knew a man who hunted them once,” the Dervish said, and was suddenly the focus of three sets of eyes. “Dragons, not maidens, I mean.”

“How does a human hunt that? A dragon was the size of a house!”

The Dervish tried to remember back. There had been a campfire and everyone sitting around it, the way they so often did. Commander Sarkis had been sitting on a tree stump, with Angharad and the Dervish flanking him. He remembered Sarkis’s profile as the man stared into the flame, saying, “Their hide is nearly a foot thick. Arrows are like beestings. The only real way to do it is on horseback, with spears. We’d take turns distracting the head while everyone else struck at the body. You have to use the weight of the horse to really drive the spear in there. But the dragon can whip that neck around in any direction, so you had to strike and then get out of there as fast as the horse could carry you, because it never stayed distracted long.”

The memory was suddenly achingly clear. Sarkis had turned to him then, and said, “Next time we’ll just get Handsome here to distract the beast,” and had nudged him with an elbow. Everyone had laughed, including the Dervish. He’d had longer hair then, and he’d flipped it over his shoulder and said, “My dear dragon, why would you look at those barbaric horsemen when you could be looking at me?”

“That’s it,” the commander had said, “we’re getting out of the mercenary business and going into freelance dragonslaying.” He lifted his cup in a toast to the Dervish, and the Dervish returned it, feeling the old wash of respect and affection and delight in camaraderie …

And then the rage came boiling up and the Dervish remembered everything that stood between that time and this one, and that Sarkis had been the architect of his downfall. Damn him to the last hell. If he’s still in a sword, I hope his wielders cut him into mince and feed it to a dragon.

“Dervish?” asked Edmund worriedly. “Is something wrong?”

“Eh? What?”

“You, uh, slowed down.”

“Oh. So I have.” The Dervish quickened his step. “Right, so apparently you use horses…”

When he’d finished relaying the best way to slay dragons, Dog Violet shook her head. “What a gnole doesn’t understand is how a dragon eats. Tiny mouth, great big body.”

“It-does-seem-as-if-it-would-have-to-be-eating-constantly-to-survive.”

“No, no, quite the opposite,” Edmund said. “They’re like snakes, they eat one big meal at a time. Their jaw unhinges and their whole neck can expand enormously. Supposedly they can eat an entire deer in one bite.”

The Dervish compared his mass to that of a deer and did not particularly like the result. “Right,” he said, stretching his legs even further. “Let’s make sure we’re a long way away when it decides it’s hungry.”






CHAPTER 15


After nearly a week in the Dervish’s company, Edmund had come to three conclusions.

He was very pretty.

He was very broken.

He did indeed flirt with anything that moved.

The first was self-explanatory. The second … well. It was not as if he didn’t have a good reason. Edmund respected other people’s right to be horribly traumatized. He had a nagging feeling that the trauma went much deeper than he knew, but he was not going to poke at it. If the Dervish wanted to tell him about it, he would.

And despite the sharp edges, the Dervish was surprisingly good company. He was funny, and he did his share of camp chores without complaint, or even comment. He might claim that he was a bad man, but Edmund had seen him helping Dog Violet to her feet when her leg stiffened in the cold, always in a casual this-isn’t-worth-mentioning way, or sometimes as part of an absurdly elaborate flirtation—“Good lady gnole, please, allow me but a touch of your gentle clawed hand.” Whereupon Dog Violet would accept his help, then smack him with the back of her gentle clawed hand, muttering about humans being crazy.

Edmund was actually very glad that the man flirted so shamelessly and so obviously unseriously with the gnole, because otherwise he might start to take it seriously when the Dervish flirted with him, and that was … well, a dangerous road to go down. He doesn’t mean anything by it. It’s just how he is. He’s not actually interested in me.

 … Pity.

It was a dangerous road to go down, but Edmund was afraid he’d already taken at least a couple of steps.

It wasn’t just that the Dervish was good-looking. He was so alive. Edmund had never met anyone who could flash from deadly serious to hilarious quite so quickly, then back again. Mercurial might be the best word. Mercury, which was quicksilver, and that was what the Dervish reminded him of: fluid and shining and constantly in motion.

And very very warm, when they’d been pressed together in the most horribly awkward of circumstances, wrapped in reins with a dragon peering at them. Warmer than he had been when they were curled together, trying not to freeze to death.

I am clearly cursed to keep touching him when it doesn’t mean anything.

Many-Armed One, have mercy upon your wayward servant and his foolish wayward heart.

Edmund was currently leading Sweetness, and the Dervish had pulled a low branch aside to let the others pass. “Please allow me, good lady gnole.” Dog Violet scoffed at him and the Dervish gave her a deep, elaborate bow, then straightened and grinned at Edmund. Edmund’s heart lurched, but he could not help but grin back.

I see that it is your whim to torment your servant instead, Many-Armed One.

“Yes, for you too, you flea-bitten beast,” the Dervish told Sweetness, who swished her tail and ignored him thoroughly.

Noon came and went. Edmund caught a glimpse of blue through the trees, and then suddenly they were at the edge of the woods, looking into a dense hedgerow, while soft clouds drifted overhead.

“I think we may have gone too far south,” Edmund said slowly. “Though we couldn’t have gone that far, surely? We should be only a day out from farmland…”

“Are we sure this is farmland?” the Dervish asked, looking dubiously at the dense tangle in front of him.

“Man-made, certainly.” Edmund pointed to the brambles that made up the bulk of the hedge. “That’s blackberry … and there’s a cherry tree of some sort back there … those over there are roses…” There were still rose hips clinging to the roses, which Dog Violet had started harvesting as soon as she spotted them.

“All food plants,” the gnole agreed.

“I’ll take your word for it,” the Dervish said. “All the plants in this place are a mystery to me.” He reached out gingerly toward the blackberry. “I don’t think I want to push my way through this. Not without a shield, and possibly plate mail.”

“No, no.” Edmund shook his head. “But look over there—”

A thin vein of smoke rose up, dark against the turquoise sky.

“People,” said the Dervish. “Do we see if they have food, or do we keep our distance?”

Edmund’s first instinct was to avoid them. His bruises from the last set were starting to fade, but they were still tender and in some cases, bright green. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option.

“We have to talk to them. Even if they don’t have food, we have to warn them about the dragon.”

“Yes-of-course,” Large Francis said. “If-they-do-not-know-then-we-have-a-duty.”

He half expected pushback from the Dervish, but the other man said, “Yes, of course.” Perhaps he didn’t fully keep his surprise from his face, because the Dervish smiled wryly. “I may be a bad man, but I still know you warn people about natural disasters. Or unnatural ones. I’m still not sure about that thing.”

“There have been theories that dragons were created by the ancients, or perhaps by a rogue wonderworker,” Edmund said, beginning to work his way along the hedgerow, looking for a gap. “Though wonderworkers of that power are few and far between.”

“I’m aware,” said the Dervish dryly.

“Oh!” Edmund flushed. “I’m sorry. I should have thought…”

The Dervish snorted. “It’s fine. It’s a good thing they’re rare, that’s all.”

There was actually a school of thought that almost everyone had a talent for wonderworking, it was simply so incredibly specific that the circumstances never arose. Edmund decided against bringing that up. Though he had occasionally wondered what talent he would have, if that were true. Probably something like communicating telepathically with yeast.

Actually, that would be rather interesting. I wonder how much awareness yeast has? Do the different types of yeast have different personalities?

He’d spent about ten minutes contemplating the difference between beer and bread yeast—and avoiding impaling himself on the brambles in the hedgerow—when the Dervish said, “Okay, it’s driving me nuts. Why are there green parakeets in Anuket City?”

“Huh?” Edmund lifted his head, then felt a foolish smile spread across his face. “You really want to know?”

“Apparently I do.” The Dervish looked both amused and somewhat resigned.

“I-am-also-curious.”

“It’s the foundries,” Edmund explained. “The artificers use huge amounts of metal, so there’s nearly a dozen foundries that work day and night all year. They generate huge amounts of heat, which they vent from the roof. The parakeets roost up there in winter so that they don’t freeze at night.” He ducked under a branch that the Dervish held back for him. “I’d be surprised if that hadn’t happened in other cities, but most of them don’t have as many foundries as Anuket City, so probably there wasn’t enough space for a breeding population.”

The Dervish considered this. “There were little red birds where I grew up. Although red doesn’t really cover it. They practically glowed. They had black wings and they would catch bugs out of the air. We called them khemis-thray. I think that would be ‘paint birds,’ or maybe ‘pigment birds.’ Because the color was so intense.” He smiled, suddenly unguarded, and Edmund caught a glimpse of what the Dervish must have looked like when he was young. “I haven’t thought about them in years.”

“We-see-differently-from-humans,” Large Francis mused. “There-is-a-bird-in-my-homeland-that-humans-call-the-drab- singer. There-was-much-confusion-for-a-time-because-we-see-markings-that-humans-do-not. The-wings-have-bright-bands-on-them-and-are-not-drab-at-all.” She tapped her antennae together, a sign that Edmund thought meant amusement. “But-then-we-do- not-see-many-of-the-shades-that-humans-claim-to-observe. We-eventually-gave-up-trying-to-compare-color-words. It-was-too-confusing-for-everyone.”

“You can see different colors?” Edmund asked.

“Perhaps? We-cannot-compare-them-effectively.”

“Oh,” said the Dervish, “is this like when we were kids and realized that there was no way to tell if what I call blue was the same as what you call blue, because we’re each locked inside our own skull?”

“Precisely-friend-Dervish. There-is-no-absolute-blue-that-we- can-be-sure-that-we-both-are-seeing-the-same-way. At-best-we-can-say-that-we-see-markings-where-you-do-not-and-that-you-see-differences-between-colors-that-appear-the-same-to-us.”

Edmund took out his notebook and began hastily scribbling notes. The Dervish reached out and steered him around a tree root that he hadn’t noticed.

“Oh, thank you…”

“It’s fine. The amazing thing is that you don’t run into more things when you’re doing that.”

“Lots of experience. I can walk and read a book at the same time, too. Though it’s harder in the woods.” He tapped the end of his charcoal on his lower lip, vaguely aware that he was leaving a black smear. “I wonder if it has something to do with the structure of human eyes versus pillbug eyes…”

“Vertebrate-eyes-are-very-peculiar.”

“A gnole doesn’t want to interrupt, but a gnole has found a gap.”

Edmund hastily put his notebook away and stowed his glasses. There was indeed a gap in the hedgerow, which showed signs of regular maintenance. Beyond the hedge, he could see empty fields.

“A farm? But what’s it doing this far north?”

“Not much, at the moment.” The Dervish peered through the gap beside him. “Not unless they’re growing dirt.”

“Too early to plant,” Edmund said, “or lying fallow this year. But I had no idea there were farmers here at all. This used to be more forest. Although I suppose that was a few years ago…”

“Time is like live fish,” said Dog Violet philosophically. “Put it down and it flops away while a gnole isn’t looking.”

“That’s … certainly one way to put it,” said the Dervish.

Edmund sighed. “Well, now we have to go warn them about the dragon. If you’re a farmer, you can’t just hide until it moves on. It could stomp one of these fields flat in minutes.”

“I-will-wait-here-if-you-do-not-mind.”

“Yeah, a gnole will wait too.”

Edmund nodded. “We’ll leave Sweetness too. Hopefully they’ll have some food to sell.”

The Dervish caught him before he could go through the gap. “Ah … half a moment.”

“Oh?”

The warrior actually looked slightly uncomfortable. “How do I look?”

Edmund was not expecting that, and was startled into honesty. “E-extremely handsome? I mean … uh…” He could feel a blush starting.

The Dervish gave him a lopsided smile that only made him blush harder. “That’s good to know, but I meant that I’m wearing a blanket, my clothes are a wreck, I haven’t shaved, and I’m pretty sure that if I showed up on a farmwife’s doorstep, she’d scream and slam the door.”

“Oh.” Edmund looked down at his own scratched and stained clothing. He ran a hand through his hair and dislodged a leaf. “Um. Right.” He’d done the best he could with the pond that morning, but he was definitely much scruffier than he usually was.

The Dervish rubbed a hand over his face. “I hate this,” he said, to no one in particular. Then, “Sheathe the sword and draw it again immediately.”

“W-what?”

The Dervish unslung the enchanted sword and handed it to Edmund. “Just for a moment.”

“Are you sure? I thought you hated…”

“I do. But I’m also extremely vain.” The Dervish folded his arms and gazed upward. “Do it.”

Edmund unwound the cloth from the blade and slid the sword into the scabbard, wincing as it clicked into place. Silver fire wound around the Dervish and took him away.

“God’s scat,” said Dog Violet, who hadn’t seen the sword’s magic before. She backed up, even as Edmund hastily drew the sword again.

The Dervish reappeared. His mussed hair was suddenly in place and the stubble along his jaw had vanished. His clothes, which had been stained with blood, muck, and general travel grime, were pristine.

“Ta-da.” The Dervish bowed.

The fur slowly settled along Dog Violet’s nape. She leaned forward and sniffed at the Dervish, then shrugged, apparently satisfied. “Now a gnole has seen everything.”

“Do I smell any different?”

“Eh…” Dog Violet flicked her ears. “Smells cleaner. Also maybe like metal, a little? But mostly cleaner.”

Edmund cleared his throat. “Will I pass muster?” He felt even shabbier than usual next to the Dervish. Maybe he could just hang out in the background and pretend he didn’t speak the language.

The Dervish reached out and plucked another leaf from his hair. “You’re looking rather better than I did. Although…” He frowned, then wiped his thumb across Edmund’s lower lip.

The intimacy of the touch jolted through him. Part of Edmund wanted to take a step back and the other, rather larger part wanted to step forward and return the gesture. Possibly with his tongue.

All of him, however, was pretty sure that he was gaping at the Dervish like an absolute fool.

“How did you get charcoal on your lips?” the Dervish asked.

“Yes,” Edmund said. “Err … I mean … uh … I must’ve…” I have written entire books. Several of them. I know how words work. Why are they not working right now?

The Dervish shook his head, but there was a look on his face, not quite a smile, but almost … affectionate?

Surely not. No, I’m just seeing what I want to see. I should know better. It was one of the great dangers of research, that you wanted something to be true, so you were automatically biased to find proof. That way lies barnacle pigeons.

“Right,” said Edmund. “Let’s go.”



The farm did indeed have a farmwife, a young woman with old hands. Her gaze flicked between the Dervish and Edmund, looking first suspicious, then somewhat baffled, as if she didn’t know what to make of them. That was fair. The Dervish still didn’t know what to make of them either.

“Yes?” she said.

“We’re sorry to bother you so late, miss,” the Dervish said smoothly, “but I’m afraid we just ran across a dragon and thought we had better warn someone.”

“Dragon?” She gripped the doorframe and leaned against it, her face going white. “So soon?”

This wasn’t the question that the Dervish was expecting. He traded a baffled look with Edmund. “Ah…?”

“No, no, I’m sorry. Don’t listen to me. It’s just one thing on top of another, isn’t it? A dragon, you say?” She shook her head. “You’d better come inside.”

The house was small, made of carefully fitted logs, not planks, but it was warm inside. The Dervish hadn’t realized just how cold he’d been, and how a campfire only heated one side of you, until he was inside and gloriously warm all over. He wanted to crawl onto the iron stove and bask like a lizard.

“You’re not from around here, are you?” the farmwife said. She had blond hair pulled back in a braid so tight that it looked physically painful.

“No, indeed, ma’am. We’re from…” He realized he had no idea where they were from and looked to Edmund.

“Near Ghaston,” said Edmund. “On our way to Archon’s Glory, or at least we were, until the dragon forced us off the road. When we saw the smoke from your chimney, we realized we should warn people that there was one in the area.”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, that was … kind of you. Yes.” She worried her lower lip between her teeth. “Let me get you something to drink.”

A few minutes later, they were seated on a low bench, drinking cider. “From last year’s pressing,” the farmwife, who was named Alba, said. “My father makes it.” She kept looking toward the door, as if she expected her father, or perhaps the dragon, to walk through at any moment.

“Thank you,” said Edmund. “I know it’s the wrong end of the season, but do you have any food that we could buy from you? I’m afraid our supplies are running lower than we expected.”

“Yes, of course. We’ve still got plenty of … oh, hmm, you probably don’t want to lug squash around, do you? Well, I’m sure we can find something.”

“Have you been here long?” asked Edmund, as she bustled around, making up a package of waxed rounds of cheese and what looked like salted meat. “I don’t recall farms the last time I came out this way.”

“Five years,” she said, with a snap to the words, like a prisoner reading out the length of her sentence. Edmund sat back, clearly surprised. The Dervish shook his head fractionally. Don’t press.

“Need a favor from you, strangers,” she said, putting the sack on the table. “You do it, and we’ll call it square. About two miles east, if you follow the road behind the house, you’ll find a barn and a couple houses. Ask for a man called Otto. He’ll want to know about the dragon and where you saw it, and what it was doing.”

“That’s more than generous,” Edmund said, hefting the sack. “Are you sure we can’t pay you?”

Alba shook her head, looking distracted. “No, no. Just tell them the—that there’s a dragon awake. It’s important.”

“Yes, of course.” The Dervish stood. “Thank you for the cider, miss.”

She waved it off and saw them to the door with almost indecent haste. They set off across the edge of the field.

“She seemed nervous,” the Dervish said. “Though granted she was there alone, and we were two strange men…”

“I was surprised she even invited us in,” Edmund said. “But she did, didn’t she?” He frowned. “Still, I suppose a dragon would make anyone nervous.”

“Yes, of course.” The Dervish looked over his shoulder. The farmhouse door was closed, but he had the impression that someone was watching them. Was that a curtain moving in the window? He couldn’t tell.

I’d watch us go too. We’re not exactly the normal run of travelers.

Still, he was glad when they slipped through the gap in the hedgerow, safely out of sight. He looked around for the others, and saw the back half of Sweetness off through the trees.

“No, no, Francis-bug, a gnole is telling you. A bug plays a higher-number card now.”

“I-am-confused-as-to-the-numerical-value-of-these-cards-with-humans-on-them…”

“Oh no,” said Edmund, and they hurried through the woods to save Large Francis from the dangers of a gnole with a deck of cards.






CHAPTER 16


Finding the road the farmwife had told them about was easy. The hard part was finding enough cover to get Large Francis to it without being spotted. In the end, they found a drainage ditch running alongside a field and the pillbug simply scurried through it on … well, Edmund wasn’t sure what you’d call it. Not all fours. All twelves, maybe? Though she’s also got that modified lung set, so maybe all fourteens …

The road itself was an education. Every quarter mile or so, the woods had either been cleared or were being cleared. They passed a field full of stumps and another being plowed by a stern-faced man with a mule, who stopped and watched them pass, while Large Francis made her way through the woods on the far side.

Edmund waved to the man with the plow and got an almost imperceptible nod in return.

About three-quarters of a mile from the barn Alba had described, the woods petered out completely. Large Francis settled into the deepest thicket available. “It-is-fine-friends. I-will-wait-until-it-is-dark.”

“Dog Violet, will you stay with her?” Edmund asked.

“Yeah, yeah, a gnole makes sure no one trips over Francis-bug.” She arched her whiskers forward. “Use time, teach Francis-bug more cards, eh?”

“I am generally in favor of cross-cultural communication, but this seems like it will end badly,” Edmund muttered. The Dervish snickered.

“A gnole is hurt that book-man doesn’t trust her. Hurt.”

The Dervish walked beside him on the farm road. Edmund tried not to steal glances at his profile. Stop that. What are you, fifteen?

“So this is all new, then?” the Dervish asked.

“What?”

“The fields here.” He gestured with one silver-lined hand.

“Oh. The last five years, Alba said.”

“Do you think she was telling the truth?”

Edmund frowned at that. “Most of it looks about that old. The hedgerow certainly wasn’t much older than that. Blackberry grows up like you wouldn’t believe, and all the trees were young. Besides, that would be an odd thing to lie about, wouldn’t it?”

The Dervish shrugged. “She seemed nervous about something.”

“We just told her there was a dragon nearby.”

“There’s that.” He smiled crookedly. “I’m a paranoid bastard at heart.”

Edmund sighed. “I’m not, I’m afraid.”

“I had noticed.” The Dervish nudged him with an elbow. “That’s what I’m here for.”

And whatever happened to “I’m just a bodyguard,” hmm…? Edmund ducked his head to hide his smile. The Dervish had definitely warmed up, or relaxed, or both. Edmund would like to believe that he’d been the reason, but suspected that Dog Violet and Large Francis probably had something to do with it. We’re all so obviously harmless. Except maybe Dog Violet, but she’s not dangerous in a way that would worry someone like the Dervish.

Just as promised, the barn and a cluster of buildings loomed ahead, gleaming in the late-afternoon sunlight. A small knot of people were working outside. Two men gutted a deer while two more scrubbed laundry in a tub. The sound of hammering drifted from one of the buildings, the regular metallic sound of a forge.

“They seem to be doing well enough for themselves,” murmured Edmund. “I would have said that between the short seasons and the wildlife, this wouldn’t have been a good place for anything but fur trading, but apparently I was wrong.”

“Wildlife?”

“Oh, you know. Bears, boars, wolves, panthers, the occasional gargath, that sort of thing. Hard on domestic animals. You can’t just run pigs in the woods like you can farther south.”

“What’s a gargath?”

“Mm. You know what a hermit crab is?”

“I’ve heard of them.”

“Imagine that, only it’s a wolverine and it uses hollowed-out corpses for shells.”

“Ancestors! And you didn’t think to mention this before?”

“Oh, they’re very slow. And we’d have smelled it long before it smelled us.”

“… Are you sure you aren’t making this up? Like your manicwhatsit tree?”

“It’s a real tree. But you can ask anybody about the gargaths. They’re really rare, though. People usually call in the army or the local militia to deal with one. They can be a real problem if they get into a watercourse.”

The Dervish looked unconvinced. Edmund frowned, struck by another thought. “I wonder what army they would call in? Ghaston’s borders stop pretty much at the valley. This area is ostensibly part of the Hundred Houses, but none of them actually bother with it, so far as I know. The timber’s the most useful thing here, but it’s mostly softwoods, so it’s not worth it to set up more than the occasional logging camp. Even if you do set one up, the roads are narrow and you can’t widen them through the hills without a whole horde of men with pickaxes. And there’s no point when half of the land around the Hundred Houses is prime timber country anyway.”

“So you’re saying the ruler of this country probably doesn’t know they’re here,” the Dervish said.

Edmund shrugged. “Not necessarily. They might have gone to whoever the landholder is and asked to be allowed to settle it. The landholder wouldn’t lose anything, and might get some tax money out of it someday.”

The Dervish considered this. “If I were this ruler, I’d be a little more worried. People in hard, isolated areas get scary. If you can’t feed an army, you become the army.” He grimaced. “We had a campaign once in hills that you’d swear wouldn’t support a starving goat, but there was a whole network of clans and feuds and alliances at work. A group who had been your allies one week turned on you the next because someone had gotten married fifty miles away. And they fought like demons. The only time I ever saw one surrender was a woman who had three children with her, and she killed two men first. While carrying an infant on her back.”

“Gods have mercy,” said Edmund blankly.

The Dervish shrugged. “Life as a mercenary. When our contract ended, they tried to rehire us, but Commander Sarkis wouldn’t take the job at twice the price. One thing he did right.”

Edmund wanted to ask more, like how the Dervish had ever become a mercenary in the first place, but they had been spotted. A child that Edmund hadn’t noticed earlier scurried inside the barn. The people scrubbing laundry had stopped to watch them, and even the hammer had fallen silent.

He waved. No one waved back, and he let his hand drop, feeling foolish.

“Can I help you folks?” The speaker emerged from the barn, wiping his hands. He was a tall, lantern-jawed man with graying hair. His shoulders had the stoop of a man who was used to carrying all the burdens of those around him, including the ones that they might have preferred to carry themselves.

“We’re looking for Otto,” the Dervish said, with his most winning smile. “Alba sent us.”

“Did she now?” The speaker smiled, much less winningly.

“Yes.” The Dervish glanced at Edmund, who nodded at him to take the lead. “We were coming down the road from Ghaston, and I’m afraid we ran into a dragon.”

Someone exclaimed softly, quickly silenced. The tall man’s expression didn’t change, but the stoop in his shoulders became a trifle more pronounced. “Ah,” he said. “I’m Otto. Perhaps you’d best come inside and tell us about it.”



The inside of the barn was stacked with bales of hay, and the air glinted with dust. A door in the far end led to a smaller area with a rough-hewn table lined with benches. Otto gestured to the benches and sat down himself. “Now. Tell me about the dragon.”

The Dervish launched into the description again. Otto listened closely, going so far as to pull out a map so that they could mark the approximate spot where they’d seen the dragon. Edmund noted with mild interest that this one had almost certainly been made from firsthand knowledge rather than copied from something older. The mountains were bigger and individual streams had been carefully marked. There were also several borders that didn’t seem to correspond to any geographical feature that Edmund was aware of.

“What’s this here?” he asked, tapping one of the border lines.

“Soil areas,” said Otto easily. “Important to know for farming.”

None of the farms so neatly delineated crossed that border, which ran north past the main road. While Edmund studied the road, looking for the spot where they had encountered the dragon, the Dervish stared intently at the southern part of the map, presumably looking for ways to get Large Francis through the farms without being spotted.

When Edmund had narrowed down the dragon’s location, Otto nodded and sat back. “How did it look?” he asked.

“Err…” Edmund pushed his glasses up on his nose. It seemed like a strange way to phrase the question. “Like a dragon? They don’t really look like anything else.”

“Yes, of course.” Otto laughed, somewhat unconvincingly. Edmund couldn’t really blame him, given that he’d just been informed that a dragon was in the vicinity. He rose to his feet and Edmund and the Dervish hastily followed. “Thank you for informing us. You’ll stay here tonight, of course.”

He said it in such a firm voice that Edmund winced internally. He didn’t enjoy flat-out disagreeing with people, unless it was about important things like gear construction or indexes.

“No, no,” said the Dervish smoothly, to Edmund’s relief. “We couldn’t impose on you.”

“It’s the least we can do, after you brought us word,” Otto said, a line forming between his eyes. It was the first significant change in his expression that Edmund had noticed all afternoon. “We can’t let you leave without offering our hospitality.”

“Alba already kindly gave us food,” said the Dervish. “And really, it was our civic duty.” He said civic duty with such sincerity that even Edmund almost believed him.

“I do not like to leave a debt unpaid,” Otto said, pronouncing the words as if passing sentence.

Oh Many-Armed One, maybe this is one of those cultures where they get very upset if they feel they owe an outsider something. “Truly, you don’t need to thank us,” Edmund said hastily, “but if you perhaps had a ration of grain for my mule…”

“Your mule?” Otto’s eyes flicked to the door, as if expecting to see the mule standing there.

“Yes,” said the Dervish, “she’s with our friends farther down the road. We do need to get going so that we can join up with them.”

“Your friends are welcome as well, of course.”

“You’re very kind,” said the Dervish, “but there’s still a few hours of daylight left, and I expect they’ll be ready to get moving.”

“I see,” said Otto. “Certainly, it is the least we can do.” He called to the youngster who had been waiting nearby, and the boy hurried to the far end of the barn and returned with two wrapped grain cakes.

“Thank you,” said Edmund, bowing awkwardly. “I do very much appreciate it.”

“Not so much as we appreciate your help with our dragon,” Otto said.

The Dervish smiled and bowed, backing toward the door. Edmund followed him. Otto remained in the room, watching them leave, his face impassive.

“Was it just me—” Edmund started to say, as they left the barn.

“Later,” said the Dervish sharply. He didn’t need to say anything more. The people outside were still watching. Even the men dressing the deer had paused in their work.

Edmund tried smiling at them. It didn’t change much.

It wasn’t until they’d put several buildings and a fair amount of distance between themselves and the barn that the Dervish relaxed. “Whew,” he said. “There was a man with the personal warmth of a bag of cement.”

“Yes,” Edmund said. “Though I suppose to be fair, I don’t know what they’re like normally. It could be one of those religious communities where no one talks frivolously. And we did just tell them there was a dragon coming.”

“Sure.” He didn’t sound convinced. Edmund wasn’t entirely convinced himself.

Nevertheless, they made it back to the copse where the others waited without any incident. The Dervish scanned the area for any watchers, then called, “Dog Violet? Francis? You there?”

“Still here, knife-man.” The gnole emerged from behind a bush. “Some humans come along road, but didn’t see us. Even a mule kept quiet. Smart mule.”

“When she wants to be,” the Dervish muttered. “Okay. I think I saw a route that will get us out of here without being spotted. Let’s get moving.”



Dusk had spread a cool blue blanket under the trees by the time they had left the farmlands behind. Edmund estimated that they’d come a good way south and a little way east. He’d have preferred the other way around. To get back to the main road, they were going to have to cut through densely wooded hills, and the odds of getting lost rose dramatically.

Still, you couldn’t very well not warn people when a massive predator was waddling around the region. The dragon might be slow, but it would be nearly unstoppable if it attacked, and the damage it could do to a barn or a farmhouse or a field was unthinkable.

Francis had stayed low most of the way. Several times, they saw people out across the fields, and once a horseman on a low rise overlooking the road. Fortunately drainage ditches were everywhere, and the few times that Francis had to cross a road or a field, they were able to find spots where she would be unobserved.

Everyone was exhausted by the time the moon rose, not so much from travel but from constant wariness. The Dervish called a halt in the first sizable patch of woods out of sight of the fields. Large Francis flopped straight down on the ground, looking like a strange, shiny throw rug.

“I-am-sorry-friends. It-is-not-so-easy-to-move-like-that-for-long-periods.”

“You rest,” Edmund said, bending down to pat her carapace. “Err … that was meant to be a friendly gesture. I’m not sure if your people do that.”

“We-touch-antennae-but-I-realize-that-would-be-difficult. The-gesture-is-understood-and-appreciated.”

They scrounged fallen wood and built up a small fire, fed Sweetness, then passed around the sack with Alba’s generous offering. “Cheese,” moaned the Dervish. “It has been so long since I have had cheese.”

“Best things humans invented.”

Edmund paused with a slice halfway to his mouth. “Gnoles didn’t make cheese?”

Dog Violet shrugged. “A gnole isn’t a historian, but old gnole, ours, says long time ago, gnoles aren’t keeping animals like humans. Except bees, always kept bees. And burrow bats.”

“Huh.” Edmund let the sharp flavor dissolve on his tongue. “I suppose if gnoles didn’t domesticate most animals, that would make sense.”

“What-is-a-burrow-bat-friend-Dog-Violet?”

“Little bat, lives in gnole burrows, catches bugs. Friendly. Like to be scratched behind ears.”

“Their droppings are used for fertilizer,” Edmund said. “I’ve only seen them in a few burrows, though.”

“Hunt-gnoles keep them, not job-gnoles. In a city, maybe no hunt-gnoles.” Dog Violet popped another piece of cheese in her mouth. “No bat cheese, though.”

“Thank the ancestors for that. Though it might still be an improvement over all that jerky.”

The downside to subsisting primarily on jerky for over a week involved a certain amount of time spent attending to nature. Edmund excused himself, went off into the woods, and spent the last of the fading light finding a comfortable tree root. My kingdom for some fresh vegetables. Or even pickled ones.

Full dark had fallen by the time nature was satisfied. Edmund made his way back toward the gleam of firelight between the trees.

The Dervish was standing upright on the other side of the fire, a peculiar expression on his face. “Hello, Edwin. Did you find that manic tree you were looking for?”

“The manic … the manchineel tree?” Edmund stepped forward, puzzled. But that’s only in the tropics, and why would he call me Edwin…?

If he’d had another five seconds, Edmund believed, he would have figured it out. Possibly even three. But even as he realized something was wrong, he had walked into the circle of firelight, and then it was too late. He saw the light glint off the blade that was snugged up under the Dervish’s left ear, and then an arm went around his neck and a voice said, quite pleasantly, “Two for the harvest. That should keep the dragon fed for a while.”

The Many-Armed One preserve us, Edmund thought. Why does it always come down to human sacrifice?






CHAPTER 17


The Dervish sighed as one of their attackers captured Edmund as easily as one might scruff a kitten. The sword wanted him to lunge across the clearing, but if he did, he was going to take a knife directly into the jugular. He fought it for as long as he could, and then, thankfully, Edmund’s captor tied his hands together and released him, and the magic eased off.

Getting old, he thought. Getting careless. He’d heard them coming, but he’d thought it was just Edmund returning, and then there was a knife at his neck, being held by someone who clearly had some experience in that particular field. He’d managed an “Ulp!” and Large Francis had rolled into a ball and Sweetness had stamped her feet and Dog Violet … actually he had no idea where Dog Violet was. He hoped she’d gotten away.

His attempt to warn Edmund hadn’t worked out, but it probably wouldn’t have mattered anyway. There were at least three of them. He recognized one of the men who had been skinning a deer earlier.

His hands were tied roughly together and he was shoved down to the ground next to Edmund. The rope around his wrists was a reminder of too many things, and if he let himself feel any of them, he was going to be useless.

Bound, bound, trapped, tied …

“I’m sorry,” said Edmund, which jolted the Dervish’s thoughts out of the tight, panicky circle they’d been running in. He focused on the other man, forcing himself to notice every detail—the lines at the corners of the eyes, the shadow of stubble that darkened the fading bruises, the tight, unhappy line of Edmund’s lips.

Oh, he means that. He thinks this is his fault.

The desire to lash out and heap blame on someone willing to take it was immensely strong. That righteous burn would drive back the panic even further, give it a focus, and better yet, that focus was a wielder and the Dervish hated his wielders, always had, and even if he couldn’t lash out physically, he was skilled at using his tongue as a lash.

He looked at Edmund hunched in the firelight and thought of Edmund handing him the cursed sword and found he couldn’t do it.

“Not your fault,” the Dervish said. “Even if you’d figured it out, there’s more of them and they know the woods.”

“Still. I swear, people don’t usually take me captive this often.”

“It does seem to come up a lot.”

“I’ve gone decades without being kidnapped.”

“Perhaps you were overdue.”

“Enough talk.” One of their captors nudged the Dervish with his boot. “Otto, we’ve got them.”

Otto came into the circle of firelight, scanned the area, and frowned. “There’s the mule, but I don’t see any others. You said you were meeting friends.”

“I may possibly have exaggerated,” said the Dervish. “I didn’t trust you.”

“Hmm.” Otto’s frown deepened. “What else have you lied about?”

There was such condemnation in his tone that the Dervish fought back an urge to laugh. The man had taken them captive and he was judging someone else?

“There’s also this thing,” one of the men said, poking his knife at the waist-high ball of Large Francis.

“Careful with her!” the Dervish snapped. “She’s worth a lot of money.”

“What?” The man actually stepped back.

Otto folded his arms. “How so?”

“She’s a new type of draft animal from…” Where would a giant pillbug be from? “… Anuket City. They’re very expensive.” He hoped Large Francis could hear him and wouldn’t start talking and ruin the cover story. She had rolled up around the music box, so he couldn’t be sure.

“A draft animal?” Otto raised a skeptical eyebrow. “More lies?”

“Not at all. She can live on moss and she can carry almost as much as a mule. And she doesn’t bite or kick.” The Dervish would have felt guilty about this, but like he’d told Edmund, people who would kill a monster would be far more interested in keeping an expensive exotic animal alive.

Otto gazed at him for a long moment, then turned suddenly to Edmund. “You. Is this true?”

“Huh? What?” Edmund blinked at the man while the Dervish cursed internally. The whole world’s full of born liars, and then there’s Edmund …

“What your friend is saying.” Otto’s expression still didn’t change, but the Dervish was getting the impression that the man was nearing the end of his patience.

To his mild astonishment, Edmund came through. “Oh yes. The Temple of the Many-Armed God in Ghaston would pay a lot of money to get her back safely. Us, too.” Which was almost true, so far as it went, and probably why the scholar was able to say it with such absolute sincerity.

“I’m afraid you’re not going anywhere,” Otto said. He actually sounded a bit regretful. “If the dragon’s awake this early, it’s going to be hungry. The two of you should take the edge off its appetite.”

“I bet the mule would work even better,” the Dervish said brightly. Edmund shoved his shoulder into the Dervish’s. “What? She would.”

“The mule is useful to us. You are not.”

“How hurtful,” said the Dervish. Now that the initial shock had worn off, he was—well, not enjoying himself, certainly, but a kind of dark cheerfulness had descended on him. The worst had happened, might as well amuse himself. The alternatives all involved screaming or curling into fetal position, and given the choice, he’d pick maniacal humor every time. “You have no idea how useful I could be.”

Otto did not look impressed. “Besides, if we let you two go now, I expect you’d be back quite soon, probably with guards or a half dozen paladins.”

“Mmm. There’s that.”

“People are going to notice when we don’t arrive at our destination,” Edmund said. “The temple will investigate.”

“We’ll tell them the truth,” Otto said. “The dragon got you.” He nodded to his men, who pulled the captives to their feet. “Put them in the wagon, and bring their gear. Bring the mule, too, just in case.”

“What about this thing?”

“A draft animal that eats moss might be useful.” Otto looked over at the Dervish. “How do you get it to move?”

“Come on, girl,” the Dervish called, pitching his voice up and hoping like hell that Francis followed along. “Time to get moving.”

The pillbug slowly unrolled onto her side, then righted herself. She kept her head low, and the Dervish couldn’t see the music box. Hopefully it was tucked away somewhere safe.

“Lady of Grass, it’s a giant roly-poly.” Otto laughed. He wasn’t good at it. “How do you control it?”

“Tug the feelers there in the direction you want her to go. Gently.”

One of the men reached out and gingerly touched Francis’s left antenna. Francis obediently began to trundle in that direction. “I’ll be damned,” the man said, with an incredulous laugh.

Relief flooded the Dervish. If they thought she was an animal, Francis would be able to escape as soon as they turned their back on her. Mind you, Edmund and I may still be dragon food …

With my luck, it’ll eat the damn sword by accident and I’ll wake up inside its gizzard. If it even has a gizzard. Edmund would probably know.

“Hey Edmund, do dragons have gizzards?”

“I don’t believe the matter has ever been adequately explored.”

“Perhaps we should look closely on the way down.”

“Enough of that.” His captor poked him in the back. “You talk too much.”

The Dervish had any number of clever remarks, but since his final hours wouldn’t be improved by a gag, he said nothing. He and Edmund reached the road and were loaded into a wagon, which was clearly for moving hay when it wasn’t being used to transport prisoners. Another rope went around their necks and through the slats on the sides of the wagon, which put a certain damper on the Dervish’s thought of trying to jump free.

I will not panic, he told himself. There was plenty of slack in the rope. He wasn’t immobilized. And he was sitting up, so it wasn’t the same. No one was about to start cutting him.

No, they’ll just feed me to a dragon. Nothing to worry about at all.

“Are you okay?” Edmund asked.

“Fine,” said the Dervish, closing his eyes. “Everything’s going just fine.”



They did not get fed to the dragon that night, which the Dervish could only think was positive. Instead the wagon creaked and thumped over the road, back the way they had come, until they reached the cluster of houses. The men were untied from the wagon—the Dervish went almost weak-kneed from relief—and ushered into their temporary prison.

Which actually turned out to be a rather comfortable bunkhouse, with four beds, pillows, thick blankets, and even a chamber pot. The windows were tightly shuttered and the door had a barred opening, but that was the only indication that they weren’t in someone’s bedroom. The bars were even pretending to be decorative wrought iron, although they weren’t doing a terribly good job.

“Huh,” said the Dervish, looking around. “This may be the nicest jail cell I’ve ever been in.”

“Been in lots, have you?” asked one of the guards.

“A few, yeah.”

The guard grunted, and settled himself on one of the beds. Another shut the door, locked it, and took up a post outside the room. Light spilled through the iron bars.

“Dragon doesn’t wake up ’til dawn,” their guard said. “Might as well settle in.”

For lack of anything better to do, the Dervish sat down on a bed, and after a moment, Edmund took the one next to him.

“I don’t suppose you could untie our hands?” asked Edmund hopefully.

“I don’t suppose I could, no.”

“It’s just that this isn’t terribly comfortable.”

“Otto’s orders.” The guard scratched the back of his neck vigorously. “Believe me, I’d rather not be here either.” He scratched again.

Over the course of the next hour, the guard scratched every body part he possessed, many of them twice. Nostrils, groin, and scalp came in for special attention. The Dervish had never seen anyone so itchy. Worst of all, the man’s itching made the Dervish want to scratch. It was one of the most effective tortures he’d ever witnessed, and at this point, the Dervish considered himself something of a connoisseur.

He couldn’t even get away by closing his eyes. He could still hear the dry scritch scritch scritch of nails on skin.

“Are you all right?” asked Edmund, after this had gone on long enough that the Dervish was seriously considering bursting into song just to drown out the sound.

“Got an itch,” muttered the guard. “Must’ve gotten into poison ivy or something.” He raked his nails along his scalp again.

When he pulled his hand away, clumps of hair came with it.

“Shit!” The guard jumped to his feet. “What did you do to me?”

“Do to you?” The Dervish stared at him, genuinely aghast. “Ancestors have mercy, what’s happening?”

The light through the bars revealed what the shadows had hidden. There were angry red blotches across the man’s skin, with raised welts where he’d scratched.

The guard moved toward him and the Dervish fell on his back on the bed, lifting his feet to kick out. “Don’t come near us! You look contagious!”

“What’s happening?” the guard outside the door demanded.

“It’s this itch!” their guard wailed. “Oh god, I’m dying!”

“What the hell?”

And if the ancestors are kind, he’ll unlock the door, come in, and while he’s busy with his friend, I’ll figure out a way to kick him in the head or something … The Dervish wasn’t quite sure how he’d manage that, but certainly it would be easier with the door unlocked.

The ancestors, alas, were not kind. He heard retreating footsteps. Their guard sank down into a ball, still scratching. Some of the welts had broken open and oozed wetly.

“Stop scratching,” the Dervish snapped. “You’re only going to make it worse.” And when did I turn into my aunt?

Three sets of feet came pounding down the hall. The key clicked in the lock and the door swung open.

“What is the meaning of this?” Otto demanded.

“They did something to me,” said the guard, sounding near tears. “Look!”

He held out his arms, turned them over. The gesture made the skin of his wrists part into oozing lesions.

Otto took a step forward, started to reach out, then jerked his hand back. He wheeled on the prisoners. “What have you done to him?”

“It wasn’t us,” said Edmund. His voice was quiet, but the absolute certainty in it stilled the room around him. “He’s got werkblight.”



“Werkblight?” Even Otto’s stern patriarchal façade seemed shaken. “Are you certain?”

“I saw it often enough in Anuket City.” Edmund grimaced. “Until the healers found a treatment, it was bad. Very bad.”

“But werkblight kills you,” said the guard, and the Dervish realized how young he was. Early twenties, perhaps, and suddenly realizing that Death was not off in some hazy future but right here, right now, with her hands outstretched.

“You say there’s a treatment?” asked Otto.

Edmund nodded. “Every healer in the lowlands knows it by now.”

“Wait,” said the Dervish, remembering where he’d heard the name before, “didn’t you say that was what hit the people in that valley? The Sleevies or whatever they were?”

“Half-Sleeve, and no, it was the other group, the Netweavers.” Edmund shifted on the bed.

“Oh god, it’s that, it’s that…” The guard pulled further into himself, fingers digging into his scalp. Strands of hair floated to the ground.

“Did you carry it here?” Otto demanded.

“Do we look sick to you?” the Dervish snapped. “It’s more likely he’ll give it to us.”

“It’s not contagious like that,” said Edmund, remarkably patient for a man in a cell with his hands tied behind his back. “It’s not a disease. It’s an allergic reaction.” He paused. “The healers don’t know to what. But if you’re susceptible to it, your skin starts to break down, and then everything else.”

A sob came from the miserable guard.

“Fetch Alba,” Otto snapped. One of the other men ran off.

Edmund’s sigh seemed to come from his toes. “I can probably save him,” he said. “I carry some of the treatment with me.”

“How convenient,” Otto said. “And I suppose we just need to untie your hands and give you access to your belongings?”

“That would be helpful, yes.”

The Dervish turned and pressed his forehead against the planed wood of the wall, fighting back the urge to laugh hysterically.

“I’m not a fool. You brought this here, and this is your plan to escape.” Otto folded his arms.

Edmund sighed again. “In my pack,” he recited. “A hard leather case, about as long as my forearm. Inside it, there are pouches. Take the blue one and put the contents in a pint of boiling water. Stir it until it dissolves.”

“You would have us believe that you simply happen to have this remedy with you?”

Edmund’s chin dropped to his chest, his eyes closed as if suddenly exhausted. “If you had seen what I have seen,” he said, “you would carry it too.”

Silence fell, broken only by the quiet moaning of the afflicted guard. The Dervish stared at Edmund, feeling as if he was seeing the scholar for the first time. Sheltered, feckless, obsessed with things as silly as barnacle pigeons … It had been easy to believe that Edmund had been unaware of the horrific experiments carried out in the name of his god, because Edmund seemed unaware of half of what went on around him. He sees a dragon, and his first instinct is to draw it, for pity’s sake!

Gone was the spark of childlike wonder. The Edmund that sat beside him now had eyes as dull as weathered stone. He had seen eyes like that on the old peasant women who searched the battlefield after the fighting had ended, picking through the corpses for their husbands and their sons.

The Dervish had no choice but to protect Edmund, but suddenly he wanted to do more than that. He wanted to wrap his arms around the scholar and hold him and tell him … Tell him what? That it will be all right? When we’re in a prison and about to be fed to a monster?

It won’t be all right. Not for him. You’ll live, of course. You’ll live to the end of the world, most likely.

Hell, Otto will probably be the next wielder.

The door opened again. Alba the farmwife came in, reluctance in every line. She did not look at Edmund or the Dervish, but went straight to the guard huddled on the floor.

“Ah,” said the Dervish, pleased to have an outlet for his frustration. “If it isn’t the traitor.”

Her shoulders flinched, as if from a blow.

“They do say that no good deed goes unpunished, but this was really—”

“Enough.” Otto’s voice held a threat of violence, and the Dervish subsided. “Alba, is it this werkblight?”

She did not answer for a moment, coaxing the guard to uncurl. The Dervish was reminded of Large Francis, and spared a thought to hope that the pillbug had escaped while everyone was occupied. Alba looked into the man’s face, then down at the wreckage of his forearms, where the skin seemed to be almost melting from his flesh.

“It looks like it,” she said finally, sitting back on her heels. “I know nothing else that works so quickly.”

“Can you treat it?”

Alba’s laugh was an ugly thing. “With what? Willow bark and chamomile tea? You have told me for years that we cannot afford to trade for anything but tools and raw iron. I can barely treat a fever, and you ask me to cure werkblight?”

Otto said nothing, face impassive. Alba rose to her feet and inclined her head to him. “Sir,” she said. There were entire volumes written in that word and the line of her neck. The Dervish might have pitied her, if his hands had not been bound.

She left the room. Otto was silent for a long moment, his stern face giving no indication of his internal struggle. Then he turned to the guard who waited behind him and said, “Fetch their bags and boil some water.”

The relief that swept over Edmund’s face was hard to look at. The Dervish stared at his feet instead, and tried very hard not to scratch anything he could reach.






CHAPTER 18


In the end, they untied Edmund’s hands and brought Alba back in. They didn’t have much choice. There was apparently only one good way to get the potion into the patient, and it wasn’t orally.

“Don’t be such a baby,” Alba commanded the guard, who was apparently named Taz. “It’s not half so bad as dying.”

“But it itches there, too,” Taz whimpered. Edmund held the man’s hands to keep him from trying to scratch.

Edmund and Alba were the only ones willing to touch the unfortunate Taz. The Dervish saw how the skin of the man’s buttocks practically peeled away when Alba set her hand there and felt his stomach churn, even though he was immune to most diseases.

Although this is a … what did he say … an allergy? How bizarre. Fisher nearly died when the bee stung him that time, but he swelled up, his skin didn’t fall off. Although now that I think of it, Bo got terrible hives when she handled metal polish. I suppose if hives just kept going, this might happen …

He wasn’t the only one who looked away. Otto had swept out again and the two guards left had retreated outside the door. Foolish of them. Edmund’s free and he could probably take Alba hostage. Except it’s Edmund, and anyway, as long as the door’s locked, what are we going to do? Otto doesn’t look like the type to negotiate.

“How long does he have?” Alba asked Edmund in an undertone, when they had finished getting the medicine inside him and sat side by side on the bed, waiting.

“If it doesn’t work? Eight to twelve hours, I should think. The lesions eventually start to form inside the lungs.”

She nodded. After a moment, she said, “Will it work?”

“It should. But even with a full healing temple, and a potion that hasn’t been bouncing around my pack for the last two years, they still lose people. He’s young and strong, though, so I’d say the odds are high.”

“Ah.”

“When he recovers, you’ll want to keep the wounds wrapped in clean linen until they heal. It will take some time. A lot of his skin will peel in a few days, like a bad sunburn. I’ll leave you something to wash the lesions with…” He pressed his lips together, clearly remembering the circumstances that had brought them there.

Alba was silent for a little while, then said, “You have done us nothing but kindness, and we have repaid you with evil.”

“Perhaps Otto will see fit to let us go.”

“You don’t know Otto.”

There was nothing much to say to that. They sat and waited. Alba cut a sheet into bandages with a tiny pocketknife. The Dervish wondered if he could get it away from her. The blade was barely more than an inch long, but that would be enough to cut someone’s jugular, assuming they were willing to lean down behind him with their neck even with his hands, then wait while he tried to stab them by feel.

Edmund asked for water and got it, then came over and held the mug to the Dervish’s lips while he drank. The scholar’s face was tranquil, his eyes laced with despair.

“You hate this,” said the Dervish softly.

Edmund started, the water splashing the Dervish’s chin. “Yes,” he admitted. “I studied healing for a time, but I could not bear…” He shook his head, unwilling or unable to explain what he could not bear.

Their pain, the Dervish guessed. It was not in Edmund’s nature to grow calluses. Every patient he lost would destroy him. Compassion turned into a knife with the blade pointing inward.

“I never studied,” Alba said. She sat very straight, and except for wisps of hair coming loose from the painfully tight braid, no one would guess that it was the middle of the night and that she was keeping vigil over a possibly dying man. “My mother was the midwife, but she died when I was twelve. People just expected me to have learned everything she knew, as if it came down through the blood.”

Edmund reached out and took her hand. “That is very hard. I’m sorry. If—”

“Edmund,” the Dervish broke in, “I swear to the ancestors, if you try to adopt this one, I will hog-tie you and drag you behind your goddamn mule.”

Alba pulled her hand away. “He’s right. Maybe back then, but I’ve been … complicit … for a long time. The dragon came five years ago and destroyed a dozen fields, killed everyone who tried to stop it. That was when Otto said that we had to feed it to keep it docile.”

“What else were we going to do?” asked Taz from the bed. His voice was slightly slurred. The Dervish shuddered to think what the werkblight had done to the inside of the man’s mouth. “Let it run us off the only land we had?”

“It was fine when it was pigs and sheep,” Alba snapped. “I even understood when Molly broke her neck and they gave her body to the dragon instead of the ground. But the moment they put Harlan out—”

“Harlan was a drunk and a thief! Everyone knew it. We had to do something.” He started to roll on his side to face them, and both Edmund and Alba leapt to pin him down.

“Don’t move.”

“But it doesn’t itch as much…”

Alba and Edmund closed their eyes briefly, with identical expressions of pure relief.

“I don’t care if it doesn’t itch,” Alba said, her tone belying her expression. “You’re staying right there, unless you want to shuck off your skin like an old coat.” She brushed her hands off and went toward the door. “I’m going to go get some more water,” she said firmly, and if the Dervish hadn’t been able to see her face, he wouldn’t have seen the tears.



Otto returned at dawn.

The Dervish had fallen into a doze. It wasn’t very good sleep, but it also wasn’t deep enough to dream, and that was all to the good. The Dervish could imagine what dreams he would have, now that he was actually imprisoned. He had slept sitting up, because being bound was just barely tolerable that way. It was lying down and being pinned that sent him into a wild panic. No surprise there.

When the lock rattled, he came awake at once. Alba was sitting beside Taz, probably dozing the same way the Dervish had. Edmund was curled on his side on one of the beds and actually seemed to be sleeping. The Dervish would have envied him, but after the work he’d done last night, the scholar had more than earned it.

“Well?” Otto asked.

Alba lifted her head. “He lives,” she said, her voice raspy. “I can’t swear that he’ll survive, but he isn’t getting any worse.”

Edmund sat up, rubbing his eyes. “It will be a few weeks until he fully recovers,” he said. “The skin that’s already broken down doesn’t heal, but it stops happening. He’ll need to keep taking the medicine for at least a week, but he can drink it this time.”

“Thank you,” said Otto gravely. And then, to the guard behind him, “Bind his hands. The dragon will wake soon.”

“Seriously?” the Dervish said. “He saved that man’s life, and you’re going to feed us to the dragon anyway?” He had always prided himself on his cynicism, but this felt absurd.

“We are grateful, of course, but the fact remains that the beast must be fed.” Otto’s voice was completely reasonable, a rational man discussing a distasteful but necessary act. “And if we sacrifice one of our remaining horses, or that donkey of yours, we still must keep you prisoner so that you do not alert others. We cannot afford to feed two more mouths that do not work, and sooner or later the dragon would be hungry again.”

“I understand,” Edmund said. “May I have some water first?”

“Yes,” Alba said, cutting off Otto before he could refuse. “Water we have in plenty.” She took both his hands for a moment, her face intent. “I, at least, will never forget what you have done for us.”

Another man might have rolled his eyes. Otto simply stood, face expressionless, while Alba poured out a cup of water and offered it to Edmund.

The guard tied Edmund’s hands behind him. The scholar grunted, but didn’t protest. The Dervish, fortunately, had managed to convince the guard earlier that he was not going to be able to use the chamber pot with his hands behind his back, and had thus had his hands re-bound in front of him. Otto’s gaze strayed over him, but he didn’t say anything.

Not that we’re likely to break free while tied up like this, but it’d be a helluva lot easier if my hands are in front of me.

“Please—” Alba began, looking at them both with her eyes full of anguish.

“No,” Otto said.

The Dervish wondered whether the man had been chosen as leader of the settlement or had simply assumed command by virtue of age or respect or heredity. Oddly, he could see it either way. Many people would support a leader who spoke firmly and always seemed to know what to do, even if it involved sacrificing strangers to a dragon.

“Doing what has to be done, are we?” the Dervish asked sardonically.

“Yes,” Otto said, meeting his eyes with a gaze as flat as a flagstone. “Though I don’t expect someone like you to understand.”

He was wrong. The Dervish stared into his eyes and saw a man who had done the practical thing, the logical thing, because it had to be done, because he was responsible for so many lives and it was such an easy bargain to make, to hand over a dead body to the dragon instead of a live pig that might go on to feed dozens of people. The alternative was to admit defeat and to give up the life they had carved out here. Perhaps it had felt wrong not to do it.

But then a day had come when there was a living human being who had to be dealt with. Not a good one, perhaps. A drunk and a thief, Taz had said. And Otto, already wondering how to keep the dragon at bay for a little longer, had seen a solution to both his problems and had taken that last step into murder.

“Was the first stranger easy?” the Dervish asked. “After you’d already sacrificed one of your own?”

Otto stepped forward, without a trace of anger on his face, and backhanded the Dervish into the wall.

Edmund made a strangled sound and tried to rise. The guard held him in place while Otto turned and left the room.

“Shouldn’t have done that,” the guard said quietly, pulling the Dervish to his feet.

“Why?” asked the Dervish, tasting blood where his lip had split. “What’s he going to do, kill me?”

The guard started to say something, then stopped, looking shamefaced, as if a teacher had asked a question that he didn’t know the answer for. He gave up and simply pushed the prisoners out the door.

They were ushered back out toward the wagon. The horizon looked like a hangover cure the Dervish had tried once—runny red streaks and a raw egg of sun in the middle. Frost glinted on the thin dry grass that lined the road. The horse between the traces had the grim patience of an animal who is up too early but knows complaint would be futile.

“Right,” said Otto. “Get them in.” He turned toward the driver’s seat, just as the youngster that they had seen before ran up, panting.

“Sir! Otto, sir!”

“What is it?”

“It’s the animal, sir. The giant bug. It’s gone.”

Yes! Ancestors be praised, she got away!

Otto turned toward the Dervish, eyes narrowing. The Dervish hastily put on his most bored expression. “Did you put the cuff on her feelers?”

“What cuff?” Otto didn’t scowl, but his expression of calm rationality had definitely slipped a trifle.

“Ah, see, there’s your problem. I told you, it’s all in the feelers.” He shrugged.

“But it was inside the barn,” said the youngster.

“Yes, well. You wouldn’t think it to look at them, but they can fit through quite remarkably small cracks.” He shrugged again. “She’ll probably find her way back eventually.”

Otto shook his head and stalked to the driver’s seat. The guards looked at each other, then one said, “Well, good luck,” and retreated toward the barn.

The Dervish was able to climb into the wagon himself, but the remaining guard had to grab Edmund and roll him into the bed of the wagon, then climbed up himself. The scholar grunted, but didn’t comment.

He continued not to comment for the next hour. The Dervish didn’t think he’d ever heard Edmund go this long without either asking questions or embarking on an enthusiastic lecture about green parakeets.

Can you blame him? He thinks he’s about to be executed. He’s probably not wrong. Maybe he’s commending his soul to the gods. The Dervish tried to think of a god to commend his own soul to. All he could think of was the Lord of Horses, and his contempt for Sweetness had probably put paid to that. Was the Lord of Horses also the Lord of Mules? No, the mules would probably demand their own god. The Dervish shuddered at the thought.

The wagon bounced northward. They had been tied by the neck again, but having his hands in front of him gave him a little more ability to catch himself. Edmund fell against him, and he could feel the scholar shivering from the cold. He had just enough slack to shift so that he could curl himself a little way around the other man, offering what body heat he could spare. The guard sitting in the back of the wagon must have seen this, but didn’t interfere. There was a hint of shame in the way he averted his eyes from the prisoners.

Damn right you ought to be ashamed, the Dervish thought, with the righteousness that only someone largely unfamiliar with the emotion could muster. I may be a right bastard but even I wouldn’t turn on someone who had saved a friend’s life. Particularly from something like that.

The werkblight had troubled him. It was so grisly and moved so fast, as if you could become a leper in a single day. It hadn’t existed in the Dervish’s time, or in any of the other pockets of time he’d inhabited since becoming bonded to the sword. He almost could have believed that Edmund had caused it, it had happened so conveniently, except that it was Edmund. The notion of the scholar casually melting someone’s skin off would have been laughable if it hadn’t been so horrific.

Though if Otto wasn’t such an ingrate, it might have saved our lives.

“That werkblight was nasty,” he said out loud.

Edmund grunted.

“I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Mmm.”

“You knew just what it was, though.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Seen it a lot, I suppose?”

“Uh-huh.”

The Dervish gave up.

Pity I’m no good at encouraging people who are about to die. Sarkis could probably have done it. Sarkis had done it, while they waited in the cell that final time, not knowing what was coming except that they had been saved for a particularly dire fate. I thought it was just going to be torture. Ancestors, if only!

But there was no denying that the commander had made him feel better. “We’re going to die,” Sarkis had said, “and the great god knows that none of us were perfect. But I have been honored to know both of you, and I will stand before the god and say to his face that no leader ever had such fine officers under him.” Blood had dried in a river down his face, which made the flash of his teeth all the brighter. “And I will duel all the demons the great god commands if they try to contradict me.”

Angharad had shifted with a clink of metal. They had all been shackled to the wall, but she had been weighted with chains like a bull elephant. She had held the stairs long after the rest of the company had fallen, a position that rewarded neither speed nor cunning, but sheer, simple endurance. The enemy had not forgotten how many of their number had gone down to her sword.

“I have been happier these last few years than I have ever been in my life,” she had said. Simple, unadorned, absolutely gutting, which was Angharad all over, when you got right down to it.

There was no possible response you could make to such bald emotion. The Dervish had cursed and kicked against the wall. “You’re going to make me be brave,” he said bitterly. “I was looking forward to wailing and begging for mercy and pissing myself.”

“You are brave,” the commander said, in a voice like the tolling of an iron bell.

“No, I’m—”

“You are, though,” Angharad said. “You would charge headfirst into hell, so long as you could complain the entire time.”

“But—”

“She’s right,” Sarkis said, though there was still iron under the amusement. “It’s still bravery, even if you’re screaming.”

“Fuck,” the Dervish had said, with feeling, but he’d felt better anyway, despite himself. At least until the Smith’s minions came to drag them away.

The wagon stopped, jolting the Dervish out of his reverie. Otto said, from beside the driver, “The den’s ahead.”

Their guard untied the neck ropes from the wagon, though he kept hold of them. Edmund slid down from the wagon bed, turned to the Dervish, and, before anyone could react, kissed him square on the mouth.






CHAPTER 19


No surprise, really, one part of the Dervish said. He’s scared, he’s about to die, and I am extremely handsome.

Another part of the Dervish felt that when you were being passionately kissed by a rather nice man, you kissed back. Even if they weren’t exactly your type.

Edmund’s skin was cold, but his mouth was shockingly hot. The Dervish had been out of the sword long enough to have developed stubble and for a moment the sandpaper scrape of their skin together was enough to distract him. Then the scholar’s tongue began working against the Dervish’s lips, which was a great deal more aggressive than he had expected from Edmund. Ancestors, there’s a lot more than barnacle pigeons going on in there … The Dervish opened his mouth—and Edmund pushed something long and hard into it.

The Dervish had, it must be said, had a number of men slide something long and hard into his mouth, although the long hard things in question had usually been slightly less hard and a lot longer.

Also they hadn’t usually tasted … metallic?

Edmund stepped back. “I’m sorry,” he said, looking anywhere but the Dervish. Dawn was far enough advanced that his blush stood out like blood on snow.

The Dervish grunted. There wasn’t much else he could do, with the metal object in his mouth. Suddenly the reason for Edmund’s silence became obvious.

“Done?” asked the guard, not unsympathetically.

“Yes,” Edmund said, straightening. “Thank you.”

The Dervish felt the edges of the object with his tongue … rounded ends, a little over an inch long, odd ridges that ran the length …

Ancestors have mercy, it’s Alba’s pocketknife. Edmund must have palmed it.

He lifted his bound hands to his mouth, ostensibly to wipe it after the kiss, and slipped the blade into his hand. Edmund couldn’t have done that with his hands behind his back, which explained why he’d passed it to the Dervish.

Clever. Very clever. And there was absolutely no reason why he should wonder if Edmund had wanted to kiss him at all.

His well-trained vanity stepped in. Don’t be ridiculous. With a face like this? Of course he did.

Some part of him wondered, though, if Edmund might not want more than a pretty … fine, a devastatingly handsome face. Someone deeper. Someone who understood about barnacle pigeons and green parakeets.

What about someone not about to be eaten by a dragon?

The guard led them forward on the rope leashes, around the wagon. The horse, no longer placid, was stamping and rolling its eyes, clearly smelling dragon.

A moment later, the Dervish smelled it, too—a rotten, carrion stench, combined with the musk of a large carnivore, and the peculiar flat smell of reptile. The scent rolled out of an opening in the hillside perhaps fifty yards away, less a cave than an enormous crack in the stone.

The clearing in front of it had a certain trampled look that bespoke long use. The Dervish couldn’t help but notice that there was an actual road to it, wide enough to get a wagon through. It may only have been five years since they started this, but they’ve been doing it quite a lot since then.

Posts had been driven into the ground in the center of the clearing. The ropes around their necks attached quite nicely to rings screwed into the posts, and the knots pulled tight. “I see you’ve gotten this human-sacrifice thing down to a science,” said the Dervish pleasantly.

“I really am sorry,” the guard muttered. “It ain’t right, after what you did for Taz.”

“You could let us go.”

“And go against him?” The man’s eyes flicked to Otto, who had stayed with the restless horse. “I’d be the next one down the dragon’s gullet.”

The Dervish sighed. “I suppose I could make an impassioned speech about how you’re all stronger together and could overpower him, but I doubt it’ll matter and I’m sure you’re eager to get going, so let’s just pretend I did, shall we?”

Edmund’s laugh was high and panicky, but a laugh nonetheless. The guard shook his head, gave the crack in the wall a last nervous look, and retreated to the safety of the wagon. The sound of creaking wheels reached them a moment later.

“I guess they’re not staying to watch,” Edmund said.

“And risk the dragon getting them next?” The Dervish flicked the knife open and began sawing at the knot beside his neck. Hemp burned his skin as he worked, but he ignored it. Compared to the priest of the Lord of the Book, Otto’s people had been rank amateurs. “How long do you think we have?”

“Dragons are reptilian, mostly. It was trying to soak up heat from that rock, remember? It probably won’t be out until it warms up a little.” Edmund frowned. “That explains what Alba said at first. So soon? I suspect it hibernates in winter and they weren’t expecting it to be out and about yet.”

The Dervish grunted, still hacking at the rope. The knife was just about the worst possible tool for such work, but strands kept parting, one by one. It would have gone much quicker if he could hold the rope taut, but he’d have needed an extra thumb, given how his wrists were tied.

“Alba gave me the knife,” Edmund added.

“Did she?” The Dervish replayed the scene in his head, Alba taking both of Edmund’s hands, and Edmund asking for water, lifting the cup to his mouth … “I take back at least a quarter of the horribly unkind things I’ve thought about her.”

“I feel sorry for her.”

“You feel sorry for everyone.” That came out rather harsher than intended, but the Dervish could feel his panic at being bound starting to rise, like thin claws sinking in under his sternum. “You even feel sorry for me, and I’m a total bastard.” He did like that word, he decided. It had a nice snap to it.

“No, you’re not.”

“I absolutely am.” Was the rope halfway cut? Not quite, he decided.

“Why do you keeping saying that? You’re not. You saved my life and you helped rescue Sweetness and Large Francis and Dog Violet, and you’re funny and … and decent…”

“Decent!” The word came out much louder than he intended and echoed against the stones. The Dervish winced and continued, “I am nothing like decent. I ran away from my family because being a guard was so damn dull. Seduced a lovely young princeling who promised to take me away from it all, and set our families at each other’s throats.” He snorted. “They were at war, last I heard.”

“You couldn’t have known,” said Edmund, although he sounded much less certain than before.

“No, I was really an extraordinary fool about the whole thing. Two weeks of moonlight rides across the plains—and some very wild riding in private—until we reached his kingdom, and then I discovered that my lovely princeling already had quite a collection and that he intended to keep me in it. By force, if necessary.”

“That sounds horrible.”

“It wasn’t pleasant, no. Particularly when I found out that his solution involved hamstringing the ones who tried to run.” The second twist of hemp unraveled, leaving him with only one remaining.

“My god!”

“Yes, well.” The Dervish kept hacking at the rope. The knife was getting duller and progress was getting slower. His arms ached, but the memory of old betrayal kept him going. Betrayal and, to be honest, shame. Father’s Brother would have cursed him up one side and down the other, but Father’s Brother had died the winter before. Lockjaw, when a colt bit him and the wound went bad. He’d gotten up the strength to go out into the cold and sat down and froze to death, rather than die a slow, agonizing death. After that, the Dervish couldn’t get away from the family lands soon enough. The princeling had still been an incredibly foolish mistake. “I tried to murder him instead. I kept my hamstrings, but he had me poisoned.” He laughed softly, humorlessly. “He said that beauty like mine should be preserved, even in death.”

“That’s…” Edmund swallowed hard.

“Not making you feel less sorry for me, I realize. Bad example.” He was almost through the rope, even though the knife had started to crush the strands rather than cut. He was starting to think that they might live through this after all.

Something scraped inside the crack in the wall. Something very large. He froze, and watched pebbles bounce down from the opening and patter on the ground.

The dragon, it seemed, was awake.



The Dervish would have sworn that he was cutting the ropes as fast as he could, but it seemed that he could indeed go faster. The last strands of rope parted and he staggered backward, then turned and rushed to Edmund.

“Go!” Edmund said, in a furious whisper. “Save yourself!”

“I’m immortal,” the Dervish whispered back, hacking at the rope around Edmund’s neck. “If it eats me, I’ll be out of the sword in a week or two. Maybe a month. It will be horrible, but I don’t die, remember?”

Edmund winced, whether from the truth of this or because of the rope burns that the Dervish was inflicting on his neck. The sword kept trying to get him to intervene between the rope and Edmund’s skin, and only the fact that it would have meant effectively strangling the scholar let the Dervish fight the compulsion off.

More scraping came from inside the crack in the hillside. The Dervish didn’t dare take his eyes from the rope, but he knew when the dragon emerged because Edmund said a word that the sword didn’t even try to translate.

He risked looking up.

The dragon’s small, absurd-looking head emerged first. It looked around and then yawned, revealing a thicket of teeth like yellowed pine needles. And its mouth just … kept … opening. Its jaw hung almost perpendicular to its skull and the skin of its throat unfurled like a tightly wrapped flag. The flesh revealed was an absurdly delicate lavender.

All the Dervish could think in that moment was The commander hunted that?

He’d died many times, usually murdered, occasionally simply unlucky. He would have sworn that he wasn’t afraid of death. But somehow, merely being stabbed through the heart did not compare to a gigantic reptilian horror taller than a house.

The knife skidded across his knuckle and he wrenched his eyes away. The dullness of the blade made the cut sting like fire.

He could run. If he ran far enough away, he couldn’t get back in time to throw himself between Edmund and the dragon, and despite his brave words, he really wasn’t looking forward to being devoured. If the creature swallowed its prey whole, he might even encounter the dragon’s stomach acid. And I was worried about my scars before! It’ll burn my skin off and I’ll come out looking like a silver statue.

Really, was one wielder’s life all that important, compared to an eternity of freakish deformity? Edmund had, what, another thirty or forty years, tops? The Dervish had centuries.

Another glance got him another scraped knuckle, and the sight of the dragon’s neck swaying back and forth as it tested the air. Could it see them? Could it smell them over its own reek?

The knife was so dull now that he was tempted to use his teeth instead. The edge was crushing the strands more than cutting them. Edmund was pulling against the rope like a dog on a leash, trying to hold it taut, his breath coming in short gasps.

The thud as the dragon’s foot hit the ground rattled the stones around them.

Mud-colored scales poured out of the crack. The dragon did not so much emerge as extrude itself, its thick body seemingly as malleable as clay. It paused halfway out and scratched itself, a creature just waking up and clearly not in any hurry. The Dervish wondered if it had even seen them.

Another twist of hemp parted. The Dervish gave up cutting and began stabbing the point into the rope, an exaggerated motion with both hands tied together.

The dragon turned its head.

“Stop!” hissed Edmund. “Stop, stop! Freeze!”

The Dervish froze, the knife embedded in the rope. The dragon tilted its head slowly to one side. It looked like it was thinking. Is it? How much brain can fit into that tiny little skull?

It took a step toward them.

The Dervish’s wrists lay across Edmund’s and he could feel the scholar’s blood hammering through his veins. He had a wild urge to apologize. I’m sorry I didn’t save you from the dragon. I’m sorry I didn’t see this coming.

I’m sorry you had to kiss me—

A crow erupted from the trees, cawing, and the dragon jerked its head around. That long neck shot out at rattlesnake speed and before the Dervish could quite comprehend what had happened, there was a puff of black feathers and the dragon’s mouth snapped closed. A small dark lump showed briefly against the translucent lavender skin, sliding downward in slow, convulsive movements as the monster swallowed.

Most of his mind was gibbering in terror, but the part that kept the Dervish alive said, Now, while it’s distracted, and he pulled the knife free.

The rope parted.

Neither of them had expected that. Edmund staggered back and the Dervish almost, almost caught him, but he was still holding the knife in his bound hands and the magic shrieked at him not to stab his wielder and it delayed him just a moment too long and Edmund tried to catch himself but with his hands tied behind him, his balance was off and he crashed full length to the ground.

The dragon’s head whipped around. The Dervish saw small yellow eyes focus on them, saw the slitted pupil widen, and heard the sensible voice in his head say, Well, shit.

He reached down, grabbed Edmund’s bound hands, and hauled the scholar to his feet. “Run,” he said, not taking his eyes from the dragon.

“But—”

“I said run!” And even though every fiber of his being was screaming at him, the Dervish shoved Edmund toward the woods and began walking toward the dragon.



His biggest fear was that Edmund would argue. The Dervish was getting the feeling that Edmund was brave, braver than he was, despite what Sarkis had said all those years ago. Although perhaps his commander had been right after all, because despite everything, despite the fact that he was reciting every curse he knew under his breath, the Dervish was still walking forward.

The dragon was staring at him in apparent disbelief, like a lion watching a gazelle stroll casually into the center of the pride and comment on the décor.

The Dervish heard footsteps running away and suspected he would have felt relieved, if he had not been the gazelle in question. Those slitted reptilian eyes shifted to follow the movement behind him, and the Dervish waved his arms in the air and shouted, “Hey! Pay attention to me, you miserable … miserable … ass-lizard!”

Ass-lizard?

Look, I’m under stress here, he told himself. You can’t expect my best work.

Regardless, it had the hoped-for effect. The dragon’s eyes snapped back to him. The Dervish was probably imagining that it looked offended.

It took two heavy steps forward to meet him. The Dervish stopped and waited.

Up close, the creature looked even more unnatural, as if someone had cut the head off a buffalo and welded a snake to the stump. A giant six-legged buffalo. With crocodile feet. Still. The join between neck and body was lumpy and swollen, as if infected, and the muscles that bulged in its chest when it walked didn’t move like the muscles of any animal the Dervish had ever seen.

This is a made thing.

Which was an interesting thought, so far as it went, and also absolutely useless. He found himself making a mental note to tell Edmund, later, after he’d died. The scholar would no doubt find it fascinating.

The dragon took another lumbering step forward and lowered its head. Almost dreamily, the Dervish thought, I should be running. But if he ran, then he would be prey and the dragon would snap him up as easily as it had the crow. Though it might take two bites to get him down.

He was still prey now, of course, but the dragon seemed genuinely curious, the lion waiting to see what the strange gazelle would do next.

Its head dropped level with him, only a few yards away. Its mouth was open, only a few inches, just enough to see the gleam of its teeth. There was a feather stuck to one corner of its mouth, which struck the increasingly lightheaded Dervish as hilarious.

The dragon’s head was much wider than it was tall, a flat expanse with the eyes set on top like a pair of hostile cantaloupes. The Dervish could see more of the strange, puffy warts along its jaw and in a band across the top of its skull. The ones circling the dragon’s eyes oozed like open sores.

“You’re not real,” he told it. “Or—no, sorry, you are real, but you’re not natural. And not that well put together, either.”

A cloudy membrane slid across the dragon’s eye as it blinked.

“It’s all right,” the Dervish said. “I’m not natural either.” He felt a rush of fellow feeling for the dragon. They were both creations of some power-mad sorcerer, and he couldn’t imagine that the dragon—or the snake-buffalo-crocodile-plus-whatever-else-it-had-been—had asked to be made either.

You’re losing your mind.

Shut up. It’s my death and I’ll be maudlin if I want to.

Something white and thumb-sized crawled across the dragon’s head. The Dervish watched it, fascinated. It stopped at the edge of a scale and seemed to latch on. Another one detached from the underside of the dragon’s jaw and came scurrying over its muzzle.

Lice, the Dervish thought. I’m looking at dragon lice.

The stench of rotting eggs and old meat washed over him as the monster exhaled. It opened its mouth wider, revealing even more teeth set into sickly white gums. It didn’t seem to have a tongue, which was interesting. No wonder feathers got stuck in its teeth.

I will definitely have to tell Edmund all about this.

The dragon’s mouth gaped wider and wider yet. Cracking noises came from the hinges of its jaw, and the lumps there began to weep clear fluid. It looked excruciating.

Not very well put together at all. At least I can take some comfort that eating me hurt like hell.

Surely Edmund has to be safely away by now.

“Well?” he said to the inside of the dragon’s mouth. “What are you waiting for?”

The dragon’s jaw cracked a final time and he caught a glimpse of it moving forward, and then everything went silver.






CHAPTER 20


The Dervish materialized somewhere with trees, a fact he learned when he staggered and nearly fell into one. He leaned against it for support. His heart rate was slow and even, as it always was when he came out of the sword, but the memory of the dragon made it pick up speed again.

What just happened?

… Oh. A gnole happened.

Dog Violet held the hilt of the sword in one hand, with the sheath tucked under her arm. She held up a finger of the other hand across her lips in a clear gesture for silence.

The Dervish could feel wild laughter lurking just under his breastbone, but fought it down. He nodded.

A sound like a confused bagpipe came from somewhere behind him. The Dervish didn’t need to be told what made that sound. He twisted around and saw the road through gaps in the trees, and the distant shape of the dragon pawing at the ground where he had been.

Dog Violet handed him the sword, and the Dervish realized with a start that he was no longer bound. The ropes were probably lying on the road in front of the dragon. The gnole began to sneak away through the woods and the Dervish followed.

At least we don’t have a mule this time.

“You cut that awfully close,” he whispered, once they were far enough away that the dragon wouldn’t hear them.

Dog Violet lifted her shoulder and flattened one ear in a shrug. “Had to give book-man and Francis-bug time to get away.”

“It nearly ate me.”

“Nearly doesn’t fill the stewpot,” she said, which was so indisputably a proverb that the Dervish was still thinking of a response when they caught up to the others.

He saw the gleam of Large Francis’s carapace first and felt an intense, unexpected relief. Even though he knew that the pillbug had gotten away, even though Dog Violet had said as much, he’d been sure on some level that he’d condemned Francis to a life as a beast of burden for Otto’s people.

And when did I start to care, anyway?

He didn’t get a chance to answer that question, because Edmund caught sight of him and cried “Dervish!” and came barreling toward him. The scholar flung his arms around the Dervish, who caught him almost by instinct.

“I thought you were going to die,” Edmund said, his voice somewhat muffled by the fact that his face was buried in the Dervish’s shoulder.

“Surprise?” The Dervish felt a reflexive twitch at the tightness of the arms around him, but compared to having his hands bound, it was faint and far away. “Dog Violet got there just in time.”

Edmund nodded, then seemed to come to himself and took a step back. “I’m sorry,” he said, wiping a hand across his face. “I didn’t mean to … I was just so relieved.”

“I’m sorry too,” said the Dervish. “I’m sorry you had to kiss me.”

The scholar seemed to shrink. “It was the only way I could think of—”

The Dervish reached out and caught Edmund’s chin in his hand. He leaned forward until his lips nearly grazed the other man’s ear and whispered, “Clearly I should have kissed you first.”

Edmund’s eyes were still as wide as saucers when the Dervish covered the scholar’s mouth with his.

Now this is more like it …

Edmund’s jaw was still sandpaper-stubble, though the Dervish’s brief time in the sword had rendered his skin smooth. His lips were still warm. But he was almost timid now that he wasn’t trying to shove a pocketknife into the Dervish’s mouth, which was a shame. Still, the Dervish had great faith in his powers of persuasion and set about coaxing Edmund’s mouth open, flicking his tongue lightly across the other man’s lips, until Edmund surprised him with a surrender as passionate as any he’d experienced in his too-long immortal life.

It’s a good thing he isn’t my type. Otherwise this might be dangerous.

It started to feel dangerous anyway, the longer it went on. It was the sort of kiss where you expected birds to appear and begin singing arias, although in the Dervish’s case, the birds would probably be vultures.

“A gnole doesn’t mean to interrupt human mating, but a dragon is still very close, and nasty farmer-humans could be anywhere.”

“Mmmph!” Edmund pulled away, flushed and clearly a little dazed. “Oh—yes—of course—I mean, we weren’t actually—”

“No,” said the Dervish regretfully, “we were a long way from actually.” He winked at Edmund, who turned even redder. “All right, my dear lady gnole, lead the way.”



Large Francis filled in most of the story as they walked. She had managed to keep hold of the music box, tucking it up under her shell, although apparently that had been more than a little uncomfortable.

“There-is-not-much-space-that-is-not-full-of-legs-or-lungs-or-vital-organs. I-have-bruised-my—tak-tak-click—rather-painfully.”

“I’m sorry we said you were a draft animal,” Edmund said.

“Why-would-you-be-sorry? That-likely-saved-my-life.”

“Yes, but … you’re not an animal.”

“What-else-would-I-be? Or-you-or-any-of-us? I-am-neither-a-vegetable-nor-a-mineral.”

“Well, yes, but…” Edmund floundered. He couldn’t seem to think clearly. He must still be flustered from that incredible, soul-shattering kiss. “That is, it implied you weren’t intelligent.”

“But-I-am-intelligent, friend-Edmund. I-know-this.” Large Francis’s antennae turned toward him, the tips moving as if seeking understanding. “Were-you-afraid-that-I-would-believe-the-lie-you-told-and-forget?”

“No, of course not. It’s just that with humans … uh…” He looked helplessly at the Dervish.

“With some humans,” the Dervish said, “it would be a reminder of all the other times that they have been treated as less than intelligent.”

“Yes. That.” Edmund flushed, although he wasn’t sure whether it was gratitude or that looking at the Dervish reminded him of kissing and being kissed. Reminded, ha. As if I was going to forget. He was fairly certain that he would go to his deathbed remembering that kiss.

“Does-this-happen-often?”

“Yes,” said Dog Violet, before either of the two humans could speak.

“How-very-peculiar.”

“Not to interrupt the philosophy lesson,” the Dervish said, “but you hadn’t finished telling us how you got away.”

“Oh-yes-of-course. They-placed-me-in-a-structure-with-several-horses. Once-they-left-I-simply-opened-the-door.”

“A gnole saw Francis-bug sneaking out,” Dog Violet said, taking up the thread. “A gnole had followed nasty farmer-humans to human buildings, managed to grab sword off wagon when humans weren’t looking. Searched buildings, found one with knife-man and book-man, but too many guards. Thought about using sword to call knife-man, but couldn’t see in, thought humans might panic. Waited.” She shrugged. “A gnole was going to set fire to a building, but then Francis-bug comes out, and a gnole takes her to woods. After that, all humans come out, go to wagon, going somewhere, so a gnole follows.” Her ears went briefly flat at the memory. “A gnole would have come and untied friends, but then a dragon woke up.”

“It’s all right,” Edmund assured her. “You couldn’t have done anything against the dragon.”

“Friend-Sweetness-was-taken-elsewhere,” Large Francis said sadly. “I-am-afraid-we-were-unable-to-free-her.”

“A mule was inside a paddock,” Dog Violet said, sounding disgusted. “A mule could have jumped the fence but wouldn’t. Then other horses make noise, farmer-human comes, a gnole goes away.”

Edmund sighed. His heart ached at the thought of losing Sweetness, but there were many kinds of learning, and foremost among them was learning from one’s mistakes. “I’m not going to risk everyone’s lives going after her again,” he said. “But we’ve got no food, no gear, no blankets, and no money, and we’re a long way from Archon’s Glory. What are we going to do now?”



The Dervish looked around at the other three and thought, with sudden panic, I am responsible for these people.

He tried to argue with himself. Edmund was the one who saved our lives, while I was moping and fretting in the back of the wagon. And Dog Violet was the one who stole the sword and got me out in time. And Large Francis got away on her own. Sort of on her own.

All of it rang hollow. They were in trouble and none of them—except maybe Dog Violet—could survive on their own. And no one was looking at him, but that only made it worse. If they’d expected him to save them, he could have gotten indignant. As it was, all he felt was duty and terror in equal measures.

When had this happened? Was it when Edmund had adopted them, or when Dog Violet had saved their lives? What strange alchemy was it that changed I am forced to guard this one person to these people are mine and I must protect them?

He knew that panic from long ago, not long after Angharad had joined up with the troop. Sarkis had promoted him because he was quick and clever and thought well on his feet. He had been delighted until the first mission, when he looked at the people who served under him and realized that they were following his orders and whatever happened to them was his fault. It was a routine scouting mission without a single problem, and it nearly destroyed him. He’d gone to Sarkis and said, “I can’t do this,” and broken down and sobbed on the map table.

“Hmm,” the commander had said, after patting the Dervish’s back a few times and handing him a handkerchief. “Honestly, the fact that you’re so worried tells me you’re probably command material.”

“I’m not. I’m really not. And even if I am, I don’t want to be.”

Sarkis considered this for a moment, then went to the tent flap and called for Angharad. She came in, a big, muscular woman with shoulders broad enough to hold up the world. “Commander?”

“You’re being promoted,” Sarkis said.

“All right. Thank you. May I ask why?”

“He”—the commander pointed to the Dervish—“thinks fast. You think it through. Being responsible terrifies him, and you don’t have an irresponsible bone in your body. Between the two of you, you make one competent officer. Figure out how to make it work.”

And they had made it work. That was the extraordinary thing. The Dervish could envision attack plans that Angharad would never have considered, and she could take that plan and refine it and give the orders and somehow that worked. Maybe it was because the Dervish knew that he was brilliant and careless and frankly not to be trusted, but Angharad was as solid as the earth underfoot and she balanced out the careless bits. Maybe it was because she would drive herself until she collapsed of exhaustion, but the Dervish could see it happening and order her to stop, an order she wouldn’t have taken from anyone else but Sarkis.

Maybe it was simply that the Dervish was a bad person and Angharad was a good person and a mercenary troop needed to find a middle ground between “not being total bastards” and “killing people for money.”

He wished desperately that Angharad were here now, but she wasn’t, so he was simply going to have to ask himself what she would have done. Because somehow, some way, he had acquired this strange little band of people that he had to keep safe.

The Dervish took a deep breath … and made a command decision.



“But you don’t like Sweetness,” Edmund said. “You’ve said so. Repeatedly.”

“No, I don’t, but you do.”

“Yes, but…” Edmund bit his lower lip. “I know it was a disaster last time. I just don’t want you to get hurt again.”

The amazing thing, the Dervish thought, was that he just said it. Like it was a perfectly reasonable thing to say, and not at all like hitting the Dervish in the back of the head with a large brick.

Every other wielder had known he was immortal and had used him accordingly. If he was injured in the course of duty, well, that fixed itself soon enough. He’d held doors against the enemy, fought suicidal rearguard action, and on one occasion, been ordered to dive into deep water to find the hole in a failing dam. (He had looked blankly at his wielder and said, “I don’t know how to swim.” His wielder had cursed him roundly as useless, and the Dervish had been rather pleased when the man drowned some hours later, though less pleased when he followed suit a few minutes afterward.)

It was a good thing that his tongue had always been faster than his brain, because he was able to keep talking. “Right,” the Dervish said. “Appreciate it. Frankly I don’t care if we get that dreadful beast back or not. But we’ve got to get some food and gear, preferably our own, and the easiest way to do that is going to be to stampede their animals and grab it while they’re distracted. And if we manage to grab that accursed mule as she goes by, fine.” The Dervish turned a jaundiced eye toward Dog Violet. “Although if you happen to see a better animal, please don’t hesitate to trade up.”

“A gnole will do what she can. Not always easy to catch big animals running scared.”

“I still don’t like the idea of setting buildings on fire,” Edmund said. “What if somebody gets hurt?”

“Edmund, they were going to feed us to a dragon.”

“Well, yes, but I got the impression it was really mostly Otto…” Edmund saw the Dervish’s expression and trailed off.

“I am really not the person to lecture anyone on moral culpability, but I think once the guy in charge starts feeding people to dragons, you’re allowed to burn his buildings down!”

“Knife-man is right. A gnole’s god definitely said something like that.”

Edmund gave Dog Violet a suspicious look. “Did He? When?”

The gnole’s big, liquid eyes were made to look innocent. The Dervish resisted a round of applause. “Hard to say. It’s … what did book-man call it?… an oral tradition.”

“You’re taking advantage of the fact that humans can’t smell, aren’t you?”

“Would a gnole do that?”

Edmund sighed, defeated. “Just try to be careful? Please?”

“A gnole is always careful.”

“Right.” The Dervish took command again. “Before we burn anything down, though, I need a nap. And I suspect everyone else does too.”



They set watches, because the enemy was quite nearby and also there was a dragon. Edmund took the first watch. He was very tired, but there were things he wanted to write in his notes while the memory was fresh, like the shape of the dragon’s head and the unexpected case of werkblight miles from anywhere.

He had a pretty good idea what had caused it, but he wasn’t going to write that down. Not now, not ever.

He didn’t want to think about that. Instead he bent over his journal, carefully sketching the dragon as he remembered it, the strangely flat head, the impossible angle of the yawn … He flipped the pages back to his earlier drawing and made a few corrections.

I don’t know whether to be glad that they didn’t bother taking my journal or annoyed that they were going to let the dragon eat it. It occurred to him that in losing his pack, he’d also lost the vestments and symbol of the Many-Armed God. He couldn’t feel any real regret. The journal would be a much greater loss.

When he had poured everything he remembered out onto the page, Edmund sat back. Among the things he wasn’t going to write down was that extraordinary, soul-shattering kiss. Future generations didn’t need to know about that. Future generations could learn kissing on their own time.

He stared at the journal on his knee without really seeing it. He was pretty sure that he was blushing, even though everyone else in camp had fallen asleep instantly.

Surely the Dervish hadn’t meant anything by it?

If Edmund had kissed someone like that … well, it was moot, really, because Edmund didn’t know how to kiss someone like that. But if he had, it would have ended in sex or a marriage proposal, more likely both. But Edmund was Edmund and the Dervish was another order of being altogether. He might as well have been an angel, for all the resemblance he bore to Edmund.

It was just flirtation, the scholar told himself. And nearly having died. Some people got very aroused after nearly dying, it was a well-documented phenomenon. Edmund never had. He just felt sick and wanted to throw up. It was extremely fortunate that he’d had almost fifteen minutes to recover himself, because otherwise the kiss might have been extremely memorable for other reasons entirely.

He stared at the page for a bit longer.

Dog Violet snored. Edmund looked up, startled, and felt a smile break across his face at the small, doggy sound. She was curled into a ball against the much larger ball of Francis, and the Dervish was slumped against them both, his eyes closed and his head pillowed on his arm. The angle had pulled his sleeve back, revealing a silver band, like a bracelet, across his wrist.

Given what Edmund knew now, it must have been a scar, but what scar could be so large and so dreadfully even?

He looked down at his own wrists, which were raw from the ropes, and had a sudden grim suspicion.

What happened to you? he wondered, eyes traveling over the planes and hollows of the Dervish’s face. And why do I have a bad feeling that my priesthood had something to do with it?






CHAPTER 21


“Here we go,” said the Dervish, as they settled into position at the edge of the trees. “Dog Violet, you go set the fire and stampede the horses. Francis, you’re with her. Stand guard, and if she gets caught, hide and make a note of exactly where they take her. Edmund…”

His first thought had been to leave Edmund well out of danger. If they were both caught a second time, things weren’t going to go nearly as well. But Dog Violet had pointed out the building that their gear had been taken into—the same one where they’d been held—and there were heavy wooden slats on all the windows. Not quite bars, but effective enough if you didn’t have a handsaw with you.

But they were also angled to catch the breeze and there was a gap a few inches wide at the end of each row of slats, and that meant … “Edmund, you’re with me.”

Edmund nodded. “Just tell me what to do.”

The scholar didn’t meet the Dervish’s eyes when he spoke. It was probably the kiss. Edmund had obviously enjoyed it while it was happening—the man had a pulse, after all—but now, it seemed that fevered scholarly brain had gone to work, and he was undoubtedly overthinking things.

Ancestors, he’s probably wondering how to tell me that he isn’t really interested in a relationship. Which is totally and completely fine. That’s my line, in fact. He’s not even my type. I might bed someone like him, but obviously it wouldn’t last beyond that.

In his life before becoming stuck in a sword, the Dervish would have cheerfully bedded Edmund and cheerfully enjoyed it and cheerfully never thought of him again. But he was older now … so much older … and … “Sorry, what was that?”

“A gnole says it’s dark enough.” She had acquired a sack of dry pine needles, which she patted. “A gnole wants to get in position.”

“Yes, of course.” The day had bled out into a hollow blue-gray dusk. “Don’t hurry things. If they’ve been asleep, they’ll be more disoriented.”

“Don’t tell a gnole her business, knife-man.”

“Sorry.”

The two humans watched until the gnole and the low slithering shape of Francis vanished into the gloom. There were lights in some of the windows of the nearby buildings, but not many. As they watched, two more went on, and a third winked out.

Night darkened by interminably slow degrees. There was nothing to do but wait, one of the Dervish’s least favorite things to do.

“So,” he said. “You certainly recognized that werkblight quickly enough.”

Edmund jerked with surprise. “Oh. That. Yes, I suppose I did.” He picked at his nails. “It was common in Anuket City, seven years ago. There was nothing else like it.”

“Must have been terrible.”

“Yes.”

“And you said they don’t know what causes it?”

If he was hoping to provoke a lecture to pass the time, he was disappointed. Edmund merely shook his head. “The healers have no idea.”

“Do you think it was something we did?”

“I … er … no, how could it have been?”

The problem, the Dervish thought, was that Edmund approached a lie the way that a man might approach a steep descent—nervously and looking for handholds. You could see it coming a mile off. The night before, when Otto had accused them of the same thing, the Dervish had hotly demanded to know how that was possible, but Edmund hadn’t said a word.

And yet … He couldn’t possibly have deliberately poisoned or infected that guard.

 … Could he?

A nasty little voice in his head whispered that he had come from the Temple of the Many-Armed God, and the Dervish knew what they were capable of.

But Edmund had left. He turned his back on all that. No question that he was telling the truth about that.

The nasty whisper pointed out that the Dervish had left his homeland, too, but had still taken all his skill with the sword with him. What kind of skills had Edmund brought out of the temple?

“What happened when you were poisoned?” Edmund asked abruptly.

The question did nothing to settle the Dervish’s thoughts. He fought the urge to recoil. “What?”

“When you were cutting the ropes,” Edmund said. “You had just gotten to the part about being poisoned.”

“Oh, I suppose I didn’t finish that story, did I?”

“There was a lot going on.”

“Indeed. Well, after that very pretty bastard—this really is an excellent word—pronounced judgment, they had to arrange my execution. Executions don’t just happen, you know, you have to manage them or else it’s all very hurried and awkward and looks uncomfortably like a murder. While they were setting up, the guards put me in a locked chamber to wait.”

“And you escaped?”

The Dervish snorted. “No. The windows were carved stone, I’d have needed a hammer. But there were charcoal braziers in the room, because the desert gets cold at night and the prince wasn’t a barbarian. I smashed up as much charcoal as I could, made a paste with the water, and choked it down. When they dragged me back to the royal chambers, the royal poisoner handed me a draft, I toasted the prince, told him I’d had better lays from my father’s sheep, and drank it down.”

“That,” said Edmund, “was brilliant.” The Dervish could practically hear the scholar’s eyes shining.

The praise warmed him, despite himself. “Yes, well. I do have my moments. The charcoal absorbed enough of the poison that I didn’t die outright, but I certainly came close. I was handed over to the grave attendants, who were supposed to bury me but instead sold me to a gentleman who trafficked in human remains. Nearly gave him a heart attack when I sat up. He wasn’t a bad fellow, which I realize sounds strange, but he didn’t try to finish the job or anything. His mother was about a thousand years old, and she nursed me back to health. I was groggy for days and also fairly banged up. People don’t worry about dropping a dead body, so I had bruises almost as impressive as yours.”

“I wonder what kind of poison it was,” Edmund mused. “Was there vomiting?”

“Thankfully, no.”

“Fever?”

“No.”

“Diarrh—”

“Oh look, I think Dog Violet got the building to catch.”

Indeed, a light was flaring up in the distance, a flicker that grew to a red glow. The gnole had said that there was an outbuilding that contained mostly straw and stored grain, which from the fire’s point of view was nothing but a very large flammable box full of high-quality tinder. Arsonists would stand in line for an opportunity like that.

Edmund and the Dervish watched. He heard the distant whinny of horses and winced. Lord of Horses, forgive me for scaring Your children, but it was something of an emergency.

He was just starting to wonder if anyone would notice or if he would have to stand up and yell “Fire!” himself, when he heard shouting and doors began slamming open. That’s more like it.

They gave it another five minutes, and when the sounds of running feet had faded, he tapped Edmund on the shoulder and got to his feet. “Listen very carefully,” he said. “You take the sword. If at any point I get caught or you lose track of me, go back to the woods, sheathe the sword, then draw it again. Got it?”

“Got it.”

They didn’t bother sneaking. In fact, they broke into a light jog. The Dervish hoped that anyone who spotted them would assume they were coming to help fight the fire. They reached the building where they’d been held, and the Dervish flattened himself against the wall next to one of the slatted windows. “Now,” he whispered. “Can you reach your hand through there? Great. Now slide the hilt of the sword through and sheathe it, then draw immediately. As far through the window as you can.”

Edmund wiggled the sword and one hand into the crack, then silver engulfed the Dervish. He had an instant to hope that it wasn’t bright enough for anyone to notice, and then he was standing inside a room with slatted windows.

“Perfect!” he whispered to Edmund.

“I would never have thought of that.”

“The magic won’t drop me into a wall. It tries to get as close to the sword as possible, but if you slide it through a window…” He grimaced. He’d only learned that because his tormentor had carefully worked out the most efficient way to get the Dervish under control. He’d woken from silver dreams dozens of times to see hands passed through the bars of a narrow cell and hear a voice telling him to throw down his daggers.

His hands dropped to the twin hilts and his nerves steadied. He studied the room in the slatted moonlight. It looked like a storeroom for unused furniture. There were rough-hewn chairs and baby cradles and a dark shape that was probably a headboard.

He tried the door, which was unlocked. “Right,” he whispered through the window. “Meet you at the next room.”

The hall was dark and empty. His memory of the building was that it was L-shaped, with a single central hallway, so if the fire was put out too quickly, anyone coming back would spot him immediately. He’d have to move fast and hope that Dog Violet was as good an arsonist as she was a cook.

The next room down was a second storeroom, this one for tools. The Dervish didn’t recognize half of them—planes, probably, if you didn’t know what it was it was probably some kind of plane, or maybe an awl—but there were several hatchets, most of which had seen hard use. He picked the least worn of the bunch and a couple of tinderboxes, then a coil of rope—you could always use rope for something—and went to pass the lot through the gap in the window to Edmund.

“Wait here,” he whispered. “Doesn’t look like the next room has windows.”

It did not, in fact, have windows, because it was a storeroom for bedding. It smelled strongly of cedar. The Dervish laughed under his breath and took a whole stack of blankets off the shelf. No more huddling for warmth for us.

Getting those back through Edmund’s window required unfolding them and passing them through one at a time. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to run with all this,” the scholar said.

“I just need to find us some food, and maybe some packs. Then I can come out the front door if I have to.”

The next door had bars on the window, and the Dervish recognized it from their brief imprisonment. Edmund’s patient was still inside, staring at the ceiling with the air of the immensely bored, and the Dervish crouched below the level of the bars as he snuck by.

He located, in short order, a kitchen, a pantry, and a scullery. To his annoyance, he recognized one of the pots in the scullery as the one Edmund had been traveling with. He reclaimed it and helped himself to the best knives while he was at it. The dishes were mostly earthenware, which would be an annoyance to travel with, but there were a few metal cups, which he liberated in the name of the people, or at least in the name of the Dervish.

The pantry was large but the actual contents were minimal. Tail end of winter, the Dervish thought. Edmund would probably have fretted that people would go hungry, but having been handed over to a dragon without even a last meal, the Dervish was not inclined to be so charitable. He filled the pot with more wax-coated rounds of cheese, a crock of honey, some salt pork, and a ceramic jar that appeared to be full of either eyeballs or pickled eggs. At this point, he was starting to run out of arms, so he draped a string of onions around his neck and closed the pantry door behind him.

I really hope nobody sees me. If I have to drop all this, it’s going to make an unbelievable mess.

Fortunately, the second-to-last door opened into a bunkroom. Four beds with chests at the foot. Presumably this was where the guards slept when they weren’t off fighting fires or plowing or whatever they did in a small farming community where guarding prisoners was not a full-time occupation. The Dervish dumped out the contents of a leather pack by the door and filled it with the food, then opened each chest in turn, revealing socks, shirts, spare boots, and in one puzzling case, a large jar of mustard. He took two shirts and several pairs of socks, but decided to leave the mustard where he found it.

At this point, the Dervish knew that he really should have turned around and made for the front door, but he was grimly aware that without money, they weren’t going to get far once they reached more civilized areas. He juggled the pot—now filled with socks—to his left arm and tried the last door.

It was locked.

This immediately piqued his curiosity. If he was right, that room was another with slatted windows. And why would you lock a door in this place, unless you were keeping something valuable inside?

The Dervish was hoping for money, but if he was being honest, he was also hoping to find Edmund’s books. The scholar hadn’t complained, but the Dervish knew that he had to be mourning their loss almost as much as the accursed mule.

He hurried to the front door, which was ajar, poked his head around it, and saw no one, though he could smell smoke. In the distance, the blaze of orange made it obvious that they’d given up on saving the outbuilding and were probably just trying to keep the fire from spreading. Time to go.

Edmund looked up, clearly ready to bolt, then relaxed when he saw it was the Dervish. “Any luck?”

“Lots. Let’s get this lot under cover before they start coming back.”

Edmund had used the rope to rig a makeshift sack, but it was still an unwieldy burden. The Dervish kept looking over his shoulder and picked up the pace when he saw figures going to the large barn, leading horses. “Come on…” he said under his breath. “Come on, just a little farther…”

Luck was with them, or perhaps the horses were so keyed up that their handlers had no time to notice two shadows slipping away across the fields. The men reached the shelter of the woods and made their way deeper in, until the flicker of firelight was lost in the trees.

Edmund started giggling.

“Uh,” said the Dervish. “Are you okay?” He’d never heard Edmund make a sound like that before.

“Ah … ha … yes. No, I’m fine. I mean, yes, I’m fine.” He put his hand over his mouth. “I’m sorry. I’ve never done anything like that before. It was fun.”

The Dervish grinned. Apparently Edmund’s life as a scholar hadn’t involved a lot of breaking and entering. “It was, wasn’t it?”

“I mean, at the time I was completely terrified, but afterward…”

“Who knew? Scratch that scholarly exterior and find a delinquent.”

“No, no. I would never … not unless they deserved it … and it’s not stealing if you’re taking back what’s yours to begin with…” He coughed. “Still, I’m starting to understand why Mistress Slate became a burglar.”

“Mistress Slate was the old friend of yours, right? The one who, ah…”

“Pulled my head out of my ass, yes. At least partway. I won’t swear it’s not still there.”

“I don’t think any of us ever get all the way there.”

“She’d like you,” Edmund said, in the tones of one bestowing a high honor.

“My friend Angharad Shieldborn would like you,” the Dervish said.

The words came out much too sincere, with no protective irony around them. It was too dark to make out expressions, which was probably a good thing. He’d teased Angharad a thousand times about being too earnest. She’d have been delighted to see him equally stricken.

It doesn’t mean anything. It’s not as if he’s my type.

Dog Violet found them about twenty minutes later. “Would have been sooner, but a gnole can hardly smell anything but smoke,” she said, wiping repeatedly at her nose. “Ugh.”

“Any luck with the animals?”

“Yeah, yeah, once they smell fire, all the horses want to run away.” She led them off in another direction, pine needles crunching, until they reached a sheltered clearing, where Large Francis sat, with—

“Sweetness!” Edmund dropped his blankets and hurried to the mule. “Oh, sweetheart, I missed you.” He pressed his forehead against the animal’s neck, which she bore philosophically. “Thank you, Dog Violet. I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”

“Eh, humans rescue a gnole, a gnole calls it even.”

“It-is-good-to-see-you-both-unharmed.”

“Ancestors,” said the Dervish, spotting the other inhabitant of the clearing. “Did you ride the mule or just put her on this monster?” He stared at an enormous bay draft horse, who didn’t even have a halter but was standing placidly next to Sweetness. “For that matter, how did you even steal him?”

Dog Violet snorted. “Giant horse wanted to follow mule, a gnole isn’t going to argue. Giant horse can go anywhere he wants.”

The next few minutes were spent rigging a makeshift halter for the draft horse and even more makeshift saddlebags for Sweetness, a task made no easier by the darkness. The mule tolerated this. The draft horse lowered his head and accepted the halter politely, like a large man receiving a daisy crown from a small child.

“I-did-not-know-that-horses-came-in-that-size.”

“I’m not entirely convinced that they didn’t cut the antlers off a moose.”

“Good haul, knife-man,” Dog Violet said, inspecting their prizes. “Won’t freeze, won’t starve.”

“Yes, but that’s about all we can say.” The Dervish rubbed the back of his neck. “There’s actually another room I couldn’t get into because it was locked. I’d like to see if we can get into it. That might be where they keep the settlement’s valuables.”

“Are you sure?” Edmund looked up from Sweetness with a frown. “That fire’s going to be burned out soon.”

“And hopefully they’ll be so exhausted that they won’t be keeping an eye out.” He looked over at Dog Violet. “What do you say, my lady gnole? Want to make one more quick raid?”

The gnole’s teeth were white sparks in the dark. “Knife-man can lead the way.”



Edmund plodded through the dark, trying not to feel rejected.

It was ridiculous. He knew it was ridiculous. The Dervish was absolutely right to take Dog Violet. The gnole was sneakier than Edmund would ever be in his life.

It was just that earlier, when he’d been the one the Dervish was relying on to get him out of trouble if it came … well, he’d felt useful. Not like a burden who couldn’t fight and couldn’t hunt and couldn’t do much but make soup and deliver spontaneous lectures on parakeet adaptation.

This is useful too, he told himself. Somebody has to get the animals away.

And that was true, and he knew it, it just wasn’t very daring and it wasn’t taking place near the Dervish.

Many-Armed One, I’ve got to stop this. If I get any more lovestruck, he’ll start to notice, and how awful would that be?

He kept plodding forward. Sweetness had better night vision than he did, and so long as he kept her aimed generally west, she did most of the work. Large Francis had hold of the draft horse’s halter, although Edmund suspected that the beast was obeying mostly out of politeness and because it meant that he got to follow Sweetness.

Dog Violet would be able to track their scent and find them once the pair was done with their raid. Assuming they succeeded. If they got caught, the villagers would know who had torched the grain storage, and were likely to be extremely angry about it.

“Is-something-wrong, friend-Edmund?”

“Just twisting my whiskers.”

The pillbug’s legs tapped inside the music box. “But-you-do-not-have-whiskers.”

“No, no. It’s a gnole expression.” Edmund smiled in spite of himself. “It means when you keep fretting about things you can’t do anything about. But you still do it, and you keep yourself upset.”

“Ah. We-say, ‘You-cannot-roll-into-a-ball-to-escape-yourself.’ Perhaps-it-is-similar?”

“I suspect so.” Edmund made a mental note to write that one down when he had better light.

“Do-you-worry-for-our-companions?”

“That’s some of it, yes.”

The pillbug touched its antennae together. “I-too-am-concerned. There-was-a-moment-when-one-of-the-humans-chasing-after-the-horses-nearly-stepped-on-me. He-did-not-but-it-was-frightening-to-know-that-there-was-nothing-that-I-could-have-done-to-stop-it.”

“I’m sorry. That must have been very alarming.”

Large Francis extended a leg and, very carefully, tapped it on Edmund’s shoulder. It took him a moment to realize that the pillbug was attempting to pat him. I did tell her that it was a way humans comforted each other. It felt more like being tapped with a pencil, but the gesture was kindly meant.

“They-will-be-well. They-are-better-suited-to-such-activity-than-either-of-us.”

“Thank you,” he said, and didn’t try to explain that that was part of what bothered him.



The Dervish came to in a locked room and grinned.

“It worked,” he whispered through the slats.

“Good, because a gnole is not quite tall enough for this window. A gnole may have bruises.”

“Hopefully it’ll be worth it.”

The room was unlit, except for moonlight lying in bars across a large desk. The Dervish tried the drawers and found paper, pen, penknife—he set that last aside to take with him—ink, and some old letters that probably did not include an admission of feeding travelers to a dragon.

The bottom drawer was locked. The Dervish rattled it and muttered to himself. He could probably break it, given time and a lever, but it would be loud.

He turned his attention to the rest of the room. There was a bed pushed against one wall, a basin on a stand, and a large chest. He tried the chest first and discovered a stack of plain homespun clothing so boring that it almost had to belong to Otto.

At the bottom of the chest lay a pouch of coins. The Dervish hefted them and felt one eyebrow go up. If this is all they’ve got, this settlement is in worse shape than I thought.

In the shadow of the bed stood a stack of … something. The Dervish reached down to pick one up and felt his heart leap when he realized that it was a book with a familiar cover. Thank you, ancestors. Hopefully these will keep Edmund from fretting all the way to the city.

All but two of the books fit through the gap in the window. Dog Violet muttered as she accepted them one by one. “A gnole can’t carry all these. A gnole does not have saddlebags.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll help you.” The Dervish weighed the remaining books. Was it worth trying to sneak out the front? Edmund would certainly think so … or then again, maybe not.

I don’t want you to get hurt.

He couldn’t remember the last time anyone had cared if he got hurt. No, wait, it would have been Angharad. They’d both been alive in the traditional sense at the time, though, of course.

Paradoxically, the fact that Edmund cared made the Dervish want to take the risk to keep his books safe.

“Keep your ears open,” he told Dog Violet. “I’m going out the front way. If you hear any yelling, sheathe the sword immediately.”

“Will do, knife-man.”

The Dervish was just reaching for the doorknob when he heard heavy steps and the sound of a key in the lock. Candlelight bloomed along the doorframe.

Oh, hell.

There was nowhere to hide. He stepped behind the door, which bought him maybe a second, as Otto pushed the door open and entered the room.

The leader of the settlement closed the door automatically behind him, then stopped because the Dervish had put the tip of one dagger under his chin.

“I don’t suggest you scream,” the Dervish said. “It won’t end well.”

“Nrr.”

“Smart man. I’ll take that candle, shall I? I don’t suggest you try anything clever.”

Otto couldn’t very well nod, but he swallowed in an agreeable manner.

The Dervish took the candle from his unresisting fingers. Flickering light shone on soot-covered cheeks, carved with streaks of sweat. He looked very tired, although given the dagger under his chin, the Dervish suspected that Otto was very wide awake indeed.

“Knife-man? Are you in trouble?”

“I’m fine. Don’t pull me out yet.”

Otto’s eyes rolled toward the window, then back to the Dervish. He tilted his head back far enough to speak without bloodshed and managed to say, “So the dragon didn’t get fed?”

“It did not.”

“Ah.” Otto closed his eyes briefly. “So you’ve come back for revenge.”

“Actually, I came back for my friend’s books. But now that you’re here…” The Dervish turned the knife slightly, drawing a single drop of blood.

“It was nothing personal.”

“Maybe not for you.”

“I was doing what had to be done.”

“You know, I’ve been around for quite some time, and I’ve never seen a situation where you have to sacrifice strangers to a dragon.”

Otto, with extraordinary care, shrugged. “If you wish to consider yourself my moral superior, feel free.”

The Dervish had to admire the man’s willingness to get out a long sentence like that under the circumstances. He shook his head. “No,” he said. “I’m not. But at least I don’t tell myself I’m a good person. A good person wouldn’t do this.”

“Cold, knife-man,” said Dog Violet, when the gurgling had stopped. She sounded rather admiring.

“I wasn’t going to let him live. And the longer you let them talk, the more chance you have for things to turn bad.” The Dervish picked up the key ring that Otto had dropped and tried keys until he found one that opened the locked drawer. There were several sheaves of parchment that looked like land deeds, and, more importantly, a wooden box full of gold coins.

The Dervish started to pour the contents into his hand, then paused. He could practically hear Edmund worrying that the farmers would go hungry if they took it all.

Ancestors have mercy. He took a handful of coins and passed them through the window to Dog Violet. He stared at the rest. They glinted in the moonlight.

“Fine,” he muttered to the Edmund in his head. “Against my better judgment.”

“… Is knife-man feeling well?”

The Dervish shook his head. The cooling blood felt sticky in his clothes, and he suddenly hated it. “Pull me out,” he said, and let the silver fire wash him clean.



“I couldn’t save the last two books,” the Dervish told Edmund, handing over the satchel. “But that should be most of them.”

Edmund’s mouth fell open. “Really?” he said, reaching into the pack. “You actually went back and—oh gods, you did!” He could hardly believe that the Dervish would risk so much just for his books. “Here’s the herbal and the Poetic Idylls and Notes on Sundry Diseases of Goats and … errr … this one isn’t mine.”

“What?”

“This has been printed and all of mine were handwritten. And none of mine were about … um…” True dawn was still a little way off, but it was light enough now that he could read, which probably meant that it was light enough for everyone to see him blush.

The Dervish took the book away and flipped through several pages, while his eyebrows rose higher and higher. “Done that … done that … can’t do that … done that … nobody can do that … Otto, you filthy man.”

“You think it was his?” Edmund tried not to look at the illustrations of what the Dervish said he had done. He either didn’t want to know or wanted to know so much that it was probably unhealthy.

“All the books were in his room,” the Dervish said. “I suppose it hadn’t occurred to me that he might have some of his own.”

“Oh dear.” Edmund shook his head. “I imagine he’ll be upset to find this one gone.”

“Serves him right if he is.”

Dog Violet broke into a coughing fit. The Dervish pounded her on the back while Large Francis craned her antennae. “May-I-see-this-book?”

Aware that he might be causing some kind of interspecies incident, Edmund handed the book to the pillbug, who paged through it with apparent interest.

“Is-this-some-kind-of-art-form-in-your-culture? I-have-heard-of-humans-who-move-their-limbs-into-peculiar-configurations. Contorters?”

“Contortionists,” Edmund corrected. The Dervish seemed to have contracted Dog Violet’s cough. “It’s, uh … difficult to explain.” He cleared his throat. “Perhaps we’ll be able to sell it.”

“You don’t think the library will want it?” the Dervish asked, when he could talk again.

Edmund lifted his chin. “Perhaps you can ask.”

What he really wanted to do was throw his arms around the Dervish in gratitude, but the memory of their kiss was still too real and immediate. If it happened again, the Dervish would undoubtedly feel obligated to explain that it was just flirting, and even though Edmund knew that, he wanted to spend just a little more time with the possibility that it wasn’t.

“Thank you,” he said instead, clasping the Dervish’s hand. “Thank you.”

And then, the tips of his ears still burning, he took the mule’s reins and led her forward, while Dog Violet went ahead to scout and the Dervish and the draft horse came after. Large Francis brought up the rear, antennae occasionally twitching, as she continued to page through the peculiar human book.






CHAPTER 22


In what the Dervish would swear was the greatest miracle of the age, nothing terrible happened on the way to the swamp.

They were not set on by bandits or dragons or farmers intent on human sacrifice. Nothing caught fire. There were probably wolves somewhere, but the Dervish didn’t hear them, or (more importantly) see them. Even the weather stayed clear, and in fact became pleasantly warm as the elevation continued to drop. Spring seemed to advance as they watched, as if the travelers carried it with them out of the hills.

This was a very good thing, both for the Dervish’s nerves and because they hadn’t managed to liberate any grain. Sweetness could live off things that you’d use to build fences with, but their stolen draft horse couldn’t. They stopped in meadows where he could graze for an hour or two at a time and made camp in the most open areas they could find, which were more likely to have grass.

He had thought about turning the horse loose, in the expectation that the beast would go back to his familiar barn, but Dog Violet would probably have tried to knife anyone who suggested it. She had taken a liking to the massive beast, talking to him in gnolespeech and draping herself over his broad back in a way that looked less like riding and more like sprawling. The horse seemed to like her, too, although not as much as he liked Sweetness. The Dervish couldn’t tell if the mule liked her new worshipper or not. Possibly she just liked the frequent stops to graze.

The horse still lost weight, even with their slow pace, but the Dervish was fairly sure he’d been underweight to begin with. His previous owners had likely run low on hay toward the end of the year. “At least we’re not asking you to pull a plow,” he told the horse, stroking the beast’s cheek. The horse sighed heavily and lipped at the Dervish’s sleeve.

Those same owners were probably very low on feed right now, given how the barn had burned. The Dervish felt a pang for the animals, but none at all for the people.

He still hadn’t told Edmund that Otto was dead, and Dog Violet had kept his … well, secret was a strong term. He felt no guilt whatsoever for having killed the man. But Edmund probably would have felt guilty, and the Dervish didn’t see any reason to subject him to that.

Angharad would have laughed herself sick. Sparing someone’s feelings? You, Mister The-World-Is-A-Cruel-Place-And-Everyone-Just-Needs-To-Deal-With-It? The Dervish would have laughed along with her, mostly at himself. Edmund seemed so sheltered, so much of the time, and then the Dervish would remember the look in his eyes when he talked about werkblight, or the fact that he’d palmed a knife and passed it over with a kiss, thereby saving both their lives.

That kiss, or rather, the one that came after it, was still weighing on his mind. It had been good. Much, much better than it had any right to be. But it hadn’t been repeated, and the Dervish suspected that Edmund didn’t want it to be repeated. You brought him back his books and he gave you a handshake, for the ancestors’ sake. Hardly the act of a man in throes of unrequited passion.

Which was good, of course, because Edmund really wasn’t his type.

Yes, granted, he had fantasized about sliding his hands over the scholar’s chest in a way that didn’t involve checking for broken ribs, then finding his way lower, maybe pressing against Edmund’s back and wrapping one hand around his— Okay, yes, definitely there had been fantasizing, but that didn’t really mean anything. The Dervish was a red-blooded man trapped permanently in his prime so of course he was going to fantasize about something. The various lovers of his youth were all dead and thinking about that put a real damper on his libido, so his choices were limited. If Edmund hadn’t been available, it would have been something else. Trees with holes in them … suggestive rocks …

Fine, there is very little in these godforsaken hills to fantasize about. That just proves my point. I’m only thinking about him because he’s the only male of my species in the immediate vicinity. Once we get to an inn or a village of any size, I’ll be spoiled for choice and this will all go back to normal.

The draft horse exhaled meaningfully at him and the Dervish stopped woolgathering. “I think our giant friend here has eaten this spot bare.”

Edmund blew on the page in front of him. He’d been sketching in his little journal again. The Dervish peered over his shoulder and saw a delicate drawing of an equally delicate flower.

“What’s that?”

“Hmm?” Edmund looked down. “Oh, it’s trillium. An interesting little plant.” He pointed.

The Dervish looked at the plant in question. It had three medium-green leaves, splotched with slightly lighter green, and a triangular white flower. As plants went, it was fine, he supposed. He’d seen better. “What’s so interesting about it?”

“They’re very hard to grow,” Edmund said, putting his journal away and standing. “I mean, you can dig one up and replant it and it grows, but it was very hard to get the seeds to germinate. Scholars didn’t even know how the plant reproduced itself in the wild. But then someone found the answer!”

He smiled so brilliantly that the Dervish found himself smiling back. “And?” he said, not because he actually cared about how to grow a specific flower, but simply because he wanted Edmund to keep smiling.

“Yes! It was ants.”

This was not quite what the Dervish expected. “Ants?”

“The trillium seeds have a fleshy bit that ants love, so they carry the seeds off to their tunnels and eat the part they like, then put the rest of the seed in their trash heap. But the fleshy bit is only there so the ants pick it up, and the seed itself starts to grow, in what’s essentially a warm little compost heap an inch or two underground. Isn’t that brilliant?”

“Yes,” said the Dervish, who was getting a bit hung up on the phrase fleshy bit.

“I always wondered what it would be like for the ant, to come back and find the trillium growing in the trash heap. Like finding an enormous tree coming out of your chamber pot.”

The Dervish glanced involuntarily at the trees lining the road, as if they might be conspiring to sneak into chamber pots the world over.

“The scholar who finally discovered the connection proposed that it be called myrmecochory. Dispersal by ants.”

“… Huh.”

“In-my-homeland-there-is-a-water-plant-that-acts-similiarly-but-it-is-dispersed-by-an-aquatic-insect.”

“Really? Can you describe it?”

The Dervish went to help Dog Violet with the horses.

“Scholars, eh?”

“A gnole is glad someone thinks these things, because a gnole isn’t going to.”

“You and me both.” Myrmecochory. Just rolled off his tongue, because somebody somewhere watched flowers and ants for ancestors know how long. I wonder if somebody else had to make sure they ate properly. “Honey, the ants will still be there tomorrow, your dinner is getting cold.” The Dervish tried to feel amused and slightly superior, a sensation that normally came easily to him, except …

Dammit, it was kind of interesting. He’d watched ants as a child, usually while the sheep were getting down to the serious business of grazing. The way they marched busily back and forth, and the way a lost ant would run around in alarm until it found its way back to some invisible path and rejoined its brethren. How they could take something—a bit of bread dropped by a very bored young shepherd, for example—and industriously reduce it to crumbs, to be carried off below.

And apparently somewhere a flower had also been watching the ants, and thought, I bet they can help me. Which was a lot more brains than he’d normally give a flower credit for. Probably a god was involved somewhere to do the actual thinking. Maybe the god of ants and the god of flowers got together and worked out an exchange. I’ll feed your people if you plant mine …

He’d always known the world was cruel. It was just odd to discover that sometimes it was also fascinating.

Myrmecochory. Huh.



It took them three more days to reach the swamp. The main road eventually turned south, but a narrow, rutted track continued east. The landscape changed, growing rocky again, but in a different fashion, the hills sharper and littered with large stones scattered about, as if immense columns had been dropped from a great height. The vegetation also changed, the gray-green of pines giving way to more intense green hues, and shrubs growing up thickly between the trunks.

The Dervish made a passing remark about not recognizing any of the trees here, and Edmund took it upon himself to identify them as they passed. This should have annoyed the Dervish, but he found he actually rather enjoyed it. Edmund clearly cared so much about whether some random tree was a box elder or a bigroot maple, and his delight when the Dervish correctly identified one was so unfeigned that the Dervish couldn’t help but respond.

He couldn’t remember the last time someone had actually been delighted by him. Charmed, thrilled, engrossed, aroused … very definitely aroused … but delight was a new experience.

It was a good thing that he had no taste for innocence, or this would be a definite temptation. Fortunately the Dervish preferred experienced men that were, if not jaded, at least well versed in the arts of flirtation and seduction. That was definitely not Edmund, unless the man was trying to seduce him by listing plant species. Which, now that I think of it, is not actually that far-fetched.

“Wait, what did you call that one? Salmonberry? Like the fish?”

“That’s right.”

The Dervish eyed the bramble in question skeptically. “Do the berries taste like fish?”

“Not to my knowledge. They’re salmon-colored.”

“Red with silvery bits?”

“Errr … no. They’re orange. Like salmon meat.”

“It-seems-peculiar-to-name-a-berry-after-the-color-of-meat. By-such-logic-a-raspberry-could-be-called-a-mammalberry.”

Silence fell as three mammals contemplated this statement.

“Have-I-said-something-wrong?”

Edmund sighed. “Remember what we said about humans not liking to think about their meat?”

“I-apologize-for-any-offense.”

“No, no, it’s not offensive, it’s just not something we think about much.” Edmund, clearly casting about for a way to change the subject, pointed to another bush. “That one there is a huckleberry.”

“Is it the color of huckle meat?” the Dervish asked. “For that matter, what’s a huckle?”

“Uh…”

“I-too-am-curious.”

“A gnole wants to know now, too.”

“Do you know, I have no idea why they’re called that?”

The Dervish clutched his chest in mock despair. “You don’t know? You’ve whetted our appetite for berry knowledge, and now we’re left hanging?”

“When we get to Archon’s Glory,” Edmund said, “I promise you that I will track down what exactly a huckle is.”

“You’d better. I’m not sure that I’ll be able to sleep at night without knowing.”

“You have my word.”



“Well,” said the Dervish, “that’s a swamp all right.”

Edmund nodded. That was, indeed, a swamp.

Mosquitoes whined past their ears, and dragonflies with dark wings clung to swaying stems. In the distance, gnarled trees lifted their roots above the dark water like bent knees, framed by fans of something tough and green and serrated-looking. At their feet, a lush green field of grass waved invitingly, dotted with pale purple flags of iris. The draft horse stepped forward to take a bite and his dinner-plate-sized hoof sank in nearly a foot. He pulled it back and shook it, looking startled and offended by the failure of solid ground.

Large Francis carefully unstrapped her music box and handed it to Edmund. He took it reverently in both hands, nervous at the possibility of dropping the delicate instrument. Francis removed her pack and walked forward into the swamp. Her sharp little legs must be sinking in, Edmund thought, but the broad carapace was so lightweight by comparison that she seemed to float along the surface, leaving a trail of bent grass in her wake.

Francis reached a deeper spot, seemed to consider for a moment, then fell over.

“Shit!” The Dervish took a step forward, clearly concerned. “Get the rope—”

“No worries, knife-man. Francis-bug is fine.”

It rapidly became clear that Dog Violet was right and the pillbug was in no danger. Quite the opposite. She was rolling on her back and wiggling, like a horse rolling in the grass. Eventually she rose, dripping, her shell caked in duckweed, and began trundling back toward them. Her antennae made happy arcs as she walked.

She extended three legs and took back the music box. “I-am-wet. I-have-been-dry-for-so-long-and-now-I-am-not.” Her carapace rattled in what would, in a human, be a full-body sigh. “I-was-not-in-danger-of-drying-out-but-my-spirit-itched.”

Despite his misgivings about leaving Large Francis alone, Edmund had to smile. “Will you be okay staying here? I’m sure we can find another way to get you to Archon’s Glory if we have to.”

“To-be-honest-friend-Edmund, I-will-welcome-some-time- alone. It-is-no-reflection-on-any-of-you, who-are-most-excellent-friends, but-my-people-do-not-often-spend-so-much-time-in-each-other’s-company.” She reached out and patted him with one small leg in her imitation of human affection. “That-is-not-intended-to-give-offense.”

“No, no. We understand completely. As long as you think you’ll be safe here? I promise that we’ll come back for you, or at least, someone will come back for you. I’m not sure how they’ll arrange it.” He turned in a circle, trying to find a landmark. “I just have to figure out how to give them directions…”

“There’s a mile marker over here,” said the Dervish, ambling over to it. It was half hidden by weeds, but a few minutes of work revealed a white stone with an indistinguishable carving on it. “If we tell these lawyer people to build a fire at the mile marker, it should be visible for quite a way. Would that work?”

“Indeed-that-should-work-most-admirably-friend-Dervish.”

Now that the moment had actually come for leave-taking, Edmund found himself at a loss. “Perhaps we should camp here tonight—”

“And be eaten alive?” The Dervish slapped a mosquito. “Our desiccated corpses aren’t going to bring help any faster.”

“No,” Edmund said heavily. “I suppose not.”

“Do-not-fret-friend-Edmund. I-shall-be-very-well.”

To his surprise, the Dervish took charge. “If no one makes the rendezvous in … let’s say three weeks?… assume something has happened. If you have to move, try to leave a cairn by the mile marker pointing in the direction you went. If you can carve directions into a tree, that would be helpful. Otherwise we—or they—will start a fire every half mile along the road. As long as you can get to the road, we should be able to find you.”

Edmund watched the Dervish, bemused, as he and Large Francis worked out contingencies. His hands moved as restlessly as the pillbug’s antennae, expressions passing swiftly across his face, one after another, all speed and light and quicksilver.

When they finally said their goodbyes and turned away, leaving Francis cavorting in the water like a mermaid in plate mail, Edmund reached out and clasped the Dervish’s hand. He wanted to hug him, but he didn’t want to overstep. “Thank you,” he said.

“For what?” The Dervish looked down at their joined hands, obviously bemused.

“For taking care of all that. All the things I wouldn’t think of.”

“Oh, that. It’s nothing.” He made a dismissive gesture with his free hand. “You run enough scouting missions, you learn to set timetables and plan for things to go wrong.”

“Still. I’m very glad we had you along.”

Their hands stayed clasped for a little too long, then the Dervish squeezed his fingers, warm and solid, and Edmund realized what was happening and let go.






CHAPTER 23


The afternoon after they left Large Francis, it started to rain.

It was a drizzling mist at first, the kind of rain where you think that maybe it won’t get any worse, but it kept going and going and eventually everyone was soaked to the skin. Edmund missed his oilcloth cloak bitterly, but the only waterproof covering they had was currently over the books. The blanket cloak simply absorbed water until it became heavy and sodden and weighed approximately half a ton. Dog Violet’s fur was plastered flat against her body, making her look much smaller and a lot more miserable. Sweetness stomped along with the air of a mule who knows that the only way out is through. The draft horse was the only cheerful member of the party.

They reached the point where the swamp road connected to the bigger trunk road and turned south. Forest had given way to fields a few miles back, and a faint green haze over the ground indicated that spring planting was well underway. The farmhouses were all far back from the road. The Dervish eyed one suspiciously.

“We could stop and ask for shelter,” Edmund said dubiously, “but…”

“No,” the Dervish said, “I’m a bit burnt on farmers at the moment. Marvelous people, salt of the earth, absolutely no disrespect implied, but being nearly fed to a dragon does put a damper on things.”

“I think there may be a village somewhere ahead? Not close, but we’ll get there before nightfall.” Edmund shook his head. “I think I’ve bought supplies there, but never spent the night. But they must have an inn of some sort.”

“A gnole would settle for grain for a horse.” Dog Violet rubbed the draft horse’s shoulder.

“If worse comes to worst, I suppose we can just throw a blanket over that beast and sleep underneath him. He’s nearly the size of a roof.” The Dervish gave Edmund a wry look, inviting him to share in the joke, and Edmund smiled helplessly, still caught in the other man’s spell.

If he invited me to his bed, I’d go. Even knowing how much it would hurt when he kicked me out of it later.

Honestly, under other circumstances, they’d probably have done so already. But there hadn’t been much opportunity on the road, with such a small group. If the two humans had left camp to screw each other’s brains out, it would have been enormously obvious why they’d left together, and Dog Violet, at least, would probably have provided commentary and possibly suggestions. Even if they’d had a plausible excuse, Edmund knew from past experience that he was … well …

A yeller, as several very nice men have put it. Large Francis would probably have worried we were being murdered and come barreling in to help.

He glanced sidelong at the Dervish, studying the almost vulpine angle of the other man’s jaw. He’d given up on the blanket cloak, and his wet silk sleeves clung to his arms like a second skin. Edmund’s gaze skimmed lower, to wet cloth hugging the Dervish’s backside in ways that would have a saint down on his knees, either doing penance or doing the Dervish, depending on the specific holy order involved.

“My eyes are up here,” the Dervish said, amused, “but who wants to look at my eyes? My ass is much better.”

Edmund yelped, proving several very nice men right, and felt a blush that was only slightly cooled by the continued rain on his cheeks. “I wasn’t…”

“You most certainly were.”

“… Yes. I was. Um. Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” The Dervish gestured expansively at the rain-covered fields. “Name one thing here that looks better. You can’t, can you? I’d stare at my ass too, if I could.”

Dog Violet muttered something in gnolespeech, of which Edmund caught only the words for “humans” and “rain.”

“Now, if you’d mind exchanging places with me, and perhaps take over leading this vile spirit inhabiting the skin of a mule, I can stare at yours for a bit and relieve some of the tedium.”

Edmund was fairly sure that he could have boiled water over his blush, but he took Sweetness’s bridle.

“And now … drat. I am foiled at every turn,” the Dervish said, behind his left shoulder. “That blanket is not in the least bit aesthetically pleasing.”

Edmund had a brief, wild urge to shed the blanket, but knew he didn’t have the courage. And if I did, they’d see me blushing clear to Archenhold. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s warm. I’m surprised you’re not freezing.”

“I run hot.”

“I’d noticed.”

“Have you, now?”

“If humans are done flirting,” Dog Violet said acidly, “humans might look up and see buildings.”

“I wasn’t done flirting.”

There was only one thing that could have cut through Edmund’s haze of embarrassment and arousal, and it was looming out of the rain ahead of them. “Praise the gods,” he said. “It’s the inn.”

The inn stood beside the road, a small building with oversized stables, clearly meant to accommodate postriders more often than travelers. Sweetness gazed yearningly toward the stable and Dog Violet held her bridle while the humans went inside.

“Excuse me,” said Edmund. “Do you rent rooms for the night?” He tried not to look as scruffy and miserable as he felt, but he was pretty sure that it was a losing battle.

“Full up,” said the woman behind the counter. “All one of ’em. Sorry.”

Edmund felt his shoulders sag. He had tried not to fantasize about a mattress, but that was a losing battle, too. “Ah. Then perhaps we could buy grain for the horses, at least?”

Perhaps the note of defeat in his voice moved her. Perhaps it was simply that the Dervish, though no less scruffy, managed to make scruffy look elegant. “Tell you what,” she said, “you can sleep on the floor of the common room after we close. It ain’t much, but it’s got a fire. Dinner’s rabbit pie. I ain’t gonna charge you for the floor, but the pie’s two copper taler apiece and the grain’s a taler a measure, and another one per night for each horse.”

“Yes,” said the Dervish. “What’s breakfast?”

“Another copper. Leftover pie if there is any. Porridge if there ain’t.”

The Dervish began fumbling coins onto the counter. There was an awkward moment when it became obvious that he had no idea what the various denominations meant, and Edmund had to step in and pull out a silver taler to push across the counter. “Three pies, three measures of grain, and two beasts for the night. Thank you.”

The innkeeper took the coin, bit it, nodded, and put it away. She started to move toward the kitchen, then stopped and looked them both up and down. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but if you gents would like to use the sauna before you eat, my father-in-law’s got it heated up right now, and I’m guessing you could use it.”

“I love you,” the Dervish said. “I love your father-in-law even more.”

“Glad somebody does,” the innkeeper said, not quite under her breath. “It’s around the back of the kitchen.”

Edmund and the Dervish went to the stable, informed Dog Violet of the accommodations, dropped their packs in the stall with Sweetness, and bolted, as one, for the sauna.



The buckets of water to clean off with were extremely chilly. The Dervish thought, for an instant, about using the sword’s magic to clean himself off, then dismissed it. He’d been going in and out of the sword a lot lately, albeit for a good cause. Odd that he hadn’t minded as much.

It’s because you’re deciding when to do it, you aren’t at someone else’s beck and call.

Still, it wasn’t something he wanted to become a habit.

When the dirt had mostly been sluiced off, he stepped into the antechamber, stripped off his clothes, and took one of the coarse towels folded in the corner. It had the approximate texture of burlap, but it was at least clean burlap.

He turned to see if Edmund was coming and found the scholar gazing fixedly at the ceiling. The Dervish followed his gaze, half expecting to see bats, but it was simply wooden planks. “Something wrong?” he asked.

“No!” Edmund said, in a squeak, and the Dervish realized the problem.

“Look,” he said, “I know that I have a truly great ass. We covered that earlier. If you’ve seen a better one anywhere, let me know so that I can go admire it, too.”

“Nnggh,” Edmund said.

“Or possibly challenge the owner to a duel.”

“Blhhh.”

“You’re certainly not the first person stricken speechless.”

“Urrngh.”

“Nevertheless, it is currently covered, so you can look down now.”

Edmund, who was by this point the color of a ripe tomato, lowered his gaze.

“You lived in a monastery. Surely you have seen plenty of bare asses in your time.”

“Yes,” Edmund squeaked, then swallowed and continued, nearly an octave lower. “Just, um. They weren’t. Not really. I didn’t. Um. Sorry.”

The Dervish felt a grin spreading across his face. So that handshake wasn’t because you weren’t attracted to me, hmm?

He’d guessed, particularly given the way that Edmund had been watching him earlier, but hadn’t been certain. This put a rather different light on things.

“It will be fine,” he told Edmund gently. “Everything will be fine. Let’s go bake our bones for a while.”

The door to the sauna let out a broad exhalation of steam when he opened it. A cranky voice said, “Hurry up! You’re letting the heat out!”

The Dervish and Edmund scooted inside. There was a small bench on either side of the stones, and a man who appeared to be made of gnarled sticks with a layer of skin was draped over one of them. The man grunted and jerked his chin at them in acknowledgment, then ladled more water over the stones.

The sauna was not terribly large. Edmund and the Dervish both took the bench on the side opposite the innkeeper’s father-in-law, despite the fact that the old man was smaller than either of them. There was only about eight inches between the two of them now.

That last time that the Dervish had been that aware of eight inches, they’d been attached to a rather smug gentleman with white-blond hair and a tattoo of a fish on his left arm. Ancestors, I haven’t thought about him in years. What was his name? It was in that town with the blue-glazed-tile roofs on everything. I remember being impressed, but not nearly as impressed as he was with himself.

The steam smelled like pine trees. He’d been in places where they burned sagebrush to heat the stones, which was a stronger scent. This was pleasant. Maybe all those ridiculous unidentified trees outside had some virtues after all.

“Built this myself,” said the wizened old man out of nowhere.

“It’s very nice,” Edmund said.

The man grunted and ladled more water over the stones.

Sweat trickled down the Dervish’s back. Muscles began to loosen that had been drawn tight for days. It was odd that going into the sword never seemed to help. It healed everything else, but perhaps tight muscles were too subtle, or perhaps his muscles had been tight going into the sword in the first place, so the magic assumed that was normal.

I was a trifle tense when they killed me the first time.

The old man got up, wrapping his towel more securely around his spindly frame. “I’ll throw another log on outside,” he said, more to the door than to Edmund and the Dervish. “Should stay hot for another fifteen, twenty minutes.”

“That should be plenty,” Edmund said. “Thank you.”

Another grunt. The door closed behind him, causing the sexual tension in the room to go up several notches. The Dervish glanced at Edmund, who had leaned back against the wall, his eyes closed. A bead of sweat was running slowly down his chest, over muscle that was neither chiseled nor rock-hard, but strong enough to wrangle a mule. Strong enough for what needed to be done.

He watched the bead of sweat slide over Edmund’s belly and meet the towel slung low around his hips.

Edmund cleared his throat.

The Dervish looked up and saw the scholar watching him. He smiled lazily. Edmund swallowed, though it was hard to tell if he was blushing since both of them had turned red from the heat.

The Dervish had always enjoyed this part of the dance, the point where flirtation had gone far enough that you could be sure both parties were interested, the way the tension would ratchet and then release. In some ways it was more rewarding than the sex itself. That could be good or bad or indifferent, but this part was always good.

“Your ribs have healed up nicely,” he said, running a fingertip up Edmund’s side.

Edmund yelped and nearly jumped off the seat. “Careful!” The Dervish stretched out an arm to keep him from going into the hot rocks. “Sorry. I should have warned you. Are you ticklish?”

“No! Just. Um.” He cleared his throat. “They don’t hurt anymore.”

“That’s good. And your face doesn’t look like you’ve been beaten within an inch of your life.” The Dervish leaned back. “At the risk of jinxing everything, I am starting to think we might actually make it to this city of yours.”

“From your lips to the ears of the gods,” Edmund said fervently. “This is the second-worst trip I’ve ever been on.”

“Only the second?”

“The first one accidently went through the Vagrant Hills. We were attacked by mandrake roots throwing owl pellets.”

“Aren’t mandrake roots plants?”

“Yes. These were very angry plants. There were other things too … incredible marvels … living stone salmon and spiders that wove tapestries between trees and the wonder engine, of course … but the mandrake roots were the ones that I remember most vividly.”

“I can understand why.” The Dervish shook his head. “No wonder you took the sword thing in stride.”

“Oh, not that you’re not a marvel too,” Edmund assured him, then froze. “I mean—not that—” He stopped and put his hand against his forehead.

The Dervish chuckled and stroked the back of his hand down the scholar’s bare arm, feeling muscle under sweat-slick skin.

Edmund closed his eyes and shivered despite the heat. The Dervish watched with interest as he took a deep breath, then said, carefully, “I swear that I am normally an extremely articulate man and that I do not usually put my foot in my mouth every third sentence.”

“It’s all right. I rather like being called a marvel.”

Edmund’s sidelong look was wry. “You are,” he said. “But not because of the sword.”

There was really only one proper response to that. The Dervish reached out and took the other man’s chin in his hand and kissed him.

It was not the fierce kiss they had shared in the wake of the dragon. Then the Dervish had had something to prove. This was an invitation, not a boast. Edmund’s mouth was cool compared to the heat of the sauna, and his response was perhaps not quite so inexperienced as the Dervish had thought. Ah. Our fine scholar isn’t a complete novice. You simply have to give him a little time, instead of pouncing on him like a ravening animal.

When it was finally too hot, when the steam meant that they either broke apart or died of heat stroke, the Dervish rubbed his thumb across Edmund’s cheek, which had gone from stubble to the beginning of a beard.

“I think,” he said lightly, “that perhaps we should get out of here before we overheat.”

“Too late,” the scholar muttered, but he rose and followed the Dervish into the antechamber.

Where the Dervish, with great deliberation, let the towel drop.

There was a small, stifled noise from behind him. He could feel Edmund’s eyes on his skin as he went to the barrel of cold water and dunked most of the upper half of his body into it, then came up gasping.

“That’ll wake you up,” he said, turning his head. Water ran into his eyes and he pushed his hair back and grinned at Edmund. On the floor here? No, it’s just bare boards and while we might not care at the time, pretty sure we’d feel it later. And I’ll need another few minutes anyway. Saunas are a little too relaxing.

Still clutching his towel, Edmund approached the barrel. He took a rather more restrained approach, using a nearby pitcher to dump water over his head, but sputtered from the cold anyway. Water droplets clung to his eyelashes like tears.

“Brisk,” he managed to gasp.

The Dervish bumped his shoulder against Edmund’s, a gesture that might have only been friendly, if either one of them had been wearing clothes. “I’m sure you’ll be able to warm up again. Somehow.”

Edmund wiped the water out of his eyes. The Dervish strolled back to his fallen towel and began using it to dry his hair. That’s right. Look as much as you want … for now …

And then Edmund said exactly the wrong thing.

“You have such beautiful tattoos.”

Warmth drained out of the Dervish like blood pumping from a mortal wound. He dropped his hands. “Tattoos.”

Edmund came closer, reaching out to trail a fingertip across the Dervish’s shoulder. “Not tattoos. Scarification, right? The pattern is lovely…”

The Dervish knocked his hand away with enough force that the sword’s magic roused in complaint. Edmund took a step back, confusion written across his face, and the Dervish fought back a snarl.

The pattern is lovely.

He’d forgotten.

He’d actually forgotten.

He’d been preening under an attractive man’s appreciative gaze, and it had been like a breath of his old life back, but he didn’t look like he had back then. A knife had left him scarred silver, body and soul, had carved rivers into his skin that would never fade, no matter how many deaths he endured.

He held out his arms, turned them, and stared at the thin metallic lines that ran their length, at the delicate silver arcs around his elbows, at the ragged slashes across the backs of his wrists where the manacles had cut into his skin when he fought against them. Ancestors only knew what his back looked like.

“Of course you’d think it was lovely,” he said, his voice high and harsh as a jackal’s bark. “It was one of your order’s butchers who put them there.”

Edmund’s confusion had been shading into hurt, but that gave way to pure disbelief. “What?”

“You heard me.” The Dervish snatched up his clothes and began dressing hastily, hiding his disfigurement under the fabric.

“But how—why—”

“Because he was convinced he could learn something by slicing me open. Something about energy flows and correspondences.” He held up his left arm, staring at the point where silver lines crossed silver arcs. Most of the lines there had been shallow … marking his place, the bastard had said, but there was a silver dot at the elbow pit, laughably small for how much it had hurt. “He drove a needle in right here, down until it hit bone.” The Dervish had screamed and screamed and screamed. “Four times, once during each phase of the moon, to see what would be different.”

Edmund’s face was white and he had a hand over his mouth. “Many-Armed One have mercy.”

“Oh, he invoked your Many-Armed One plenty. He prayed for guidance and knowledge before every little session. That’s what he called them. Our little sessions.” Another laugh that hurt his throat. “Sometimes I didn’t even die. Then back into the sword to heal up, and out again in time for the next phase of the moon. He was very fond of phases of the moon.”

“Lunarian theory,” Edmund said, closing his eyes. “Oh god. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

The name struck a chord of memory, called up charts that the Dervish had only seen in passing on the laboratory walls. “That sounds about right. He had all the phases of the moon engraved on the slab, too.”

“The slab…?”

The Dervish’s smile could have etched glass. “The one I was shackled to. Can’t have the subject wriggling around while you’re trying to cut, can you?”

It seemed that Edmund had been struck completely silent. The Dervish finished dressing and was shoving his feet back in his boots when Edmund burst out, “But it isn’t real!”

“What?”

The scholar grabbed handfuls of his wet hair. “Lunarian theory was disproved over a century ago—it doesn’t work—there isn’t any difference whether it’s full or dark or waning—he should never have done such a thing even if it was real but it wasn’t even—”

The Dervish started to laugh. It was an ugly, wracking sound and it tore his throat, just as he felt it tearing apart the last shreds of what he and Edmund might have shared. “Are you telling me that I was mutilated for—I don’t know how long—for the equivalent of barnacle pigeons?” Hell maybe I was the pigeon that got drowned. A century ago sounds just about right.

Edmund said nothing.

“Of course,” the Dervish said, with another laugh like broken glass in his throat. “Of course I’d get the sadistic bastard with a pet theory that wasn’t even right. But all knowledge is good knowledge, isn’t that what you said?”

There were tears in Edmund’s eyes. With his wet hair plastered down and stuck to his skin, he looked almost as miserable as the Dervish felt.

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered.

He was, too. The Dervish didn’t doubt it for a moment. It just didn’t matter. Edmund could cry enough tears to fill an ocean, and it wouldn’t erase a single inch of silver from the Dervish’s skin.

And he knew it, and the Dervish knew it, and there was nothing left that words could change, so the Dervish turned on his heel and let the door slam shut behind him.






CHAPTER 24


To say that dinner was awkward was like saying that sieges were unpleasant. There was less blood and screaming than a siege and the food was better, but it was still a great deal of grim, entrenched silence behind walls that felt a mile high.

At least Edmund supposed the food was better. He couldn’t taste it. He was eating because he knew that he should be starving, even though food was the last thing he wanted.

Dog Violet had chosen to stay in the stables with her horse. Edmund got the impression that large groups of strange humans were still a little unsettling for her. The common room had filled up by the time he had delivered the gnole’s meal and was willing to face the Dervish again. There was a single long table with benches and only one open seat at the end. He was not next to the Dervish, thank all the gods, but he was down one and across from him, and even though he tried to keep his eyes firmly on his food, he couldn’t help but hear the other man’s voice.

The Dervish was not eating in silence. He was being charming, quite savagely charming, recounting a heavily censored version of their travels that had the other customers laughing uproariously. When he reached the dragon, though, protests rose from the crowd.

“A dragon?”

“Nonsense!”

“Come on now…”

The Dervish held up his hands. “I know, I know. That’s what I said when I saw it. I stared down the thing’s gullet and I still don’t half believe it. It didn’t look real. Even when I was running like hell, part of me kept thinking, This thing can’t possibly exist. It looked like somebody mashed a snake onto a six-legged cow.”

“It’s true,” another man said, “they do look like that. Saw one once, up north. Unnatural damn beasts.”

“So did you slay the beast, then?” asked someone else, clearly skeptical but willing to be entertained.

“Slay it?” The Dervish threw his head back and laughed. “Are you mad? No, I was absolutely frozen. Even if I’d remembered I had a knife, what was I going to do, pick its teeth for it? Fortunately, my gnole friend was in the bushes, watching me about to end my career in whatever passes for a dragon’s belly, and made a ruckus. The monster turned to see what the sound was and I ran like a rabbit.” He took a drink of ale and wiped his mouth, smiling that wicked, alluring smile. “I do not think anyone is going to beat my speed record on that stretch of road anytime soon.”

There was more laughter and the skeptic leaned over to murmur to him. The Dervish bent his head to listen, still with a half smile on his lips, then said something that made the skeptic laugh.

Edmund realized that he’d been watching the Dervish helplessly since halfway through his story and dropped his eyes to his plate. The rabbit pie did not deserve what he had done to it.

I’m jealous. The thought was astonishing. He turned it over like a rare specimen, something to catalogue and put away. What right do I have to be jealous? I have been inflicted on him, a curse he never asked for.

Even if they had met at some other time, in some other place, it could hardly have mattered. A scholar of Edmund’s order had committed an unspeakable atrocity. He closed his eyes, remembering the pattern of lines, the silver dots, the silver …

Eyes.

He did not realize that he had left the inn until he was standing outside in the dark. The nights were still cold enough that the wind chilled him, but that hardly mattered. There was no pain that Edmund could feel that would compare to what the Dervish had suffered, unless he somehow became immortal and survived death after death in pursuit of a sadist’s pet theory.

He was no longer surprised at all that the Dervish wanted nothing to do with the priests of the Many-Armed God. He was a trifle astounded that the man hadn’t gone back to the temple and systematically murdered them all.

Edmund knew that it was foolish, but he had always believed, deep down, that most problems with other people could be solved if you could just explain things clearly enough. If you could lay out all the facts and present them logically, the rest of the world would go, “Oh, I get it now,” and the conflict would melt away.

He knew this wasn’t actually true. He’d known it for years. But on some level, part of him kept trying, which was why it had taken him so long to leave the temple. Even in the face of all evidence, he’d kept thinking that maybe if he just tried this analogy, this time it would work.

This time, though, he didn’t even have that spark of stubborn hope. What was there to explain? That it wasn’t his fault? Of course it wasn’t, but what good did that do anyone? It didn’t change the truth of what the Dervish had endured, it didn’t fix the curse, it didn’t do anything at all, except make the Dervish pretend to absolve him to assuage his own horror. There was nothing he could fix.

Except … maybe there was one thing.

He waited as the customers began to leave, singly and in pairs. When he finally heard the scrape of furniture being put up for the night, he fetched his bedroll and slipped back through the door.

He had already rehearsed what he was going to say, and was caught flat-footed when he saw the Dervish and the skeptic from earlier leaning against the counter, standing … close. Very close.

A hot, nauseating feeling began in the pit of his stomach and swept upward. Edmund tore his eyes away and went to the fireplace, unrolling his bedroll.

“Time I was off,” the skeptic said regretfully. “Do let me know if you decide to stay another day. Or two.”

“Absolutely,” the Dervish said.

Edmund waited until the door had opened and shut. He stared into the banked coals of the fire, trying to compose himself.

When at least five minutes had passed and he was sure that his voice wouldn’t break or do anything embarrassing, he said, “The person who requested the sword was Scholar Andraste, on Chime Street, in Archon’s Glory. I believe they are a dedicate of the Forge God.”

The quality of silence behind him changed. If a predator had walked noiselessly into the room, it would have not-sounded a little like that. “Why are you telling me this now?” the Dervish asked, his voice light and utterly opaque.

“I meant to tell you sooner. I just…” Edmund lifted his hands and let them drop. “There’s been a lot going on. I’m sorry.” He hoped desperately that the Dervish would believe that he hadn’t been deliberately withholding it. The truth was, between the dragon and everything else, it had honestly been shoved to the back of his mind. “I don’t want you to think that you have to travel with me. Us. Actually, Dog Violet would probably rather go with you.”

“I see.”

In the fireplace, a chunk of wood broke apart with a snap. Ash had coated the sides, but in between the cracks ran a bright line of flame.

“Would you prefer that I travel separately, then?”

No. Yes. I don’t know. “I don’t think my preferences are what matters.”

“Ah.”

The door opened. The door shut. Edmund lay down on his bedroll, still staring at the fire.

A few minutes later, the door opened again. Edmund listened to the Dervish’s footsteps across the floor. When had he become able to recognize their sound? He heard the other man unroll his bedroll and climb inside, heard the slide of fabric over flesh, and closed his eyes.

Silence, except for the sound of their breathing.

The bright line of fire dulled slowly down to red. The Dervish’s breathing settled into the slow pattern of sleep.

Only then did Edmund roll over, bury his face in the blankets, and weep soundlessly for all the things that might have been and could never be again.

The Dervish, who was a very light sleeper, lay on his back and stared up at the darkened rafters, unable to close his ears to the sound of Edmund’s sorrow.



The Dervish woke up feeling warm and dry and was just thinking that this was an excellent start to the day when the event of the night before crashed over him.

Ancestors. Between us, we made quite a mess of things, didn’t we?

Before he had done more than begin his wallow in misery, a head appeared over him, carrying what looked like a giant wooden club. The Dervish rolled sideways to dodge the blow, tangling himself in the blankets, and spent a panicked moment fighting his way free.

The innkeeper, who was holding one of the low wooden benches that went by the fireplace, waited patiently.

“I’m guessing you’re not a morning person.”

“No,” the Dervish said. “They’re interruptions in a perfectly good night.” He sat up. Edmund was nowhere to be seen, and his bedroll was gone, too.

He can’t have. He wouldn’t leave on his own, surely? The Dervish scrambled to his feet, throwing his few belongings together with the automatic skill of one who had broken camp more times than he could count.

“Breakfast’s in the kitchen. It’s not fancy, but you can help yourself.”

“I shall be there momentarily.” He slung his bedroll over his shoulder and made his way quickly to the stables.

The sight of the draft horse’s head poking over a stall door was a relief, but did not quite still the churning in his gut. Edmund had said that Dog Violet might prefer to travel with him.

He can’t have left without saying goodbye.

After last night, said the little Angharad that lived in his head, he might have thought that you would prefer that. As a matter of fact, why don’t you?

Shut up, he told her, not because the voice was wrong but because he didn’t feel like answering. And then, to his enormous relief, he heard Edmund’s voice farther down the row of stalls and felt a knot in his gut uncramp.

Don’t start. I’m just hungry.

He found the scholar, the gnole, and the mule all in a large loose box at the end. Edmund was putting packs onto Sweetness’s back, then taking them off again and making adjustments. In the absence of real saddlebags, he had been doing a great deal of packing and repacking to make sure that none of their makeshift equipment rubbed any raw spots on the mule’s hide. The Dervish was by now fairly certain that this particular mule’s hide was six inches thick and made of a combination of stone and evil, but Father’s Brother would have approved of Edmund’s care.

“Were you just planning on leaving without me, then?” the Dervish asked, trying to keep the edge out of his voice and aware that he wasn’t succeeding.

“What? No!” Edmund looked up, clearly shocked that he’d even suggested it. “You were asleep and I didn’t want to … I was going to ask if you wanted…” He stopped and took a deep breath. “I didn’t know if you still wanted to travel together.”

The Dervish, who was starting to feel like a right bastard at this point, said airily, “And leave our gentle lady gnole to defend you against villains on the road? She’d never forgive me.”

Dog Violet snorted. She had taken advantage of the available soap and water to do some truly heroic laundry. She now wore substantially fewer rags but the ones she did have were extremely clean, if wrinkled. “A gnole will show her teeth, all villains run away.”

“Probably, but in case of any stragglers, I might as well come along.” He hefted his pack.

“Oh,” Edmund said. “I—err—thought you might want to stay another night.”

“Ancestors, no. The sauna’s lovely but every day we go south is a day closer to this scholar of yours and, who knows, getting this curse off me. Just let me eat some breakfast and we’ll be off.”

“Yes. Yes, of course. As long as you need.” Edmund was staring at Sweetness’s neck as if the secrets of the universe were embedded in the coarse gray hair.

This is going to be a very awkward morning, the Dervish thought. He did not think he could face it on an empty stomach. He turned away and left Edmund to the job of rebalancing Sweetness’s packs.

When he had eaten a bowl of porridge sweetened with honey and acquired bread and cheese for the road, he came back out to find his traveling companions waiting outside the stable. Dog Violet was sprawled across the draft horse’s back, and Sweetness clearly felt that if she was going to be awake anyway, she might as well get moving. It was the closest to fellow feeling that the Dervish had ever had for the mule.

They set off without a word and made it perhaps five minutes down the road before the Dervish couldn’t stand it anymore. He glanced over at Dog Violet. “You know, we’re getting into farm country. You might be able to sell that ravenous beast somewhere.”

The gnole’s ears went back. “A gnole will not. And a horse has a name.”

The Dervish ran a hand through his hair. Apparently he was going to offend all his companions this morning. Just as well Large Francis isn’t here, or I’d probably accidentally cause an international incident. “Oh, well, if you’ve named him that’s another matter. What’s he called?”

Dog Violet turned to Edmund and said something in gnolespeech that sounded like a huffed descending growl. Edmund thought for a minute. “Bigfeet? No. Greathoof? I think that’s closer.”

“Hrr-urruh?” The Dervish put his fingers to his face to indicate lifted whiskers.

Dog Violet stared at him for a long moment, then went off into peals of laughter. Edmund put his hand over his mouth.

“I take it that wasn’t right?”

“Was good for a human,” Dog Violet said. “Hrr-urrruoh.”

The Dervish tried a few more times before finally giving up in defeat. His throat simply didn’t make sounds like that.

“Okay, what am I actually saying?”

“Big ankle,” Edmund said. “Which is a disease. I think it’s like dropsy for us. You got the whiskers right, though.”

“How did you ever learn to speak Gnole?”

“Very patient teachers. And my accent is vile.”

“Eh, book-man is not so bad. And book-man can hear, even if book-man can’t smell.”

“Can you at least teach me to say hello?” the Dervish asked.

“A gnole can try.”

Greathoof continued down the road, immense hooves ringing on the packed earth, while on his back, the language lesson continued.



By the time they stopped for lunch, the Dervish had decided that simply pretending nothing was wrong was not going to fix things. He waited until Dog Violet had gone off to answer the call of nature, and said, “I think I was extremely hard on you last night.”

“What? No!” Edmund looked appalled, either by the statement or by the fact that they were having to talk about it at all. “No, you—I mean, you absolutely have the right—no one would ever think otherwise—”

“Right,” said the Dervish. “But I should have said something. You didn’t know, and I should have warned you. It’s just good manners before you screw someone. You tell them what you like and what you don’t. ‘Don’t talk about the scars’ is no different than ‘I don’t suck cock.’” He cleared his throat. “In my defense, you’re the first person I’ve come on to since getting shoved in the sword, so I’m obviously rusty.”

“I still should have known better,” Edmund said. “I didn’t think.”

“Edmund,” the Dervish said wearily, “I know you. Even if you had thought, you wouldn’t have dreamed someone did that to me deliberately.”

The scholar hung his head. “But now you’re trying to make me feel better,” he mumbled, “and you’re the one it happened to, and you shouldn’t have to worry about how I feel about it…”

“No,” said the Dervish, “which is why I hope you’ll accept the damn apology or whatever this is, so that we can stop talking about our feelings and go back to being normal people at each other. Or as normal as this group gets, anyway.”

“Humans being normal?” Dog Violet asked, emerging from a hedgerow. “Are humans well?”

“We’re fine,” Edmund said. He smiled at the Dervish then, a little shaky around the edges, but still a smile. “We’ll manage.”






CHAPTER 25


Manage they did, for four days, until they came in sight of the river. Traffic had picked up enormously, first farm carts and the occasional postrider, then merchants with wagons and carriages with noble crests on the doors. There were even several gnoles among them, who waved to Dog Violet. She waved back, but seemed oddly subdued. The Dervish wasn’t sure why, and while he might, with extreme reluctance, discuss feelings with a human, he didn’t think that Dog Violet was willing to do the same.

Then again, given how ragged her rags had become, maybe she was just embarrassed to be badly dressed. Ancestors knew that the Dervish felt the same way often enough. He’d shed the blanket cloak as soon as they started seeing other people on the road, even when the breeze was cool enough to chill him through.

Edmund kept his, proving that he was either smarter or less vain, possibly both. This was probably for the best, as the Dervish was still suffering the aftereffects of unrequited lust, and the blanket was not an object of desire for anyone. (Well, almost anyone. Somewhere out there was doubtless a person who grew feverish at the sight of sodden wool blankets with mildew starting around the edges. The Dervish had seen enough to believe this as an article of faith.) Regardless, it kept him from ogling Edmund, who probably did not want to be ogled, or even if he did, was probably intelligent enough to realize that the Dervish was a walking mass of trauma and it wasn’t worth the effort.

But at least I’m very pretty trauma. Surely that’s worth something.

Even if there hadn’t been the awkwardness between them, there was also precious little opportunity. Their stash of money was not infinite, and so they stayed in the cheapest possible accommodations, which meant sharing quarters with a dozen other people in the bunkhouses by the inns. The Dervish might, in extreme circumstances, have been willing to do it anyway and damn the listeners, but Edmund would undoubtedly die of embarrassment on the spot.

Still, things had gotten easier between them. Edmund could make eye contact again and jokes were nothing more than jokes, and the Dervish tried not to flirt beyond the baseline level required to prove he still had a pulse.

And, as the city grew closer and closer, he tried not to think about the possibility that Scholar Andraste could free him from the sword.

When Edmund had told him that Andraste was a dedicate of the Forge God, he hadn’t given it much thought. It would have been nice if they were a completely secular scholar, but you’d expect someone interested in swords to be in service to a god of the forge.

He’d known plenty of blacksmiths. He knew they weren’t all like the smith who’d trapped him in the sword. Hell, he’d even done a little smithing himself, under Father’s Brother’s watchful eye—just enough to shoe a horse, a skill he had largely forgotten. Sarkis had always said that the blacksmith was the second most important person in any mercenary troop, after the cook. (Commander had come in a distant third.) The Dervish didn’t feel the prickle of unease about blacksmiths that he did about priests.

Even so, there was a distinct possibility that this scholar would want to take the sword apart to see how it worked, which could be very uncomfortable.

If it works, it’s worth it. And if it doesn’t work, you’re no worse off than you were before.

He looked up as they reached the river crossing. The line up to the ferry passed through a gate where guards scrutinized each passing wagon, poking into straw and peering into barrels. Caravan wagons came in for extra attention. While they virtually ignored the two men and the gnole, the Dervish watched them opening up a peddler’s wagon and investigating every nook and cranny.

“We’d never have gotten Francis through this without setting off a riot,” he murmured to Edmund. The locals seemed very accepting of gnoles in their midst, but a seven-foot-tall pillbug was another matter entirely. According to Edmund, there weren’t even legends about creatures like her. “What are they searching for?”

“Slaves. It’s illegal in Archenhold, but if you come overland, this is by far the easiest route to cross over to Anuket City’s territory, where it’s … erm … legal-ish.”

The Dervish grunted. Smuggling like this would be useless for bringing in large numbers. He could guess what kind of slaves the smugglers would try to get through—high-value, either skilled or exotic. Someone had tried to kidnap him to be sold as a bed slave once. He’d spent a very uncomfortable evening in a cramped room with six other people. Fortunately their captor had not learned the lesson that a slack chain is a garrote waiting to happen, and the Dervish had strangled him with the aid of the young woman on the other end of the chain. The six of them had hopped, rather awkwardly, to a nearby blacksmith, who had obliged by striking the chains off. Then they’d all shaken hands and gone their separate ways.

Come to think of it, that may count as a good deed. I should add it to my tally.

The ferry ride was not terribly long, but the Dervish could see why most people used it. The river was wide and deep, and while individual vessels doubtless crossed it all the time, most of those would be small and maneuverable. And probably charge a very high fee from the smugglers, I’ll bet. Likely subject to random searches at the docks, too.

Edmund gripped the railing. To the Dervish’s surprise, he was looking back the way they had come. “Problem?”

The scholar shook his head. “Just worrying about Francis.”

“She’s fine. If anyone spots her, the mosquitoes will take them out before they can do anything rash.”

“A gnole thinks humans should have taken away the sign about eating human meat, though.”

Edmund groaned. The Dervish patted his shoulder and turned his face toward the opposite bank.

He could see the city on the far side of the river, or at least the dock district, which seemed to be outside the city proper. The ferry fetched up against the dock and passengers began hopping off, though those with animals had to wait until the ramp was lowered. The hollow clomp of wood under Sweetness’s hooves changed to a flatter click as they left the dock and reached the road.

“We’re here,” Edmund said, pointing. “Archon’s Glory. Finally.”



The city of Archon’s Glory was, Edmund said, the capital of the city-state of Archenhold, which was spelled differently for reasons that the Dervish initially didn’t care about. Then Edmund went into a long digression about how Archenhold was founded, which apparently involved a group of travelers lost in the Vagrant Hills for months, facing unimaginable perils, including giants, deer-men, and something called a tree-kraken. “When the survivors finally staggered out and were free, they said that they weren’t going another step, and built a town south of where Archon’s Glory is located now. But they didn’t actually go far enough from the Vagrant Hills, you see.”

“They didn’t?” asked the Dervish, interested despite himself.

“No. A hundred years later, the hills came back and ate most of the city.”

Dog Violet shook her head. “A gnole doesn’t like landscapes that move around.”

“No, the citizens weren’t fond of it either. They tried to burn the hills out, which didn’t work terribly well. There were things in the woods that didn’t appreciate it at all. Eventually a woman named Stone-arm negotiated some kind of truce with the hills, although the details are extremely vague. Depending on which story you believe, either she sacrificed herself to appease the hills and died at the age of thirty-five and the first Archon took her name in gratitude or she appeased the hills and came back to become the first Archon, and died at the age of ninety-four.”

“That seems like a significant difference.”

“I imagine it would be to her, certainly. Anyway, the city was returned—spat out, according to some of the texts—about eighty miles northeast, and became Archon’s Glory.”

“A gnole thinks this sounds like a green snake-hunt.”

Edmund glanced over to the Dervish. “A green snake-hunt means a load of—”

“Believe it or not, I got the gist.” The Dervish shook his head. “I agree with Dog Violet. Unless they took all the surrounding farmland and dropped it along with the city, you’d be trying to feed a large population without access to your existing supply lines, and that doesn’t even begin to cover water.”

“That is a very good point.” Edmund’s gaze sharpened with something that looked a great deal like respect.

“Yeah, well.” The Dervish didn’t know whether to be pleased or annoyed. Did Edmund think so little of his intellect? “I’m a mercenary. Supply lines I know.”

“Anyway, most scholars agree with you that it was impossible, and more likely what happened was that Archon’s Glory was in a better location anyway, the Elkinslough River being a much more traversable waterway, and the initial city was abandoned, and the whole story was nothing more than an origin myth.”

The Dervish had become fairly good at reading Edmund over the last few weeks. “You don’t agree?”

Edmund made a wavering gesture with his hand. “It’s certainly more plausible. But I’ve actually been in the Vagrant Hills, and I find that I can imagine them stealing a city without much trouble. They were very strange.”

“Huh.” He considered this. “Nothing in your story explained why the city is spelled differently than the country, though.”

“Oh, that. The founder of the original city was named Archen, so when it spread out, it became Archenhold. Archon is a title meaning ‘ruler.’ The two aren’t actually related, it just worked out that way.”

The Dervish scowled. “If that hadn’t been an interesting story, I suspect I’d be annoyed.”

“Yes, but it had tree-krakens.” Edmund’s smile was more open and joyous than it had been for days, and the Dervish fought down the urge to return it in kind.

The conversation had brought them nearly to the city gates. They joined the stream of people flowing inward, some moving quickly on horseback, some weighed down with baskets of produce. Two men carrying a sedan chair jogged by a carriage with important-looking seals on the doors, which was trapped behind a wagon drawn by unimpressed oxen.

Ancestors, but he’d missed the city.

No one seemed to care that they were entering. There was a wall somewhere off in the distance, but the city had clearly outgrown it. Guardsmen were scattered along the main road, but their job seemed to involve directing traffic more than repelling invaders. Edmund had his hand clamped on Sweetness’s bridle as if someone might attempt to abscond with the wretched beast.

The Dervish hunched his shoulders. “So we’re going to a temple, eh?”

“Yes, but I promise it has more lawyers than priests.”

“Uh-huh.”

“You said you had no problem with lawyers.”

“Yes, but I’ve committed quite a few crimes since then.”

“I’m sure it will be fine. I have a friend there.”

“Uh-huh. How good a friend?”

“Oh, we’ve exchanged lots of letters. I’m sure they’ll help.”

The city looked like … well, like a city. The main roads were broad, but the streets and alleys that budded off from them were narrow, in the way of a city that was either old or hadn’t had any recent disastrous fires. Buildings climbed three and four stories in places, and every gap revealed a thicket of roofs in various styles.

The overall color came from a mellow honey stone, probably quarried nearby, interspersed with gray brick buildings with blue-gray clay shingles. Edmund pulled them down a side street to get out of the main flow of traffic. The cobblestones were a darker gray-brown, probably stained by innumerable wheels, though the recent rains had washed most of the mud away. Children pelted through the streets, shouting to each other, and grocers had rolled up their shutters to display their wares.

Not a bad-looking place. Although we’re probably in at least a medium-rent area here.

A few minutes later, the street dead-ended into another, broader thoroughfare. Edmund turned right and gestured. “There it is. The Temple of the White Rat.”



If the Dervish had been expecting an enormous marble building filled with incense and chanting, he was disappointed. The White Rat’s temple had walls around it, but they were pierced by gates and doors every few yards, and a stream of people went in and out. When they stepped through the gate, a little old lady with bright eyes looked them over and said, “Need directions, dear?”

“We’re here to see one of the lawyers, please,” Edmund said.

“That building over there, around the side. Though you’ll want to put your horses in the paddock first. The doors aren’t that big.” She gave them a smile with only a few remaining teeth.

They obligingly took the animals around to a stable that, while decently sized, could not have held mounts for even a hundredth of the people in the temple. The Dervish guessed that it was primarily for visitors to keep their animals in, and that the main stables—if there were any—were at the edge of the city. This was borne out by the presence of a single carriage behind the stable, and not the dozens that, presumably, priests and lawyers would need to go about their business in style.

Although looking around the compound, he wasn’t sure if style was the thing that concerned them most.

It was huge, bigger than it looked from the outside. A two-story building with a broad covered porch stood directly ahead with people lined up outside it, clearly waiting their turn for something. Alms? Blessings? Legal counsel? The Dervish couldn’t guess. A squat building off to the left seemed to serve as a central depot for people picking up and dropping off assorted wares. The Dervish watched a crate, a basket of fish, and an enormous amphora go in, and six cabbages, two bolts of fabric, and a toddler come out, although the toddler was immediately seized by an exasperated-looking girl who had Older Sister stamped across her features as clearly as if it had been written in ink.

Other structures were tucked into corners and along walls, and what looked like an entire city block’s worth of apartments filled the back of the compound. The Dervish had to scan the whole place twice before he saw something that actually looked like a temple, and it was one of the smallest buildings there.

“A gnole will wait with a mule and a horse. A gnole doesn’t trust city humans not to borrow a horse.”

“If they’re not safe here, they’re not safe anywhere, but they’ll probably be happier with someone they know.” Edmund opened the paddock gate and let Dog Violet lead Sweetness and Greathoof inside.

“What now?” the Dervish asked, looking over the purposeful milling that seemed to fill the compound.

“We’ll talk to my friend and see about help getting Francis.” Edmund headed toward the building that the old woman had pointed to. It was also large, also with a covered portico, and had a line, though a much smaller one. Edmund threaded his way around a knot of people and approached a man who stood with the slouched authority common to security guards, minor officials, and line-wranglers the world over.

“Excuse me,” Edmund said. “I’m looking for a lawyer named Zale?”

The man looked Edmund over, then the Dervish, clearly unimpressed with either. “Is the solicitor-sacrosanct expecting you?”

“Solicitor—” A huge grin broke over Edmund’s face. “You mean they passed the exams? I knew they would, but in our last letter, they were telling me how nervous they were and how they were sure they were going to forget everything. Oh, I’m so pleased!”

The official thawed visibly. “Spent the month before asking half the staff to read off questions to ’em whenever we passed ’em in the halls. Mine was something about beehives. Yeah, go to that building over there, up the steps, second door on the right. That’s Zale’s office.”

As they climbed the indicated steps, the Dervish reflected on security, lack thereof, and then decided it wasn’t his problem.

The door wasn’t locked. Edmund knocked. A muffled voice said, “Come in!”

They went in. It was a small room, dominated by a large desk covered in papers. The stacks were so large and settled that it did not look as if they had been placed so much as that the few gaps between them had been eroded away by natural processes, rather like canyons.

“Zale?” Edmund asked.

The person behind the desk had dark hair frosted with silver and slim, neat bones. They looked up. “Yes? Can I help you?”

Edmund smiled tentatively. “I’m Edmund. We’ve exchanged letters?”

Zale’s eyes went wide and they leapt to their feet. “Learned Edmund?”

“Yes, I—”

The rest was buried as the solicitor-sacrosanct flung their arms around Edmund and slapped him repeatedly on the back. “Learned Edmund! It’s so wonderful to finally meet you! Oh, why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

“It was a bit abrupt…”

The Dervish felt a pang of something that was absolutely not jealousy, how absurd to think it might be, just because these two obviously had been corresponding for years and the lawyer, at least, was ecstatic to meet Edmund in the flesh. Don’t be ridiculous. You should be happy for him. Much better this way. It’s not like he’s your type.

But is he Zale’s type?

Edmund disentangled himself, beaming, and said, “Though I’m afraid I’m just Edmund now. I … err … left the temple.”

“About damn time,” Zale said, rising enormously in the Dervish’s estimation.

“Yes, well. Oh goodness, I have so much to tell you. To tell someone. So much has happened on this trip, and we’ll need the Rat’s help, and— Oh, Zale, this is my friend, the Dervish.”

“The … Dervish?” The lawyer scanned him up and down, looking more than a little astonished. While the Dervish had astonished more than a few people with his looks, they usually didn’t seem quite so baffled by it.

“That’s my name, yes.”

“I see. This is going to sound very strange,” Zale said, “but are you by any chance an enchanted sword?”






CHAPTER 26


“How the hell do you know that?” the Dervish asked, daggers already clearing their sheaths.

“Whoa! It’s nothing bad, I swear.” Zale took a step back, hands held up. “We have a mutual friend. A man named Sarkis?”

Edmund winced.

Red washed over the Dervish’s vision. He heard his voice, a long way away, saying, “Sarkis is alive?”

“In the same way you are, so … not exactly?”

Sarkis. Sarkis was here. Or if not here, at least had been here recently enough that this person had met him. The three swords had been split up centuries ago, but if you waited long enough, things had a way of coming back around again.

He’d spent so long thinking of ways to punish the commander for what had happened to the three of them, and now, unlooked for, it might be within his grasp.

“Dervish,” Edmund said. “Dervish, it’s all right.”

“It’s not all right,” he said, but the words steadied him nonetheless. The red started to recede, leaving rage that burned like a hot coal under his heart but was small enough to contain. “Where is he?”

“Errr…” Zale had taken several more steps back and was eyeing the daggers. “I’m afraid that’s covered under attorney-client privilege.”

The Dervish considered putting the point of a dagger against the lawyer’s throat and seeing just how strongly they believed in attorney-client privilege. Edmund probably wouldn’t like that, though. He picked his words carefully. “Am I going to encounter him in the next few minutes?”

“Oh heavens, no. Nowhere near here, I can tell you that much.” The priest paused. “Um … do you suppose you might feel comfortable putting your knives away? And we could talk about it?”

He did not want to put his knives away. He did not want to talk about it. He wanted to find Sarkis, who was apparently somewhere in this part of the world, and cut him into tiny pieces, then do it again, several times. Then stomp on the pieces. Then piss on them. Then stomp on them again.

Edmund gave him a pleading look. The Dervish slammed the daggers back with an audible click.

“Now,” said Zale, “perhaps we might all sit down?”

Zale sat. Edmund sat. After a moment, the Dervish sat.

“I’m so sorry,” Edmund said. The Dervish wasn’t sure who he was apologizing to, and judging by his expression, he wasn’t quite sure himself. “I had no idea.”

“No,” the Dervish said. Rational thought was crowding back, much to his annoyance. “No, you couldn’t have known.”

“Perhaps we might have some tea,” said Zale, smoothing back strands of silvered hair that had worked loose from their braid.

“Tea is good,” said Edmund, watching the Dervish as if he were a previously tame animal who had suddenly tried to bite.

I told you I was a bad person, Edmund. I told you and told you. It’s not my fault you forgot it.

And yet … and yet …

He didn’t want to see that wariness in Edmund’s eyes. His friends shouldn’t ever be afraid of him. Angharad would have smacked him on the back of the head and asked him what he thought he was doing, but she wasn’t here and the Dervish was going to have to consult his own stunted conscience instead of using hers.

So he sighed and accepted the tea that the lawyer sent for and said, “I’m sorry. That was badly done of me. You have to understand, the last time I saw Sarkis, I was being run through with a sword.”

“And it was his fault,” Zale said, nodding.

“He told you that?”

“Of course. He’s extremely aware of it. It’s his greatest regret.”

That shouldn’t have come as a surprise. The commander had always taken responsibility for his decisions. It still felt as if he’d been punched in the sternum.

The Angharad in his head rolled her eyes at him. What did you think he’d do, laugh maniacally for having gotten away with something? They killed him too, and stuck him in a sword. And how many times did he apologize, while we were chained up and waiting to see what happened?

This was all true, of course. But on some level, for so many years, he’d felt that if he could just tear Sarkis apart with his bare hands, everything would be better. Everything would be fixed.

And here was this calm, urbane lawyer explaining that Sarkis was alive. And if the Dervish tore him apart, all that would happen would be that Sarkis would be stuck in a sword for a fortnight or two, and then would come back. And nothing would change. And it wouldn’t fix anything.

The Dervish stared into the tea. Some people said you could read the future in tea leaves, but the only thing that the Dervish had ever seen in them was overstewed black blobbiness.

“Five hundred years is a long time to hold a grudge,” Zale said gently.

The Dervish’s head snapped up. He might have said something very unwise, but Edmund plowed into the opening. “Five hundred years? Is that how long it’s been? We couldn’t quite figure it out. How did you calculate it? Was it with star charts? Did you account for precession?”

“Ah…” Zale clearly hadn’t expected a math quiz where they’d have to show their work. “Four hundred and fifty, I think? As I understand it, they worked out the date of the battle where the mercenary company was … ah…”

“Wiped out to the last man,” said the Dervish. Five years or five hundred, it didn’t much matter to him. Everyone he loved had died before he had, or five minutes after. That had been few enough people, all told.

“Well.” Zale shuffled some papers on the desk, looking more as if they wanted something to do with their hands than as if they expected to actually clear a space. “Two enchanted swords in one lifetime. I wonder what the odds are of that.”

Edmund shook his head. “The hell of it is that I didn’t come here about the swords. I had no idea you knew about them. I need the Rat’s help to … sort of … rescue a scholar. Of sorts.”

“Who also happens to be an ambassador of sorts,” the Dervish put in.

Zale propped their elbows on their desk and leaned forward. “I can see you have a very complicated story to tell me.”

“Right. Well, it started a few days after I left the temple, when I was set upon by bandits…”



By the time Edmund had finished the recitation, aided by frequent commentary from the Dervish, Zale looked as if they’d been hit on the back of the head with a board. “So you came to me to ask for help smuggling a giant talking pillbug into the city.”

“Yes.” Edmund rubbed the back of his neck. “I couldn’t really think of who else to ask? And Francis is very important. She’s the first delegation—what’s left of the first delegation—from their people to this entire region. Nobody outside their homeland even knows they exist.”

“Oh, no question of that. She’s already suffered a dreadful diplomatic incident. And I’m sure the city scholars would give their eyeteeth to be able to talk to her.” Zale reached for their teacup, found it empty, then reached for the teapot and found it cold. “I’ll need to speak to the bishop, but we’ll manage something.”

“There’s also the dragon,” the Dervish said helpfully.

“And the dragon, yes, of course, can’t forget the dragon.” Zale put their face in their hands. Their laughter had a definite edge of hysteria. “Rat’s tail and whiskers. Does this sort of thing happen to you often?”

“Definitely not. I’ve made the trip here and to Anuket City multiple times and nobody tried to kidnap me at all.”

“Thank goodness. Otherwise I was going to suggest you find a nice position as an anchorite.” They stood up. “In the meantime, if you don’t have anywhere to stay, you’re welcome to stay here. There are guest rooms for important visitors, and I’d say you qualify.”

“Do we? I’m just a former dedicate.”

“Yes, but you’re…” Zale waved their hand dismissively. “I don’t know, acting as a temporary adjunct for the Pillbug Diplomatic Mission. Also you’re my friend. I’d offer to let you stay in my quarters, but if I move any of the papers, I’ll be done for.”

Edmund and the Dervish also rose. “I didn’t congratulate you,” Edmund said. “On being made solicitor-sacrosanct. I was sure you’d be able to do it.”

Zale flushed and ducked their head. “I certainly wasn’t.”

“There are only six solicitors-sacrosanct in the entire city,” Edmund told the Dervish. “It’s the highest rank of the White Rat’s legal arm.”

The Dervish’s eyebrows went up. He’d assumed Zale must be some low-level functionary. Now why did I assume that? Because they’re self-effacing or because they were Edmund’s friend and it didn’t occur to me that Edmund might be pen pals with a high-level official?

Or possibly because I didn’t want to think about the fact that I drew steel on said high-level official in the middle of their own office?

He decided that extra charm couldn’t hurt. “Thank you for seeing us on such short notice,” he said. “And I apologize again for my reaction. I really wasn’t expecting to hear that name out of the blue.”

Zale studied him with cool gray eyes the color of a summer thunderstorm. “No, that had to come as a shock. Think nothing of it.” But even after the lawyer handed them over to a housekeeper and moved off, the Dervish couldn’t shake the feeling that Zale had recognized his charm for exactly what it was, and had merely chosen, for the moment, to withhold judgment.



The room that they were shown to was in the complex of buildings at the back of the compound, which seemed to be a combination of office and living space. There was a tower in the middle, looking a trifle out of place, with barred windows. The Dervish was glad that their own quarters did not have bars, only wooden shutters and windows of bubbled, slightly bluish glass.

The room itself was not luxurious, but it was better than the inns they’d stayed at and certainly a lot better than a blanket on the ground. There were two beds. When they went to the stables to check on the horses, Dog Violet said she had met some gnoles who worked for the temple and had chosen to stay with them, so the men had it all to themselves. The Dervish sat down on his bed, sank into the mattress, and suddenly nothing, not sharing a room with Edmund, not even the possible proximity of the man he hated most, mattered in the slightest.

He was vaguely aware of Edmund saying something, but before he could work out what it was, sleep crept out from under the bed and hit him.






CHAPTER 27


When he got up the next morning, after sleeping for a truly heroic twelve hours, he was ravenous and the room was empty. He dressed hurriedly, then caught a glimpse of movement and froze.

It was a mirror. A small one, polished tin and inexpensive, the sort that you could use to shave with. The Dervish eyed it as if it were a wasp.

You haven’t looked.

I haven’t had a chance. The road wasn’t exactly lined with floor-length mirrors.

You could look now.

He didn’t move.

Coward.

He bit his lip. Surely it couldn’t be too bad? Edmund has mistaken him for an angel. Though that could just mean that he no longer looked human.

The Dervish cursed and flung himself toward the mirror, meeting his own eyes.

They were the wrong color.

He fell back a step, as if to avoid a blow. His eyes had always been brown. Now they were metallic silver. It was a jarring, unnatural color, not one he’d ever seen in a human face, and …

Actually, they were rather attractive. Unique, certainly. Once he was past the initial shock, he had to admit that they were quite striking. He raised an eyebrow, lowered it. Narrowed his eyes. Let the lids fall a little, tarnishing them.

Oh, he could work with this.

The scars on his face weren’t as bad as he’d feared. He’d expected something like the lines on his arms and thighs, thick strokes of metallic scar tissue. These were thin strands running from the corners of his eyes to his temples, like silver cobwebs, and equally delicate marks along the line of his jaw. He didn’t like them—they shouldn’t be there, they didn’t go with his mental image of himself—but the fact that they weren’t disfiguring was such an intense relief that he felt weak in the knees. He hadn’t realized quite how frightened he had been of what his tormentor had done to his face.

Maybe, like the princeling, he hadn’t wanted to see beauty marred.

A little makeup and these will vanish. And even if I don’t cover them, at least they look deliberate. I’ve seen much more dramatic things done in the name of fashion. One of the mercenaries in Sarkis’s troop had dozens of small raised dots along their forehead, and another had the face of a snarling hound tattooed over their own. Compared to them, the Dervish’s scars would go practically unnoticed.

And his eyes …

The memory of what had caused his eyes to turn silver tried to rise and the Dervish shoved it back. Yes, it was horrible, but so was everything else. And in this, at least, the old bastard did me a favor. If I saw these eyes across a crowded room, I’d definitely want to get closer.

Feeling giddy, the Dervish spun away from the mirror and did an impromptu dance step. His sword—the sword—was laid neatly across a chair. The Dervish slung it around his hips and went out, trying not to clank.

There was a woman in the hallway carrying a stack of blankets. “Excuse me,” he said, “but is there somewhere to get food nearby?”

“Of course, sir,” she said. “If you go downstairs and out the door and turn left, there will be a covered walkway that leads to the dining hall.”

“How much does it cost?”

She looked surprised. “For guests of the temple, there is no charge, sir.”

The Dervish followed instructions and found himself in front of a set of open double doors. The air inside smelled like cooking. His stomach growled loudly.

It was an extremely straightforward arrangement. You went up to the counter at the far end, where a server scooped noodles into a bowl, then you pointed at what you wanted and the server dumped it on top of the noodles and handed you the result. The bowl was unglazed ceramic, serviceable, cheap, and easily replaced. There were mugs as well, though they had glazed rims, which you could fill with water or small beer. You took your food to one of the many long tables with benches and ate. Nobody checked to see if you belonged there, which argued either tight security that he couldn’t see or that the White Rat was not particularly concerned about feeding anyone who wandered in.

Edmund and Dog Violet sat at one of the benches, along with Zale and a gnole that the Dervish didn’t recognize. He joined them, still feeling slightly giddy. He hadn’t realized how self-conscious he’d been about what other people saw when they looked at him. Now he knew.

“Thought we would need a horse to haul you out of bed, knife-man.” Dog Violet arched her whiskers toward the other gnole. “This-gnole is Brindle. Brindle knows about swords already, so knife-man can talk in front of him.”

Another one who knew Sarkis, I suppose. Brindle nodded to the Dervish and the Dervish nodded back. He was a heavyset gnole with mottled stripes, clad in ragged brown and blue, with a pale scarf knotted along his left bicep. A sign he works for the White Rat? Or just a fashion choice?

For that matter, Dog Violet’s clothes looked substantially different this morning. Several brightly colored bits of fabric had joined the haphazardly laundered rag layers that she’d been wearing. “I like the new colors,” he told her.

Dog Violet’s ears went down to the sides, in a gesture that read almost like embarrassment. “A job-gnole was kind to a rag-and-bone gnole. A gnole’s clothes needed help.”

“A rag-and-bone gnole had many troubles,” Brindle said, his voice an octave deeper than Dog Violet’s. “A job-gnole helps if he can. Saw big horse and mule. A rag-and-bone gnole did good work.”

Edmund’s head came up sharply at that last sentence and he looked over at the two gnoles thoughtfully. Dog Violet’s ears were down again, but she seemed pleased. The Dervish had no idea what to make of any of it, so he started eating. The noodles were covered in vegetables and some kind of small, chopped fish. Probably cheap to make in quantity, but it was edible and his stomach was on the verge of crawling up his spine and beating him over the head if he didn’t eat something.

“So the good news,” Zale said, “is that the bishop is very concerned about your … erm … insect friend…”

“Isopod,” Edmund said absently.

“Sorry, what?”

“She’s technically an isopod. More closely related to a crab than an insect.”

Zale, to their credit, took this in stride. “Your isopod friend. The bishop’s sent a postrider north to contact a guard post on the far side of the swamp. If all goes well, they’ll be able to bring her south in a closed wagon from there.”

“Oh.” The Dervish set down his spoon. “So we’re not going to get her?”

Zale’s smile was genuinely sympathetic. “I know, it’s hard to trust other people to handle it, but I assure you that the bishop would not have chosen anyone she didn’t feel was capable. And this way your friend will arrive here in half the time.”

“It’s probably for the best,” Edmund said, sounding slightly glum. “I know she said she was fine in the swamp, but I worry people will trip over her and … well, you know.” He shook himself. “Anyway, I’ve already had the books sent over to the library, so I thought we might go to the scholar today. If you want to?”

“Yes, of course,” the Dervish said. For an instant, the hope that he’d been deliberately squelching threatened to bubble up. What if today is the day I get free?

Zale tamped it down thoroughly an instant later. “I wanted to talk you about that,” the lawyer said. “In my … err … past experience with such a sword…”

“You can say it was Sarkis,” the Dervish said, not looking up from his noodles. “I’m not going to yell at you. I was just taken by surprise earlier.” Which was possibly the understatement of the century, but damned if he was going to pass up information about getting free of the sword just because he’d learned that his old commander was still around.

“Very well, then. Some people learned what Sarkis was and stole his sword. The person doing so called himself a follower of the ‘Sainted Smith.’ Sarkis thought that was a reference to the woman who forged the swords originally.”

The Dervish stopped chewing. When he remembered to swallow, it went down like a lump in his throat. “They made her a saint?”

Zale looked pained. “Unfortunately there isn’t really a central authority for canonization. I’d tell you more, but we haven’t been able to find anything about them at all. Either they’re very secretive or there simply aren’t that many of them. Since I can’t imagine you aren’t cautious about telling people, I won’t tell you to be careful, just to be aware that there is some kind of organization that has been looking, and that they are … ah … ruthless.”

“I’m fairly ruthless myself,” the Dervish said.

“I’m not,” Edmund said. “So it’s good to know.” He looked across at the Dervish. “Do you still want to go with me to meet this scholar? I suppose I could tell her that I lost the sword.”

“I appreciate the sacrifice, but we’ll go together. I don’t want to turn down a chance to maybe break the curse because there’s a weird cult out there somewhere.”

Edmund nodded. The Dervish bolted the last of his food, took the tray to a counter where the dirty dishes were being piled up, and adjusted the hang of the sword in question. “Right,” he said. “Let’s go find this scholar.”



The walk to Chime Street was long, but not onerous, so they did not take Sweetness, who was currently eating her head off in the stable and wouldn’t have appreciated it anyway. The streets mostly confirmed the Dervish’s first impression of Archon’s Glory, so he spent most of the trip watching people, particularly gnoles. There were more around than he’d realized, but they moved so unobtrusively that they were easy to overlook, even in their colorful rags. He saw badger stripes gleaming briefly in shadowed alleys and watched small figures whisking around corners and ducking between humans without the humans seeming to even register them.

The neighborhoods with gnoles seemed to be somewhat cleaner than ones without. The Dervish wondered if the gnoles were responsible for that or if they just avoided squalor.

Which reminded him … “What was that earlier, with Brindle and Dog Violet?” the Dervish asked. “You seemed surprised.”

“Oh, uh … I told you there was a caste system, didn’t I? Rag-and-bone gnoles are sort of general scavengers and manual laborers. Specialized work is done by job-gnoles, the next caste up. To move up between castes requires that a rag-and-bone gnole learn a specialized profession, but that can be difficult. Job-gnoles take apprentices, but mostly they take on the children of the job-gnole caste. A rag-and-bone gnole like Dog Violet would have to demonstrate a significant aptitude in something for a job-gnole like Brindle to take her on as an apprentice.”

“You think that might happen?”

“Well … Brindle works with draft animals, and any fool can see that Dog Violet’s attached to Greathoof. The rags don’t mean anything by themselves—that’s the gnole equivalent of giving someone a spare coat that doesn’t have holes in it. But he also said she did good work, and that does carry some weight. That’s a very high compliment from a job-gnole to a rag-and-bone gnole.”

“Huh.” The Dervish considered this. “It would be nice if that worked out. I just thought maybe they were having a fling.”

“They might have done that, too, but you wouldn’t apprentice somebody over a fling.”

Discussion of flings was veering into dangerous territory. The Dervish deliberately changed the topic. “So what do you think we can expect from this scholar?”

“Hopefully an ordinary scholar, not anyone affiliated with these Sainted Smith people. But scholars come in all shapes and sizes. Some of them are lovely and some of them think that humans are an unnecessary distraction from research.”

The Dervish snorted. “I’m grateful you’ve made time away from your research for me.”

“My schedule has been very busy, but of course I’m willing to fit you in around the edges.” Edmund grinned and ducked the Dervish’s mock-swat in his direction. “Seriously though, I’m not really researching anything at the moment, unless you count Large Francis’s people.”

The Dervish wondered idly if not having a current research project had made it easier to leave the Many-Armed God’s service, then decided he didn’t want to pursue that line of thought any further. He was tense enough about this scholar already.

Chime Street was in an area that wasn’t exactly poor but was close enough to a poor neighborhood that there were a great many ostensibly decorative iron fences, and sturdy wrought-iron grilles over the windows. Street urchins mingled with gnoles and harried-looking youths clearly running errands, and while there weren’t any slum-weaver nests dangling from the eaves of the buildings, they passed a stray dog trotting down the street with the air of an animal who had somewhere to be.

The scholar’s house was identical to a dozen other buildings on the street, made of pale brick with streaks of soot bleeding from the chimney. The Dervish took a deep breath—don’t hope, don’t hope—and knocked.

He needn’t have worried. The door opened six inches and stopped. “Scholar Andraste’s not at home,” said the servant behind it. He looked as if someone had crossed a toad with an accountant and thrown away the good bits. “Come back later.”

“Later meaning when?” asked the Dervish, shifting his weight so that he could jam his foot in the door in case the toad decided to slam it on them.

Most people with bulging eyes looked permanently surprised. The toad managed to look scornful. “What is your specific business with the scholar?”

Edmund put on his earnest, helpful expression. “I’m a courier for the Temple of the Many-Armed God. It’s about an artifact that the scholar requested from the temple in Ghaston.”

The door opened another inch. “Leave it with me.”

Like hell we will.

“I’m so sorry,” Edmund said, contriving to sound genuinely regretful that he couldn’t help, “but the temple requires me to give it to Scholar Andraste personally. And to get a receipt. You know what they’re like.”

The toad harrumphed. “Tomorrow. Scholar Andraste will be in then.” He shut the door with a thud that was just barely on the polite side of a slam.

“Well,” said Edmund, “I suppose we have a day to wait, then.” He looked up and down Chime Street. “Is there anywhere in the city that you’d like to see? Other than this?”

The Dervish also looked up and down Chime Street, not because it was inherently scenic but because he was drawing a complete blank. He hadn’t done something as simple as sightseeing since … well, since he’d been alive, actually. It had literally stopped occurring to him that you could go somewhere simply for the pleasure of looking at it.

Edmund took his silence as lack of interest and said, “Not that we have to. We can just go back to the temple, if you want, or you don’t even have to go anywhere, obviously—I mean, not with me, not if you don’t want to—”

“Is there a shrine to the ancestors?”

“Dozens, I imagine. Anyone’s ancestors in particular?”

It was the Dervish’s turn to be baffled. “Oh. Hmm.” Obviously his ancestors were quite far away … probably … and it was unlikely that anyone had built a shrine to them in this strange city founded by people who’d been spat out by a geological formation. “Is there one for ancestors in general?”

Edmund screwed up his face in thought. “I don’t know, but I know where to ask.”

The Messenger’s Guild was housed in a large building, but the interior was so cramped and subdivided that it felt like a warren made of very small tunnels. The Dervish had an impression of dark wood, piles of envelopes, and purposeful, bustling movement. Edmund went through two doors and turned twice, while the Dervish was still instinctively ducking his head under the doorways.

“Can I help— Oh, Learned Edmund!” The woman behind the desk smiled with a combination of genuine warmth and profound exasperation, which the Dervish recognized immediately. Is that what it looks like when I do it? “I didn’t know that you were in town. What obscure corner of the city are you going to ask me to find today?”

“Nothing too obscure, I hope, Kit,” Edmund said, looking slightly sheepish. “My friend is looking for a shrine.”

Kit turned a pleasant, if harried, gaze on the Dervish. “I assume you’re looking for one in particular? Otherwise there’s a very nice little alcove dedicated to Daelius on the third floor. Just don’t light candles, the place is a firetrap.”

“Ah, no.” The Dervish had no idea who Daelius was, presumably a god or saint or something of the sort. “I’m looking for a shrine to the ancestors. Sort of … uh … general ancestors.” He was already starting to regret his spur-of-the-moment impulse. “Not any one in particular.”

“And that takes general admission without appointment,” Edmund put in.

Kit’s face cleared. “Oh, that’s easy enough. I’d recommend the House of Our Beloved Dead, in Tingle Court.” She rattled off a string of instructions, then had the Dervish repeat them back to her. “Anything else?”

Edmund looked longingly at the door on the far side of the office. “I don’t suppose you’d let me take a quick look in the archives…”

“A quick look for you is three days. Now get going.” She made shooing gestures.

“Interesting place,” the Dervish said, as they emerged, blinking, into the sunlight.

“Oh yes. The messengers are the ones who know every inch of this city. The Mapmaker’s Guild claims they do, but they only update the maps once a year, and the messengers have to be able to deliver every day. They’re the best people to ask for finding your way around.”

“Does the city change that much?”

“The inner city, not so much. But it’s growing outward all the time. And of course the Elkinslough floods every year and in a bad year, it’ll wash out parts of the slums, and they never get built back the same way twice.” Edmund coughed. “At least, that’s what Zale says. Property law gets dicey when the property has been washed downstream … Ah, this must be it.”

The House of Our Beloved Dead was a narrow building wedged between a grocer and a tenement building. The interior was golden stone, but soot from endless candles had darkened the high ceilings so that it felt even taller than it was. Ranks of votives burned along the walls, and a central brazier held a small, crackling flame.

A woman just inside the door sold candles and small, elegantly folded paper animals. The Dervish dropped a coin into her bowl with a ringing sound, and she handed him a candle and gestured to the animals. “Choose one for your dead.” Her voice was deep and roughened by smoke.

It was an easy choice. The Dervish selected a horse with a cut-paper mane and brought it to the brazier. Two other people knelt on worn cushions around it, an old man and a young woman.

The Dervish waited until the young woman had finished feeding her paper rabbit to the fire, then set the horse in the brazier. A bright line of red raced across the folds, followed by curling black.

Ancestors … Father’s Brother, if you’re able to hear me … please. I know that I abandoned my family, but have I not suffered enough? Surely five hundred years is enough. Let me be free of the sword and this dreadful immortality, I beg you.

The paper horse crumpled in the flames. The Dervish watched until it had burned away to ash. There was no voice from the heavens, no promise of redemption, but then, there never was. But he felt soothed nonetheless, as if he had completed some small, essential task that had been left undone for too long, like mending a bridle or oiling a sword.

His ancestors had been practical people. Probably that’s how they felt about themselves, too.

He got to his feet, feeling a trifle easier in his heart, and went to collect Edmund, who was lurking around the entrance with the awkward but courteous expression of someone attending a religious observance different from their own. “Do you have any ancestors you want to offer to?” the Dervish asked.

Edmund’s smile was slightly wistful. “I was given to the temple when I was five. I don’t have any idea who my ancestors were.”

The woman with the paper animals spoke up before the Dervish could think of anything to say. “It doesn’t matter if you know them,” she said. “They know you.” She eyed the scholar thoughtfully, then picked up a small paper bird and offered it to him.

“It’s so beautiful,” Edmund said, turning it over. “I hate to burn it.”

“Keep it,” the woman said. “Someday, when you have something to thank your dead for, you can offer it to them then.”






CHAPTER 28


“Oh good,” Zale said, when they returned to the Temple of the White Rat. “The librarians were asking if I’d bring you over. A delegation was dispatched this morning to collect your arthropod friend, but there are still many questions, as I’m sure you’d expect.”

“Oh no,” Edmund said, “not the library.” His mouth quirked at the corners. “Such an imposition.”

“I had a feeling you’d say that.” The lawyer gave the Dervish a droll look, inviting him to join in the joke. He did, but not without a fleeting pang of jealousy. The two were so comfortable in each other’s company, unlike Edmund and the Dervish, who scraped against each other like iron and flint.

“Do you have the time to walk us over?” Edmund asked, as they started out the door. “I don’t want to take away from your work.”

“Not to worry. The joy of being a solicitor-sacrosanct is that suddenly I have legal assistants, who are all extremely young and eager and handle quite a lot of the research. I feel like a fraud, to be honest.” They scowled. “Though they will keep coming into my office and touching my papers.”

Remembering the stacks and ramparts in Zale’s office, the Dervish wondered how anyone could enter the space without touching their papers, but decided not to say so. The lawyer was being extremely helpful, and there was no need to antagonize them, just because they could talk to Edmund on a level that the Dervish couldn’t.

I bet they already know all about myrmecochory. And green parakeets. And that tree that drips acid on you.

He was, however, still prettier.

Zale and Edmund talked like old friends as they walked, as if they’d grown up together instead of exchanging letters. The Dervish plodded along behind, watching the city, half hoping that a footpad would jump out of an alley so that he could heroically save the day. Sadly, the local footpads appeared to be on holiday.

The library was one of those big civic buildings made of marble that the Dervish tended to avoid on principle. There were bas-reliefs along the top and carved statues of people holding books, and one of a naked woman and a lion who were probably supposed to be fighting. The sculptor had made certain choices that left the exact relationship in doubt.

“It’s supposed to be Truth wrestling with Ignorance,” Zale said, following the Dervish’s gaze.

“… Wrestling.”

“Yes, I know. If you think this is bad, you should see the artist’s version of Justice battling society’s ills. There was a riot at the unveiling and the Archon refused to have it outside the courthouse. I’m told the Scarlet Guild bought it at a steep discount and the artist moved to Anuket City in disgrace.”

“Ignorance often does screw over truth,” Edmund said solemnly.

The Dervish choked on a laugh. “Edmund!”

The scholar blushed, but met his eyes defiantly. “Well, it does.”

“I’m starting to think that traveling with me has been a corrupting influence.”

Zale led the way around the side of the building to a rather less impressive entrance, which did not have any allegories lurking around it. Once inside, they were met by a small knot of people in robes, who despite being different shapes, sizes, ages, and genders all shared a common stamp. These were people, the Dervish thought, who knew where all the historical bodies were buried.

“Oh, thank goodness you’re here. We had some questions,” one of the librarians said. “We’re trying to prepare a room for our visiting scholar, but we have no idea what she would like. We were hoping you might have some ideas…?”

“Yes, of course,” Edmund said. Soon he was deep in conversation with the group, about such important topics as bedding, diet, and how fresh the moss needed to be. Zale looked on with a bemused expression.

“How did you two end up writing each other?” asked the Dervish, when it became obvious that there was nothing either of them were going to be able to contribute to the discussion anytime soon.

Zale laughed softly. “I happened to wander into the Vagrant Hills, purely by accident. When I came out again, I began looking for information on the subject. Many of the texts, as you might imagine, are far more fanciful than accurate. There was one, however, that was clear and concise and written from firsthand experience. So I wrote to the author and he wrote back.” They nodded in Edmund’s direction, dropping their voice. “It gave me a bit of a turn when I realized that I’d been corresponding with that Learned Edmund.”

The Dervish’s confusion must have shown on his face. Zale’s eyebrows went up. “You know. The one who found the cure for werkblight.”



“He didn’t tell you?” Zale asked, then snorted. “No, of course he wouldn’t have. I get the impression that he’d rather forget about it, to be honest.”

The lawyer and the Dervish had left the library and found a small public house just outside, which was good, because the Dervish felt the strong need for a drink.

“How bad was it?” he asked. “I mean, Edmund talks about it like it was horrible, and the case we saw was bad enough, but I have no real idea how far it spread.”

“It was bad. Not as many cases as you might see if smallpox swept through, but no one knew what caused it. It didn’t follow the normal patterns of a disease. People became intensely paranoid. It happened so fast, and all anyone could do was board up houses and wait to see if anyone lived. The only ones who would pick up the dead were the grave-gnoles, and the bodies had to be burned. At least two religions had to issue dispensations saying that cremation was acceptable in blight cases and wouldn’t condemn the deceased to hell.” The lawyer stared into their brandy. It was still too early for most people to be drinking, so the inside of the public house was dim and quiet. “There was a suspicion for a while that gnoles carried it, even though gnoles never get it, and you can imagine what happened then.”

The Dervish winced. His imagination was much too good.

“Ten, fifteen people a day were coming down with it at the height. One hundred percent mortality rate.” Zale took a large swallow of brandy, and the Dervish wondered what they had personally seen. “And then about a dozen houses of healing all get a letter from the Temple of the Many-Armed God suggesting that they treat the blight with a massive dose of the concoction they use to treat hay fever. Hay fever, for the Rat’s sake. If it hadn’t had the Many-Armed God’s seal on it, no one would have listened, but they’re brilliant, even if most of them are assholes.” They paused. “Something wrong?”

“I’ve had some encounters with the Many-Armed God’s people,” the Dervish said. “In … ah … another life.” He drained his brandy and gave the bartender the half nod that indicated a second one would not go amiss. “Never mind that. The treatment worked?”

“Like a charm. You have to get it fast, though. The blight is an allergic reaction of sorts, but the healers say that it’s not like anything else they’d ever encountered. One told me once that it felt like some kind of curse masquerading as an allergy. But now, thanks to Edmund, maybe one in fifty people die of it.”

“About how many lives is that, do you think?” the Dervish asked. “That he’s saved?”

“Thousands,” Zale said instantly. “Tens of thousands.”

“Ah.” The Dervish didn’t know whether to laugh or rage or fall down weeping on the bar. Fortunately the second brandy arrived before he had to decide. “He never said. We even talked about werkblight, and he just never brought it up.”

“Well, he wouldn’t, would he?” Zale’s smile was wry. “That was seven years ago. Old news.”

“Seven years … what was he, a toddler?”

Zale snickered. “Genius knows no age, apparently.”

The Dervish fumbled for a suitable phrase and eventually settled on “Shit.”

“These days, despite having single-handedly saved the population of a small country, he’s pretty sure he’s failed everyone because he didn’t single-handedly lead the Many-Armed God’s people out of their nasty little misogynist cocoon.” Zale slugged back more brandy. “Bastards. They didn’t deserve him.”

The Dervish clinked his glass against Zale’s. “They didn’t,” he said.

And apparently neither did I.



Zale went back to the library. The Dervish went for a walk.

As the shock and brandy wore off, he found, nonsensically, that he was getting angry.

You were supposed to tell people when you were a hero who saved tens of thousands of lives. Otherwise they’d go around thinking that you were a feckless dreamer who had to be watched closely to make sure you didn’t bludgeon yourself to death with a pinecone on accident. You should at least say, “Excuse me, I think I can manage a walk down the road by myself, I did happen to save fifteen people a day from having their skin melted off.” But no, you just sat on that information, and when some jackass started raving about how your order were murderous butchers, instead of saying, “Actually, about that…” you apologized humbly and never brought it up.

He was mad at Edmund for being so goddamn humble and at himself for being such a goddamn self-assured fool. He’d been resenting Edmund for being his wielder and thinking condescending thoughts about his innocence and meanwhile the man was going around being the next best thing to a saint.

Shit.



The Dervish vowed to himself to bring this up in a calm, rational manner, and thus the moment that Edmund walked through the door of their room, he snapped, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Edmund looked blank. He’d shaved his beard and his cheeks were pale, while the sunburn on his nose had started to peel. “Tell you what?”

“That you cured the werkblight!”

“Oh.” His face fell. “That.”

“Yes, that. Ancestors, Edmund, you saved thousands of people! Tens of thousands, Zale tells me!”

“I didn’t, though. Not really.” He sat down on his bed, looking tired. “The healers did all the work, I just made a connection and sent it out under an impressive-looking seal.”

The Dervish took a deep breath. “Edmund.”

“Yes?”

“Do you remember when I fought off those bandits?”

“Of course I do! It was amazing!”

“Damn straight it was.” Edmund’s admiring look warmed him, despite his best efforts. “Now, if somebody said, ‘Eh, that wasn’t very impressive, he just stabbed a couple people, they mostly fell over their own feet,’ what would you say?”

“Obviously I’d argue with them.” Edmund scowled. “Fine, I see what you’re getting at. But it’s not the same thing. And anyway, you’ve probably done some amazing heroic fight … things … and never mentioned it either.”

“I did once pull two children from a burning building.”

“What? You did?”

“Yes, but I don’t think it counts when you’re the one who set the building on fire.”

Edmund’s expression was equal parts awe, horror, and disbelief. The Dervish plowed onward. “I’m just saying—look—dammit, be more impressed with yourself! Or tell people so they can be impressed for you.”

The scholar gazed at him soberly. “Nothing I do, no matter how impressive, will ever make up for what my order did to you.”

“No, it won’t. But nothing that bastard did to me will take away the fact that you saved thousands of lives, either. It’s not about that. It’s—dammit, Edmund, I am not asking you to make up for something somebody else did!”

Which, up until that minute, was a lie. But saying the words out loud made something untwist in the Dervish’s chest, because he realized that was exactly what he had been asking, and of course it was impossible. And sweet, absurd Edmund, who knew everything there was to know about green parakeets and flowers spread by ants and very little about human hearts, had been trying to do the impossible, because it seemed like somebody should.

The Dervish sat down on the bed next to Edmund. “What happened will never be okay,” he said. “You can’t put it right. No one can. Some things just can’t be made right again.”

Edmund seemed to shrink into himself and the Dervish caught his hands. “No,” he said, feeling a strange bubble of laughter in his throat. “You don’t understand. In my head, I kept wanting it fixed. I wanted to go back in time and change it. But I can’t. And if it can’t be fixed, we can just … stop trying to fix it. Go do something else with our lives. Anything we want.”

“I left the order because I knew I couldn’t fix it,” Edmund said slowly. “But…” He took a deep breath. “I don’t want to leave you.”

“I’d like to think that there’s more to me than the bits that can’t be fixed.” The laughter finally escaped, and he let it. It was hoarse and a bit cracked, but it was a laugh all the same. “I’m probably always going to be sensitive about the scars and I’m never going to want to be pinned down, and I’ll always be touchy about some things. But you don’t have to fix them. I don’t have to fix them. That can just be the way things are.”

“Can you actually do that? Isn’t that sort of trauma just … there?”

“It’s my damn trauma, I’ll do what I want with it.” The look on Edmund’s face made him laugh again. “Everybody has things that bother them. Why can’t I just have things that bother me?”

“It feels like a bit more than a bother.”

“Yes, yes, it was horrible. But—I kept deluding myself that if I could just find the right person to kill, it would somehow remake the past. Screw the past. I’m so tired of it.”

Edmund stared at their joined hands for a long time, and then finally said, “Can we still try to fix the sword thing?”

“Ancestors, I hope so,” the Dervish said, and then, because he felt strange and giddy and light and tired of talking, he leaned in and covered Edmund’s mouth with his.






CHAPTER 29


There were a number of things that the Dervish would have liked to do, though some of them involved oil and a certain amount of preparation. Since he didn’t know what Edmund preferred, he was reluctant to push too far, too fast, particularly in light of their disastrous first attempt.

Still, two intelligent, aroused, and extremely naked people could almost always find some way to enjoy each other, and so they did.

He learned that Edmund was not completely inexperienced. Edmund learned that the Dervish could do some quite impressive things with his tongue. Mutual education eventually led to the Dervish working himself between Edmund’s thighs, fist wrapped around the other man’s cock, while Edmund whimpered and gasped and thrust into his hand.

“Not yet,” he growled into the scholar’s ear. “Not until I tell you.”

“Ah! God! Please—Dervish, please—”

The sound of his name undid him. His back arched, fingers tightening until Edmund moaned under him. “Now,” he said, and Edmund’s body bucked so hard it nearly threw him off the bed, which had not been designed for two people.

Spent, they collapsed together. The Dervish took the outside spoon and wrapped his arm around Edmund’s waist. Edmund started to cover the Dervish’s hand with his own, then stopped. After a moment, he brushed his thumb lightly alongside the Dervish’s wrist, a gentle touch that did not leave the Dervish feeling pinned.

Good. That was good. The Dervish closed his eyes.

It was impossible to fully sleep on the narrow bed, but they dozed together for a few minutes, until Edmund finally sighed and got up to get a towel. The Dervish watched him walk across the room, admiring the view. He had excellent thighs. The Dervish had never quite noticed that, given the robes the scholar always wore, but they were superb. He’d always admired good thighs.

Edmund wet the towel from the basin and cleaned himself off, then wrung it out and offered it to the Dervish, who took it and cleaned both himself and the bed. They moved to the other one to give the mattress time to dry out.

“That was excellent,” the Dervish said, leaning back. “We should have done that much sooner.”

“We didn’t really have much opportunity on the road. Or beds. Just a lot of logs, and they’re really not the same.”

“Oh, I don’t know…” The Dervish imagined Edmund bent over a log, ass up, begging for release, and felt himself stir. “Though our traveling companions might have had a lot to say.”

Edmund snorted. “I shudder to think what Dog Violet would have had to say.”

“I’d be more worried about Large Francis asking if we were going to lay eggs.”

“Do you know that her people don’t engage in recreational sex at all? She seemed rather puzzled by the notion. Two females will agree to lay male eggs for each other, but that’s the closest they get.”

“Ancestors.” The Dervish stared at the ceiling in mild horror. “The poor things.”

“Comes of having non-sentient males, I suppose.”

“I guess. Though I’ve had a few lovers that were definitely borderline, so far as that goes.” He stretched. “I have to admit that I’m out of practice myself.”

Edmund scoffed at him. “Out of practice, he says.”

“It’s been a few hundred years. And I’m definitely older than I was.” He put his wrist to his forehead in mock sorrow. “Pretty soon the handsome young men will be saying, ‘Look at him, he’s so well-preserved.’”

Edmund rolled his eyes. “That one fellow at the inn didn’t seem to think so.”

“Who?”

“The one—the place with the sauna—”

“Oh, him.” The Dervish’s brow smoothed. Had Edmund been jealous? Delightful thought. “He wasn’t my type.”

“You said I wasn’t your type.”

“Yes, well, I lie a lot.”

“What is your type, anyway?”

The Dervish considered this question from all angles. “Do you know, I haven’t the foggiest idea?”

Edmund started laughing and the Dervish pulled him back down onto the too-small bed to show him that about some things, he had a great many ideas indeed.



The next morning, they returned to Chime Street, where the toad let them inside with every evidence of reluctance. “The scholar is very busy,” he said.

Edmund refrained from mentioning that the scholar had requested he deliver the sword and he wasn’t simply wandering in off the street. The important thing was that the scholar would see them, and, if the gods were kind, maybe she would know something about how the swords functioned.

The toad ushered them up a flight of stairs, past a workroom, and into a study. Three walls were lined with bookcases, surrounding the windows on all sides, as if the resident had begrudged giving up even that much wall space. An unlit fireplace dominated the fourth wall, and Scholar Andraste sat at a heavy oak desk with her back to it, writing busily.

If her butler looked like a toad, Scholar Andraste looked like a barn owl. She had wide, dark eyes set in a pale face that tapered to a pointed chin. Tan hair cut short completed the resemblance.

She looked up at the two of them and smiled as if she wasn’t sure what to do with her teeth. “You must be here about the sword?”

“Yes,” Edmund said. “I’m Learned Edmund”—he winced internally, but it would help to establish his bona fides—“of the Ghaston temple, and this is…”

“The Dervish.”

“Yes, of course.” Andraste rose to her feet and offered her hand to Edmund, although her gaze went over his shoulder to the Dervish, where it lingered for a long moment. Edmund couldn’t blame her for that, since he’d rather be looking at the Dervish, too.

“Please, sit,” Andraste said, gesturing to two chairs in front of her desk. “I requested the sword from the temple, but I understand that you wished to deliver it to me in person?” Her gaze went back to the Dervish again.

Edmund, too, looked at the Dervish. “Perhaps it’s best if you explain,” he said, not wanting to give away any information that the Dervish would prefer kept secret.

The silver-eyed warrior considered for a long moment, then unslung the sword from around his hips. “This is the sword,” he said. “I’m the spirit cursed to live in it.”

Scholar Andraste did not turn so much as a hair. “I see.”

“Perhaps a demonstration is in order?” Edmund knew how much the Dervish disliked being forced back into the blade, but this was also quite a claim to swallow at face value.

The Dervish nodded and handed him the blade. Edmund unwrapped the piece of cloth that kept the sword from going all the way into the sheath and waited for the Dervish’s nod.

Silver light spidered across him and he vanished.

Scholar Andraste made a small, wordless exclamation and sat back. Edmund hastily unsheathed it and the Dervish reappeared, standing behind his chair.

“My god,” she said. “It’s real. It was such a long shot—an artifact described as a sword that couldn’t be drawn—and here it is.”

“Here I am,” the Dervish said.

“You knew about these?” Edmund asked.

“I’d heard rumors. And of course I read the recent monograph along with everyone else.”

Ah, yes. The monograph that everyone at the temple thought was a load of barnacle pigeons. Edmund remembered telling the Dervish about that, approximately a thousand years ago, and how offended the Dervish had been.

Apparently Scholar Andraste hadn’t been so skeptical. She extended her hands. “May I?”

Edmund waited for the Dervish to nod again, then handed it over. Scholar Andraste drew the blade the rest of the way out and turned it over in her hands, her face alight.

The Dervish cleared his throat. “If you’ve heard about these, do you know some way to break the curse?”

“Curse?”

“The bit where I’m trapped inside it for eternity, serving the wielder, all that?”

“Yes, of course.” Andraste shook her head. “I’m sorry, this is a lot for me to take in.”

“We were really hoping that your research might have turned up something in that direction,” Edmund said. “Are there some references that you might have? A way to destroy the sword, perhaps?”

“Supposedly they can’t be destroyed,” Andraste said. She looked up from the blade at last. “Have you tried?”

“As much as I’ve been able to. It doesn’t rust, even when normal steel ought to. Fire doesn’t affect it at all. Neither does smashing it on a rock.”

“Hmm.”

A prickle of unease ran across Edmund’s skin. “I suspect that the Forge God’s temple would be very interested in the secret of indestructible steel,” he said.

“Of course,” Scholar Andraste said absently, still examining the blade.

“The possible uses in construction … bridges … machinery…” Edmund pressed.

“Uh-huh.”

Edmund had known a fair number of people in service to the Forge God. If given the opportunity to expound on the uses of an indestructible metal, not one of them would have been able to resist. The eyes of the most taciturn blacksmith in existence would at least light up at the thought.

Andraste’s eyes didn’t so much as flicker.

This is a trap, Edmund thought, with sudden, wonderful clarity.

“At any rate,” he said, “obviously since the Dervish is tied to the sword, he has the overriding claim on it. I’m sure you understand.”

“Yes, of course.” She tested the edge with her thumb. “Have you ever sharpened it?”

“I’ve never needed to,” the Dervish said.

“Fascinating.”

“I’d be much more fascinated by a way to get out of it.”

“Mmm. Yes. What do you remember of the process?” She finally looked away from the sword, to look up at the Dervish. “Knowing how you got in is critical to getting out.”

“About as much as you’d expect. I was looking down at a red-hot sword, and then they stabbed me with it.”

Andraste pursed her lips. “Red-hot or white-hot?”

“Uh…” The Dervish closed his eyes, clearly trying to recall. “Orange? Maybe?”

“You know,” said Edmund helpfully, “around eleven hundred degrees.”

“Mmm.” Andraste rose, holding the sword in one hand. “I need to take this to my colleagues for a moment, to inspect. If you’ll wait here—”

“No!” Edmund said, half rising out of his seat.

The scholar paused. The Dervish was staring at him. Edmund reached for a plausible lie. “He can’t go very far from the sword,” he said, which was true, so far as it went. “Or the wielder. If the two aren’t together, it burns like…” Inspiration struck. “Like the sap of the manchineel tree.”

“The what?”

The Dervish, thank all the gods, was quicker on the uptake than Edmund had ever been. “It’s true,” he said, reaching out to take the sheath and holding his hand out for the sword. “If the wielder doesn’t have the sword, it’s very painful for me. Perhaps your colleagues could come here?”

Scholar Andraste frowned. “Nothing like this was in the literature.”

“The literature,” said Edmund, feeling as if he’d been floundering in quicksand and had suddenly found a buried iron girder under his feet, “should never be considered a substitute for reality. For centuries, the literature said that humans had twenty-eight teeth, that the earth was flat, that women were biologically inferior—”

Andraste rolled her eyes. “Fine, fine. I yield. I’ll fetch my colleagues.” She handed the sword to the Dervish. “Wait here.” The door closed with a loud click behind her.

Edmund was on his feet in an instant, examining the wrought-iron grate on the near window. It was solid work, probably made by an actual servant of the Forge God.

“Mind telling me what’s going on?” the Dervish asked over his shoulder, already checking the other window.

“She’s a fake. I don’t know if she’s taken the real Scholar Andraste’s place or if she’s always been a fake, but she’s lying about being a servant of the Forge God.”

“And you know this because…?”

“I started to get suspicious when she didn’t seem interested in indestructible metal. Then when I said ‘eleven hundred degrees,’ she didn’t correct me. Steel doesn’t turn orange until about eighteen hundred. No real scholar of the Forge God would have let that pass.”

“That seems a bit flimsy,” the Dervish said.

“Also I’m pretty sure she locked the door.”

The Dervish sprinted across the room, tried the handle, and uttered a low curse. “I retract my objection. Do you think she’s one of these Sainted Smith cult people?”

“I don’t know. All I know is she’s not with the Forge God.” Edmund went back to studying the windows and the bars on them. The grate was cut into a floral design—lots of curves, very decorative, and almost disguising the fact that it would keep intruders from getting in, or prisoners from getting out.

“We have to get you out of here,” the Dervish said.

“Me? Why me? You’re the one they’re after.”

“Because if they kill you, one of them can wield the sword.”

“Oh.” Edmund banged his knuckles on the iron grate. “I don’t think I’m getting out this way.”

He heard grunting behind him, and turned to find the Dervish’s legs sticking out of the fireplace. A moment later, the man emerged, covered in soot. “Or that way,” he said grimly.

“Dervish…”

“Here’s what we’re going to do. You stand behind the door, and when she comes in, I’ll kill her. Then the next one after her, then the next one, and when I say run, you get out of here.”

Edmund closed his eyes briefly. “I suspect that since they know what you are, they might have planned for something like that.”

“Planned? How could they plan for it?”

“That servant saw you. If he … sorry … described your eyes…”

“Damn my unnatural beauty.”

Edmund ran a finger over the wrought-iron grate. There was a narrow opening down the middle, about three inches long, just above where the swooping leaves converged.

Voices rang out at the end of the hall. The Dervish cursed and grabbed a chair, wedging it under the door handle. Edmund counted three sets of footsteps, possibly four.

“What’s going on?” Scholar Andraste demanded, rattling the handle. “Why is this door locked?”

“Because you locked it.”

“That was definitely a misunderstanding.”

“Was it?”

“If you just open the door, I’m sure we can talk about this like civilized beings.”

“You’re not a servant of the Forge God, are you?” Edmund called.

There was a long, long pause, and then apparently Andraste decided to give up the pretense. “I serve the Sainted Smith.” Her voice was no longer dispassionate, but edged with a terrible ecstasy. “She who conquered death with steel.”

“Oh fuck,” said the Dervish.

Calm settled over Edmund like a coat of frost. He knew what he had to do. The Dervish was probably never going to forgive him, but at least he wouldn’t be trapped in bondage to whoever Scholar Andraste actually served. And since a servant of the Many-Armed God had been the one to bind him, over and over, maybe it was appropriate that another of the god’s servants set him free.

The door rattled as something heavy hit it. “I’m sorry,” Edmund said, picking up the sword.

“What?” The Dervish turned. “What are you—”

Edmund met those fierce quicksilver eyes across the room, and allowed himself one moment to fall into them.

And said, “I love you.”

And sheathed the sword.

His last glimpse of the Dervish was of lips parting, probably about to demand answers, but looking, for one instant, like a kiss.

The sword fit through the gap in the wrought iron with half an inch to spare. Edmund hastily wrapped the cloth strip around the guard and tied it to the sheath. Hopefully that would keep the sword from falling out. It would ruin everything if the Dervish popped back into existence and came in trying to rescue him.

He fitted the point through the gap, uttered a brief prayer to the Many-Armed One, and shoved it as hard as he could.

Clunk.

Thud.

“Ow!”

Edmund closed his eyes briefly. He was still calm, but he could feel a hysterical laugh building somewhere in his chest.

“The hell?” a voice said from below. “Some bastard threw a sword at me!”

“Free sword,” another voice said cheerfully. And then, louder, “Hey, you got a shield up there too?”

May all the gods bless the city and those who dwell in it.

By the time Scholar Andraste broke in, accompanied by a small man with a crossbow and a very large man with a club, Edmund was sitting tranquilly at the desk.

“Where is the sword?” Andraste demanded.

Edmund smiled. “At this point,” he said, with absolute honesty, “it could be just about anywhere.”






CHAPTER 30


The Dervish came out of the silver in mid-yell.

“—are you doing!?”

The brick wall in front of him was unperturbed. He spun around, daggers leaping into his hands, and saw … two young boys?

What just happened? Where am I?

The boys had the ragged look of street urchins. Despite their best attempts to look jaded, their eyes were huge. One’s mouth was hanging open.

He was the one holding the sword. The Dervish took a step forward. “Where is Edmund?”

“Holy hell,” said the one with the sword. His companion, less articulate but clearly a quicker thinker, grabbed the hilt of the sword and shoved it back into the sheath. Silver swirled.

It swirled again and he came out, hit the same brick wall, and turned around to see the urchins watching him with great intensity. The Dervish grabbed a dagger and roared.

“If you—”

Silver. Brick wall.

“—don’t stop—”

Silver. Different brick wall.

“—doing that—”

Silver. Some kind of building, probably a warehouse.

“—I’m going to—”

Silver. A very surprised-looking woman standing behind a counter.

“—get cross!”

The woman was plump, middle-aged, and wore the shocked expression of someone who had just drawn a sword and had a warrior appear in front of her. This was an expression that the Dervish had a lot of experience deciphering. She was not, however, his wielder. The weird little sense just left of his heart that told him who the wielder was hadn’t changed, which meant Edmund was still alive.

Relief left the Dervish weak in the knees. He spun in a circle, taking in shelves covered with eclectic merchandise, random objects, and more than a little dust. The two boys from the alley were backed against one of the shelves, watching him with great suspicion.

Ah. Pawnbroker. Of course.

As the Dervish had no intention of allowing himself to be pawned, he reached out and grabbed the sword. The woman held on, possibly out of reflex.

“Madam,” the Dervish said, and stopped because he had no idea how to finish that sentence. Explaining would take far too long. Killing her would upset Edmund and probably Zale and the rest.

Right. Time for desperate measures. He leaned in—the pawnbroker’s eyes went very wide—and kissed her on the cheek.

She said “Wuh?” or words to that effect, but more importantly, her grip on the sword loosened. The Dervish plucked it from the woman’s nerveless fingers, swept her his deepest and most elaborate bow, then spun and stalked out the door. A bell rang behind him as he went.

Silence reigned briefly in the pawnshop. It was broken when one of the boys turned to the other one and smacked him upside the head. “I tol’ you we should’ve got the money before she tried it!”

The second boy rubbed his ear. “Didn’t know she was gonna just hand it over to him, did I?”

The pawnbroker, who was named Iron Peg and was famous for her hard-headedness, stared at the door with an expression that neither boy would recognize until long after puberty. “Heh,” she said.

“Y’know,” the first boy said, “you ain’t wrong. She did let our merchandise just walk out of here. Peg, I figure you owe us—”

“Owe you!” Her expression snapped back to the usual one they expected from Iron Peg. “You try to pawn off a cursed bit of goods on me, call up some wicked spirit or whatever that was, and you think I owe you? You’re lucky I don’t tan both your hides!”

She picked up the broom behind the counter, which was known and feared wherever street urchins gathered. The two boys sprinted for the door and were through, setting the bell jangling wildly.

Iron Peg made a scoffing sound, went to the door, and flipped the CLOSED sign. Then she leaned against the doorframe for a minute, and smiled.

“Heh.”



The Dervish made it nearly half a block before he realized that he had no idea where he was. It didn’t look like any part of the city he’d gone to before. The street was narrow and winding and buildings leaned out over it, sometimes connecting over the top by means of clotheslines and makeshift planks. Slum-weavers built their hanging nests underneath every available set of eaves.

Had he been less immortal and less in a hurry, he would have taken a more subtle approach, but given the circumstances, he simply reached out and grabbed the nearest person he saw, who happened to be a street urchin only slightly older than the previous pair.

“Hey, gettoff me!”

“You. Which way to Chime Street?”

The urchin’s gaze swept over him, clearly calculating his worth down to the price of individual organs. “Yeah? What’s it worth to you?”

The Dervish slapped his side and remembered that since he had been in and out of the sword, he was no longer carrying any coin. “How about I don’t use your skull to hold spare change, pins, and interesting bits of string?”

“Nah.” The urchin did a complicated shoulder wiggle and was suddenly free. He took off down an alley so narrow that the Dervish would have had to go through sideways to pursue.

The Dervish cursed and looked for another victim. This time fortune favored him. Coming down the street was a man wearing dark brown robes, and along each sleeve was embroidered a small, silver dancing rat.



Brother Merle was a healer in service to the temple, and after the Dervish dropped Zale’s name and blurted out a somewhat abridged story about Edmund being kidnapped, he did not ask foolish questions. He led the Dervish to a street corner a block over and flagged down a two-wheeled cart being drawn by a strapping young man with thigh muscles like tree trunks. “This is Gervase,” Merle said. “He won’t cheat you or try to dump you in an alley. Gervase, this man is known to the temple. Take him to Chime Street and wait for him. Time is of the essence.”

The Dervish expected coin to change hands, but Gervase simply nodded and gestured to the Dervish to climb into the seat.

“And how is your gran doing?” Merle asked, as the Dervish sat.

“Breathing much better, sir,” the young man said, dipping his head. “Auntie says it’s a miracle.”

“Very good. I’ll come by next week with more medicine. If she takes a turn for the worse, you come for me immediately, hear? No waiting to see if she feels better in the morning.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Get on with you, then. Good luck, Ser Dervish.”

Gervase picked up the cart’s poles and set off at a jog. They took so many twists and turns that the Dervish knew he would have been lost within seconds, but Gervase never faltered. In fact, he seemed to take time is of the essence as an order and went over sidewalks and down alleys to avoid snarls in traffic, occasionally scattering pedestrians like pigeons before him.

The Dervish didn’t complain. Even when the wheels bounced over cobbles and rattled his teeth, even when they skidded in horse droppings and briefly struck a wall, he merely gripped more tightly. Once they had left the area where buildings met overhead, it became obvious that the sun was about to set, and that Edmund had been in the hands of their captors for hours.

Please let it only be hours. Please let it not be days. While the Dervish had a broad sense of time passing in the sword, anything over five minutes and under a week felt much the same.

The sky slowly turned orange, dyeing walls and rooftops. The urchins had clearly covered a vast territory. Fortunately Gervase was nearly as tireless as Greathoof, and just as agreeable. From him, the Dervish learned that the White Rat’s temple provided both healers and legal counsel for the occupants of the city’s slums, as well as arranging jobs whenever possible. “Got me my best contract,” Gervase said proudly. Other than slight pauses between words, he didn’t even seem winded.

“Oh?” the Dervish said, desperate for anything to distract him from fretting over Edmund. “What’s that?”

“Used to haul groceries but now I work in the Scarlet Quarter most evenings. The ladies get a client who comes in drunk and passes out, they’ll pay me to carry him out and take him home.” He nodded solemnly. “And sometimes if a fellow comes in mean, they’ll slip some poppy milk in his drink to hurry things along. But either way, the clients are no good passed out. In the gutter they’re bad for business, and in a bed, they’re taking up space. So I take them home, or at least to an inn.”

The Dervish, who had once spent a brief stretch as a bouncer in a brothel, nodded understanding. “Does it pay well?”

“Oh yeah, yeah. Scarlet Guild pays for it, so it’s guild rates. And the ladies are a lot nicer to work for than the grocers were. Though sometimes the drunks wake up mean and I have to thump them.”

“I would imagine that didn’t happen much with the groceries.”

Gervase grinned over his shoulder at the Dervish. “Not so much.”

By the time they arrived in Chime Street, the Dervish had learned that Gervase lived with his gran and his auntie and two sisters, all of whom were seamstresses. Sometimes the “ladies” would give him torn clothes that his sisters could mend or take apart. His youngest sister worked with two rag-and-bone gnoles, providing fabric to the gnole burrow in the city. Apparently gnoles had very specific requirements in terms of color and texture for the complicated rags they wore, and most humans weren’t very good at discerning the differences, so Gervase was very proud of his sister. “Gnoles’re good people,” the young man informed him, in a tone that indicated thumping would occur if the Dervish disagreed.

“A gnole saved my life once. You won’t hear an ill word about them from me.”

“Good.” Gervase slowed. “This is Chime Street. Whereabouts?”

The Dervish pointed. Gervase set the poles down when they reached the building. “You want me to wait or do you need someone thumped?”

“There’s a very good chance I’ll need someone thumped. Come with me.”



The Dervish smacked the door knocker against the door, waited, and as soon as the toad opened it, he jammed his foot in the gap. “Where’s Edmund?”

The toad gaped at him and tried to slam the door in his face. The Dervish’s shoes were comfortable for walking—thank the ancestors, an eternity with uncomfortable shoes really would be hell—but not made to stand up to doors. The pain in his foot only made him angrier. He drove his shoulder into the wood, driving the toad back a step, and then Gervase reached over the top of his head, caught the edge of the door, and opened it in much the same fashion that a battering ram opens castles.

“Very nice,” the Dervish said. Gervase grunted acknowledgment. Squashed between door and wall, the toad made a gurgling noise.

Gervase shut the door. The toad slid gently to the floor. The Dervish took out a dagger and waved it under the servant’s nose.

“I want you to know,” he said, in his most charming voice, “that I am very angry and looking for an excuse to do something violent.”

“Nrrgh,” the toad said.

“Want me to thump him?” Gervase asked.

“No. He’s going to tell us everything he knows. Aren’t you?”

The toad nodded frantically, eyes riveted on the dagger point.

“Where is Scholar Andraste?”

“She’s … nrr … not here.”

The Dervish clucked his tongue. “That is a bad answer. Would you like to reconsider?”

The toad’s eyes nearly crossed trying to watch the dagger. “N … nnh … she’s really not! I swear it! You can check the house!”

Annoyingly, he seemed to be telling the truth. The Dervish gritted his teeth. “When did she leave?”

“Y-yesterday…”

Shit. I was in the sword overnight. At least. He leaned over the toad, twisting the dagger to make the light flicker off the blade. “When is she coming back?”

“I don’t know! She didn’t say!”

“What about the prisoner?”

“P-prisoner?”

“The man I came here with.” The Dervish let the dagger drift to the underside of the toad’s throat.

“He … he wasn’t a…” His eyes bulged as the dagger point began to press into his skin. “I didn’t know he was a prisoner! No one told me! They all left together, in a hurry, I wasn’t informed, no one told me…” He swallowed and a bead of blood welled under the dagger point.

The Dervish would have preferred it if the man was lying, because then he could do something really nasty with a clear conscience. Unfortunately he still seemed to be telling the truth. “Where did they go?”

“I don’t kn—eerp! I don’t, I really don’t! She leaves sometimes! I just watch the house while she’s gone!”

“Did they take a carriage?” Gervase’s voice was a low rumble. The Dervish glanced at him, surprised.

“Yes, yes. All of them in the carriage. I called it. She told me to.”

Gervase nodded. “How much food do you pack when she goes away?”

I have made the classic mistake of thinking that because someone is large and uneducated, they must be stupid. The Dervish nodded approvingly at Gervase while the toad babbled. “M-maybe three days’ worth? Bread and cheese mostly and pickles and wine and a jar of sardines because Scholar Andraste likes sardines and I can’t imagine the smell in a closed carriage but it’s not up to—ulp!”

“Could last a lot longer than three days, if she’s stopping at inns along the way,” Gervase said.

“And you have no idea where she goes?” the Dervish asked the toad. “Not even a guess?”

“I … I…”

The Dervish applied a little more pressure with the dagger. The servant closed his eyes and whispered, “I don’t want you to kill me if I guess wrong.”

“He’s got a point there,” Gervase said. The Dervish sighed. He had really been hoping to kill someone deserving, but the toad’s worst sin seemed to be that he was a mediocre butler. Also I’m not sure if Gervase would thump me. I get the feeling that murder might cross the line.

“Fine,” he said, taking the dagger away. “How many other people are here?”

“No one! I give the staff a holiday when the scholar’s away, to save money, you understand, except for the maids and they go home for the night.”

“Right. Put him in a closet or something and lock the door.”

Gervase picked the toad up by the collar, cutting off the stream of groveling thanks. The Dervish turned away, disgusted as much by his own desire to kill the man as anything else. He’d told Edmund that he’d realized that he couldn’t just kill the right person and fix the past. It was a damn shame that enlightenment had come to him just at the point where a killing spree would be incredibly satisfying.

He went through the house as methodically as he could, despite the panicky feeling under his breastbone that Edmund was getting farther away the longer he waited. Find out where he went. If you find out where, you’ll be able to go after him.

Most of the house was just a house. Andraste had not left any convenient notes on the wall of the pantry saying, “By the way, I have traveled to the following location.” Her bedroom was minimalist to the point of being austere. He found a workroom scattered with scribbled notes and rough sketches of metal objects—including swords—that made him nervous, but the notes were in a language that he couldn’t read. Most of them looked like incidental notes anyway, not the sort where you’d lay out your nine-part thesis on how to jam a soul into a chunk of steel.

On the second floor, he found the room where he and Edmund had sat and talked to Andraste like lambs having a conversation with the butcher.

There were no suspicious bloodstains. The Dervish told himself that he hadn’t expected any, that he’d know if Edmund was dead, but it was still an enormous relief. He yanked drawers out of the desk and found nothing but penknives, quills, and a half dozen bottles of ink, some of which were clearly dried up.

And then, just when he was about to give up in despair, he saw the corner of something sticking out from under the far side of the desk, as if it had been dropped. The Dervish reached down and scooped it up. A book, with a leather tie around it.

He recognized it immediately, even before the folded paper bird slipped from between the pages and drifted to the floor.

As if in a trance, the Dervish opened Edmund’s journal. He saw drawings of trees, of flowers, of pinecones and Sweetness the mule. He turned pages, reading Edmund’s complaints about the temple and notes about the weather. Large Francis appeared, with careful notes about her people, her homeland, and the exact anatomy of her lungs. He saw a quick gesture drawing of Dog Violet that managed to convey exactly what she thought of being asked to pose for a human.

And he saw himself. Over and over, more than anything else in the book, from quick little drawings in the margins that captured only a few lines to detailed studies obviously drawn by firelight.

The Dervish knew nothing at all about art, but he understood love when he saw it.

“Fuck,” he whispered, and then somewhere in the distance, someone hurt his wielder.



Edmund!

The sword’s response was instantaneous. The Dervish had no warning at all. The spot in his chest where the magic seemed to focus was suddenly a rope around his heart, pulling him in the direction of Edmund’s pain.

Part of his mind was reflexively trying to break the hold. Another, larger part, was shrieking that Edmund was being hurt, he was in pain, he might be dying, do something!

The Dervish tried. He banged his thigh painfully on the edge of the desk as he tried to follow. The magic was pulling him in the right direction, but this wasn’t like a battlefield, where he only needed to dodge around a few other people to get there. This was miles away, but still the magic dragged him forward like a compass needle, toward—

The Dervish went through the door, past the startled Gervase, and slammed into the wall. A moment later, the pain stopped.

Dead? Is he dead? Please, ancestors, let him not be dead, please let him not … No, the Dervish still had a wielder. He could feel it. Which meant that Edmund was alive and the hurting had stopped.

He sagged against the wall with a whoof of exhaled air.

“Um,” said Gervase. “You all right?”

“Yeah,” the Dervish said. The journal was heavy in his hand, but the rest of him was seized with a sudden wild elation. He didn’t need to know where the scholar was going. He could find the direction himself.

Somewhere on the other end of that invisible rope was Edmund. He just had to figure out where.






CHAPTER 31


The Dervish left Gervase at the entrance to the Temple of the White Rat. He remembered again that he didn’t have any money and babbled an apology, but Gervase only laughed. “Helped myself to some of the stuff in the pantry of that fancy house. Doubt that scholar person will miss it.”

“Believe me,” said the Dervish, “by the time I’m done, she won’t miss anything ever again.”

“Kinda figured.” The young man nodded. “Rather not know anything about it, but the constables won’t hear anything from me.” He tapped his forehead, picked up his cart, and jogged away into the city.

The Dervish found Zale’s office and flung the door open without even knocking. The lawyer jumped up, startled, then said, “Oh, there you are! I was wondering where you two had…”

They paused. They studied the distinct absence of Edmund. They noted the look on the Dervish’s face.

“Oh shit,” Zale said. “Something’s happened, hasn’t it?”



The Dervish got about thirty seconds into the explanation and Zale waved him into silence. “This is above my pay grade. We need to talk to Bishop Beartongue.”

“I need to get Edmund back.”

“Yes. And we will.” Zale reached out and put their hand on the Dervish’s shoulder and gripped it with surprising strength for a person who mostly lifted papers. “I promise you, I will go with you, and we will do whatever it takes. But that starts with talking to Beartongue.”

The Dervish didn’t know what he expected from a bishop. Mercenaries, for whatever reason, rarely came in contact with them. Zale was certainly not what he’d expected from a lawyer. Would their superior be like them?

Bishop Beartongue was a muscular woman with gray hair and a desk the size of a small continent. When Zale came in, she looked up and smiled inquiringly. Then her eyes took in the Dervish and dropped to the sword in Zale’s hands.

“Oh god,” she said. “Not another one.”

“I don’t mean to keep stumbling over people trapped in swords,” Zale said. “It just keeps happening.”

“The last time it happened, you wandered in the Vagrant Hills…”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“… were present at a murder…”

“It was really more of a maiming-with-intent?”

“… and accidentally set the Dreaming God’s people against the Hanged Mother’s people. There was an incident.”

“The Hanged Mother’s inquisitor started it!”

“I know, I know.” The bishop rubbed her eyes. “I wouldn’t care except that one of the Hanged flunkies kept showing up here demanding that you be investigated for misconduct. Took me ages to get rid of him.” The look she leveled at the Dervish was not unfriendly but distinctly wary. “I suppose it’s too much to hope that you’re not in the middle of some kind of crisis?”

The Dervish said, “My wielder’s been kidnapped.”

“… Of course they have.” She waved to two chairs in front of her desk. “Sit down and tell me all about it.”



The Dervish had to give her credit, the bishop listened. Really listened, with great intensity, making notes. As skeptical as he was of all priests, he had to admit that she wasn’t brushing them off. Occasionally she would fire off a question. He didn’t understand some of the ones she asked Zale, but the ones she asked him were pertinent.

About halfway through, someone hurt Edmund.

The Dervish was on his feet, knocking over the chair and hitting the east wall of the bishop’s office before he knew what was happening. He cursed and fought the magic back. I’m nowhere near. I can’t get there. I want to. He was moving toward the door, which was not in the direction that the magic thought he should be going, when the hurting stopped. His breath went out in a whoosh.

“Sorry,” he muttered. The bishop’s eyebrows had gone up. Zale looked resigned.

“I see the problem,” Beartongue said. She frowned. “What would happen if you were standing by a river? Or a cliff?”

“Nothing I want to experience.”

“Right.” Beartongue pushed her notes aside and steepled her fingers. “Okay. There are two ways to do this: the proper way, and the correct way.”

The Dervish put up an eyebrow. Zale’s resignation expanded until it seemed to extend several feet from their actual body.

“The proper way is that we treat this as a kidnapping. Since they’ve left the city, the guard has minimal authority, but I’m certain the Forge God’s people would be very interested in finding out that someone is impersonating one of their own. Failing that, we might be able to scrape up a few paladins. Say we do and you go after these people and attempt to get your friend back. If he’s already being hurt now, I suspect that it will end in violence.”

“It damn well better.”

“Right. That will mean a legal inquiry with whichever temple is involved. Now, the Rat is a god of lawyers, among other things, and unless you do something incredibly ill-advised, I see no difficulty in getting through such an inquiry. Except…”

“Except?”

“The information about the swords will almost certainly come out in court. From there it will be a matter of record. Even if it’s done under seal, a lot more people will know about it than do now. An obscure monograph that a couple of scholars have read is one thing, but I suspect this would hit the broadsheets. It’s too juicy a topic. After that, between the followers of this ‘Sainted Smith’ actively searching for swords like yours, and opportunists who see the chance to have an immortal bodyguard at their beck and call…” She spread her hands. “It could make your life a great deal more difficult in the long term.”

“If it gets Edmund back, I don’t care about the long term.”

“He might, though,” Zale said.

The Dervish’s voice locked in his throat. Yes. Edmund would care very much. His life was here, in these lands. He’d spoken about working for an artificer in a city that was apparently close by. This would paint a target on his back for anyone who wanted possession of the sword.

He’s not like you. You just get up and ride away whenever things get difficult. If you had to keep moving, it would feel normal. But Edmund’s a scholar. He wants to use his brain and publish those monograph things. What life will he have if you have to keep moving?

Even if he left Edmund behind and rode off over the horizon as far away as he could, someone might still come after the scholar to learn what he knew about the swords. And if he was going to leave, he’d need a new wielder anyway—

No!

His whole chest felt as if it would collapse inward at the thought. The visceral strength of his reaction shocked him.

I need to think about this. Later. When I don’t have two priests staring at me.

“If that’s the proper way,” the Dervish said carefully, “what’s the correct way?”

“Very similar, really.” The bishop picked up her notes and calmly tore them in half. “Except I’ve never met you, I certainly have no idea what you might be doing, and Zale is on some kind of paid leave. I heard they left the city, but beyond that, I couldn’t say.”

“Did I take the fastest coach in the yard?” asked Zale.

“You did not. You did, however, take a couple of chits letting you exchange post-horses along the road.”

“How odd. I thought I hated riding horses.”

“Yes, it was something of a departure, wasn’t it?”

The Dervish gazed at her with admiration. “And here I thought you’d be on the side of law and order…”

“No, young man,” said Beartongue, despite being several centuries his junior. “I am on the side of justice. If we’re lucky, the two run in parallel. If they don’t, we bend the law to attain justice, not the other way around.” She made a shooing gesture. “Now go on, get going before I’m forced to remember this meeting happened. And good luck to you both.”



“I liked her,” the Dervish said five minutes later, as Zale threw together a packful of clothes. The solicitor-sacrosanct’s private rooms were a maze of piled papers and teetering stacks of books, not unlike their office. The Dervish carefully moved a three-volume set on inheritance law to one side and sat down gingerly on the chair underneath.

“Lots of people like her,” Zale said, shoving socks into their pack. “The others tend to hate her with the burning passion of a thousand suns. Will you hand me that bag—no, the other one, there, yes.”

The Dervish assessed his troops for the upcoming operation, which at the moment seemed to consist of a slender middle-aged lawyer who specialized in property law.

“So,” he said. “Can you fight?”

“Me?” Zale looked appalled. “I can use a crossbow, provided the target is standing fairly still and doesn’t try to take it away from me.”

The Dervish rubbed his forehead. Andraste had clearly had at least two hirelings, and that assumed that they hadn’t run off to find more members of their freaky little cult. It wasn’t going to do Edmund any good if the Dervish got killed fighting for him, and ancestors only knew how far they might take him in the weeks it took the Dervish to recover. “Okay. We might need a little more muscle.”

“We should probably avoid paladins, unless we can somehow convince the Dreaming God’s people there are demons involved.” Zale sighed, shoving another shirt into the bag. “And the bishop won’t balk at me taking out travel expenses, but hiring mercenaries is another matter. Using funds from the temple to do that would come under scrutiny.”

“Right.” The Dervish leaned his head against the back of the chair. Paladins were always a mixed bag. Incredible fighters, but people who fought for principles instead of money were dangerous. You never quite knew when you’d turn out to be on the wrong side of a principle. “So all we need to do is find someone skilled in battle but trustworthy, and willing to work out of the goodness of their heart, but who isn’t a paladin and is also discreet.”

The sounds of packing paused. The Dervish looked up.

“Um,” said Zale. The priest was looking at the floor with great intensity. “I actually know someone who might be able to help. But I suspect you’re not going to like it.”



“No,” the Dervish said. “Absolutely not. I’d rather die. Twice.”

Five minutes later he said, “It’s a terrible idea.”

A few minutes after that, he said, “There’s no reason he’d help me anyway.”

Zale had finished packing and was herding the Dervish through the White Rat’s compound, acquiring supplies, coin, and a set of chits. Every time the Dervish spoke up, the priest agreed with him in a distracted voice and handed him something else to carry.

“I hate him more than I hate anyone on earth,” the Dervish said, his voice muffled behind a bedroll.

“Yes, yes, I know.” Something lightweight but bulky joined the bedroll.

“There’s an excellent chance that if I see him, I will try to murder him.”

“That’s your prerogative, I suppose. Hold this, please.” Something else went on top of the pile, but the Dervish couldn’t make out the details.

“Is your plan to have me so weighed down with gear that Sarkis will be able to run away?”

Zale snorted eloquently. “Do you know, I’ve never seen him run away from anything?”

The Dervish couldn’t get a hand free to touch his daggers, so he cocked his hip to feel the weight of the scabbard bang against his leg. “There’s always a first time.”

“Sure.” The lawyer turned and put their hands on their hips. “Do you have any better ideas? Other than a daring single-handed raid with me providing cover fire?”

The Dervish did not. Angharad would have dissected his battle plan like a woman gutting a fish, and rightly so. He didn’t even have a battle plan, except to go chasing after Andraste and hope that he could take her out, along with however many guards she had acquired.

He needed someone who could make a battle plan. And, ancestors help him, the most brilliant tactician he’d ever known was apparently within reach.

Did he want Edmund back badly enough to work with Sarkis?

If he’d been a good person, it wouldn’t even have been a question. But he wasn’t, so he thought about it and thought about the hatred that had sustained him for so long, more familiar now than his own face in the mirror. He thought about Edmund, not just sleepy and loose-jointed in bed next to him, but naming trees and drawing flowers and explaining so earnestly why even old books about sheep diseases were important.

The Dervish took a deep, deep breath and held it until his chest ached, then let it out. “All right,” he said. “Take me to Sarkis.”



“They’re at the library? They’ve been there all along?” The Dervish felt irrationally betrayed by this knowledge. “But I was at the library!”

“Yes, and I made sure they knew that it would be a bad time to come out.” Zale rolled their eyes. “Sarkis and his wife come to the library twice a year for a few weeks. The librarians pick his brain about things that happened five hundred years ago. It’s how he earns money. Not that his wife isn’t wealthy in her own right, but he says it’s the principle.”

“Sarkis is married?”

“Yes?”

“But he’s a sword!”

“Swords can get married now. We’re very enlightened here.” Zale led the way around the main library building toward an apartment building separated by a narrow road.

“Yes, but…” The Dervish trailed off, not knowing what to say. Sarkis was immortal. He’d watch his wife age and die, knowing that he never could. And yet he’d gotten married, chosen to love someone for as many years as they were granted, which meant … He didn’t know what it meant. Something anyway. Something important.

It means that you and Edmund could be together for more than just a night, the little voice whispered in his head.

Thank you, yes, I got that, no need to spell it out, he told himself irritably.

They went up a flight of stairs to a line of doors. Zale stopped outside of a particular one.

“Right,” the lawyer said. “If you feel that you can control yourself, we can go in.”

“What if I don’t feel I can control myself?”

“Then we will stand on the doorstep for as long as it takes. I brought a lunch.”

The Dervish tried to calm himself and felt the seething anger in his chest burn like acid. Edmund, he thought. This is for Edmund. You don’t have time for this. Sarkis can help you. He’s the only other immortal swordsman around and he owes you.

“I’m fine,” he said, ignoring the roil of his guts. “Let’s go.”

Zale knocked.

The door opened and the Dervish looked into a face out of memory.






CHAPTER 32


Commander Sarkis gave the impression of not so much having aged as having weathered like a granite outcropping. His dark hair was shot with gray and his skin had the texture of roughly tanned leather. He was four inches shorter than the Dervish and at least a foot wider in the shoulders.

His eyes went wide and he said, “Dervish—?”

The Dervish punched him in the jaw.

He hadn’t intended to. He needed Sarkis’s help. But as soon as he saw his old commander’s face, rage swept through him like a wildfire and then Sarkis was staggering back and Zale let out a squawk of alarm and the Dervish’s knuckles stung with pain.

“The great god knows I deserved that,” his old commander said, and rushed at him.

The Dervish couldn’t get his hands up in time to ward off the attack. Sarkis’s arms went around him and grasped tight.

“I thought I’d never see you again,” Sarkis said, his voice cracking, and that was wrong, that was all wrong, the commander’s voice wasn’t supposed to sound like that, he was invincible, indomitable, he was—

Hugging the Dervish. And the Dervish lowered his head until it touched Sarkis’s shoulder and he was supposed to fight, he hated Sarkis, Sarkis was the architect of all his misery, except that he’d been embraced like this before and it was familiar and something broke loose inside his chest and the Dervish began to sob on his old commander’s shoulder as if he were dying all over again.

He didn’t know what he said in that long time out of time, while Sarkis patted his back and said meaningless soothing things in his deep rumbling voice. When the Dervish could hear himself again, what he was saying was “I hate you, I hate you, I missed you so much…”

The arms around him started to feel like a prison again, and he pulled away. Sarkis let him go at once and stood looking up at him—Sarkis was short, even if he didn’t act like it—and said, “Well?”

The Dervish wiped his eyes. “What do we do now?” He shouldn’t ask, he should rage and scream and draw his daggers and carve his hatred on Sarkis’s skin, but still … it was the commander. Ancestors help him, asking him what to do felt normal, in a way that nothing had been normal for hundreds of years.

“I’d let you murder me a few times if you wanted,” Sarkis said. “The great god knows that you’d deserve it. But it would upset my wife and I can’t have that.”

“Your wife. I still can’t believe that.”

“Believe it,” someone said behind him, and the Dervish turned to see a plump blond woman with wide, guileless eyes, and the rather large crossbow she was aiming in his direction. “Sarkis, love, my arm is getting tired. Have you two gotten it out of your system?”

Sarkis looked at the Dervish. Zale looked at the ceiling. The Dervish, with some difficulty, pulled his eyes away from the tip of the crossbow bolt—she was aiming with alarming precision at bits that had, so far, not turned silver and which he’d prefer to keep that way—and looked at Sarkis.

“I wanted to kill you for a long time,” he said. “But it wouldn’t fix anything, would it?”

“No. I wish it did. I am so damn sorry,” Sarkis said. “I could tell you that for the next century and it would still be true and it still wouldn’t change anything.”

The Dervish took a deep breath and let it out. Rage still lay coiled under his breastbone but he felt as if a dangerous pressure relieved, the wound lanced and left to drain. “Have you seen Angharad?”

He didn’t realize how much hope Sarkis had been trying to conceal until it went out of his face. “No. I had thought maybe you … well. I knew it was a long shot.” The commander rubbed his eyes, looking older and more worn than ever.

The Dervish nodded. “You can put down the crossbow,” he told Sarkis’s wife. “I need his help.”



The commander’s wife was named Halla, and she was frankly delightful. She actually rather reminded the Dervish of Edmund. There was the same air of wide-eyed fascination and the same sense that if you didn’t keep an eye on her, she would walk off a cliff while looking up at an interesting bird.

Edmund would probably not have held a crossbow pointed at his good bits. The Dervish considered that one of his more sterling qualities.

Halla had also learned the trick of managing the commander, which the Dervish had never had much luck with. It was inspiring to watch.

“Of course I’ll help,” said Sarkis. “But I can’t just leave Halla here by herself.”

“No, of course not, dear,” Halla said, moving around the small apartment and gathering up their possessions. “That’s why I’ll come with you.”

“No. Absolutely not. This will likely be hard fighting.”

“I’m sure it will.” She began neatly folding clothes and sliding them into a pack. “Zale, will we have a wagon?”

“I’m afraid we’ll be on horseback.”

Halla grimaced. “Ugh. Well, needs must.”

“Halla, I’m serious. These are the cultists who kidnapped me and killed your uncle’s friend. They’re dangerous people.”

“Then it’s a good thing I’ll have two fierce warriors to protect me.” She winked at the Dervish.

“Halla…!”

“I don’t propose to charge headlong into battle, dear, but someone has to carry your sword.”

“Maybe Zale could do it?”

Zale, who had started folding clothes alongside Halla, looked up. “Who, me?”

“Zale’s not a warrior either, dear. I’ll hold your swords and stay well out of sight and that way, if one of you does get killed, we’ll still have the swords and they won’t fall into the hands of the cultists.” She held Sarkis’s blade at arm’s length, frowning. “Perhaps I can disguise them somehow. Wrap them in bolts of cloth, say.”

Sarkis stared at the ceiling and counted to ten in his own language. “But you’re not immortal, love.”

“I’m not either,” Zale pointed out.

“Yes, but I wouldn’t be as upset if you…” Both Halla and Zale stared at him, and Sarkis turned the end of the sentence into a cough. “Err, that is to say, I would be very upset, obviously, and would pursue your killers to the ends of the great god’s hells.”

“I suppose ‘You know that I value you as a friend and colleague, Zale’ was too much to hope for?”

“You know what I mean.” Sarkis looked around desperately for allies and his gaze settled on the Dervish. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“More than I would have thought possible.” The Dervish gave Sarkis his sweetest smile. “Commander, I think you’ve lost.”

Sarkis sighed. “It’s a wise man who knows when to retreat.” He narrowed his eyes. “But Halla, love, swear to me that you’ll stay away from the fighting or I’m not going to move an inch from this spot.”

“I will absolutely do my best to keep away from trouble of any kind,” Halla said, cinching up her pack and slinging it over her shoulder.

Her round face was the picture of innocence. Sarkis scowled. “I know you will. It’s just that trouble seems to have a hard time keeping away from you.”



The Dervish was all for leaving the city immediately and at once. When Sarkis pointed out that it was past midnight and they would be moving at a snail’s pace on dark roads, the Dervish nearly hit him again. Sarkis just folded his arms and gave him the Look—the faintly exasperated, use-your-head look that the Dervish had received a great many times, which went directly to the spine and bypassed the brain altogether.

“We can either spend the hours until dawn moving at a crawl, hoping our horses don’t step in a hole and break a leg, or we can sleep and make the same amount of distance in an hour, except that we and the horses will be well rested. You know this.”

The Dervish closed his eyes. The commander was right, and the Dervish knew he was right and he hated it and that didn’t make it less true.

A warm hand gripped his shoulder. “We’ll get him back,” Sarkis said. “We just need to do this the right way.”

There were only two people on earth that the Dervish would have admitted it to, but Sarkis was one of them. “I’m scared,” he said, to the darkness behind his eyelids.

“I know. Whenever Halla has gotten into trouble…” Sarkis’s breath went out in a whoosh. “If I wasn’t immortal, my hair would be white by now.” He patted the Dervish’s shoulder. “I’d tell you to sleep, but you probably won’t. There’s a little courtyard behind the library that nobody ever uses. You want to try to hit me again? Maybe when my wife isn’t holding a crossbow on you? Though I will hit back this time.”

“Ancestors,” said the Dervish. “I thought you’d never ask.”



In the morning, they left the city. Sarkis went back into the sword for about five minutes to heal up the black eye and the Dervish grudgingly consented to do the same for his turned ankle. Halla and Zale exchanged a speaking look but didn’t comment. Dog Violet said something in gnolespeech to the gnole at the stable that sent them all off into fits of laughter, but declined to translate.

He hadn’t expected Dog Violet to join them, until they went to the stable and found her there, chatting with the gnole named Brindle. “We’re going after Edmund,” the Dervish said.

“Right. Give a gnole five minutes.” She scrambled over the top of the stall door and he heard the familiar sounds of things being thrown into a pack.

“Ah … I didn’t mean…” It hadn’t even occurred to him that the gnole would want to come along. “That is, you don’t have to…”

Dog Violet’s head popped up over the door, her teeth bared. “Is knife-man going to say something stupid?”

“Ah…”

“Maybe something like ‘Oh no, this is for humans, a gnole should stay at home’?”

The Dervish, by many measures, possessed the emotional intelligence of a dying oyster, but even an oyster could have recognized that tone of voice. “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said. “I’d be very glad to have you.”

It was with resignation that he watched her lead Greathoof out of the stable. “We’re going to have to trade off horses at the posts,” he said. “Are you sure you want to—”

Dog Violet made a scoffing sound. “A gnole’s horse will keep up with any tiny human horses. And if a gnole’s horse needs to stay at a post, stable-humans will take best care of him.”

“I believe they will,” said Zale. “At least, if they value their lives.”

Dog Violet grinned at the priest. “Lawyer-human knows.” She clambered up on Greathoof as if climbing a tree. “Come on, knife-man. We go get your mate back.”

“He’s not my—”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, humans can’t smell. Come on.”

They rode north, along the same trunk road that had brought the Dervish and Dog Violet into the city, a week and several lifetimes ago. The Dervish had the wild thought that they might actually encounter Large Francis and her entourage if they went far enough north, and wondered if that would be a good thing. Francis would insist on helping, and the Dervish wasn’t sure if the situation would be made better or worse by a twelve-foot-long pillbug.

“Was the ferry this slow last time?” he asked Dog Violet, as the boat crawled across the water at the end of its chain. His mare was so much shorter than Greathoof that the two of them were actually at eye level.

“A gnole thinks yes. Knife-man is just…” She made a gesture, then stopped in mid-motion. Waiting for Edmund to tell her the right word, the Dervish thought, and felt as if he’d driven one of his own daggers into his heart.

Approximately a hundred years later, the ferry reached the far side. The Dervish resisted the urge to push his horse into a gallop as soon as the mare’s hooves touched the road. He threaded through the crowd around the ferry landing and didn’t stab anyone, no matter how thoroughly they deserved it.

It was another hundred years before they reached the outskirts of the ferry landing and the road opened up before them. He looked back over his shoulder and saw his troops—ha—fall in line behind him, and finally, finally they could go.






CHAPTER 33


Edmund woke with his head pressed against the side of the carriage and his tongue feeling like old mothballs. He swallowed a few times. His throat was sore and his head ached.

He could just barely remember people … the scholar … someone with her … who had given him something to drink. No, not given, exactly. Said, “Drink this or I’ll make you drink it.” His past self had decided that drinking it was probably the wisest option. His memory was hazy around that point. Then there had been a carriage and wheels rattling over cobblestones, and he couldn’t seem to stay awake, despite all the jarring …

“Eat this,” said the same voice who had told him to drink. Edmund looked up blearily and saw a man with biceps the size of his thighs and no appreciable neck. The man filled most of the carriage. What he didn’t fill was taken up by Scholar … whatever her name was. Who wasn’t a scholar, but only pretending.

“I am in fact a scholar,” she said, sounding annoyed. He must have said the words out loud. He couldn’t really tell what was inside his skull and what wasn’t at the moment. “I just don’t serve the Forge God. Now eat your food. You’re no good to me if you starve.”

Edmund took the food that the man handed him. Bread and a wedge of cheese. His hands were tied together with a strip of cloth which, though not rope, still made eating difficult. His mouth was too dry to swallow.

“Here.” The neckless man handed him a flask. Edmund drank gratefully. The water had a bitter aftertaste but it slid coolly down his throat and soothed parched tissues. He sat up a little straighter, feeling a touch better, and had another bite of bread.

On the third sip of water, it occurred to him that the bitter taste was poppy milk and that he was being drugged again. He spat the water back out and tried to fling the flask away.

The neckless man caught it before it could spill. “Don’t get smart.”

“You’re trying … trying to…” He took a deep breath, forcing the words into their proper marching order. “Trying to drug me.”

“Yes. We are. And you’re going to keep drinking it, one way or another.”

“I don’t—”

The man sighed and bent one of Edmund’s fingers backward. Edmund shrieked in pain that was not dulled nearly enough by the poppy milk. He writhed on the seat, trying to move his hand into a position where his finger wouldn’t get broken, until the man released him.

“There,” the man said. “That’s what happens if you don’t cooperate. You’ll end up drinking it, and this way is better for everybody. Now eat your food.”

Edmund stared at the food and then at the flask that the man held out to him. He wanted to be brave and fight back, but he couldn’t think of anything that would gain him. I couldn’t fight that fellow even if my hands weren’t tied.

“No, you couldn’t,” the scholar agreed. “Now be sensible and eat your food.”

Shame engulfed him. Edmund managed another few bites of bread and swallows of water, and then the world began to get small and far away, as if he was looking at it through the wrong end of a spyglass, and he wasn’t sad to see it go.



The Dervish was used to riding hell for leather. He’d done it more times in his life than he’d been able to count.

This was more … heck for leather. Mild unpleasantness for leather. Something like that.

Both Halla and Zale could stay on a horse, but it clearly was not among their favorite activities. Not that either of them complained. They clung to the beasts as stoically as martyrs undergoing torture, either bouncing violently in the saddle or sitting like sacks of wet cement, depending on the gait. It was painful to watch, and yet the Dervish couldn’t look away.

“Believe it or not, this is better than she was two years ago,” Sarkis said, at one of their frequent stops. “I’ve been teaching her. Before that she’d only ever ridden a donkey.”

He’d been worried about Greathoof keeping up with the others. Draft horses were built for strength, not speed. Now he was thinking of sending Dog Violet ahead to the next post to wait for them.

Nevertheless, they were still moving faster than he would be on foot, and there was another reason to be grateful for the company. At some point, midafternoon, Edmund was in pain and the space next to his heart sparked with urgency and the Dervish launched himself sideways off the saddle and into the field beyond. His feet left deep hollows in the newly plowed earth as he ran. When he finally fought himself under control and stood bent over, hands braced on his knees, gasping for air, it was Sarkis who walked out to meet him.

“Someone’s hurting Edmund,” the Dervish rasped.

Sarkis nodded, clearly intimately familiar with that frantic drive. “It’s all right,” he said. “We’ll make them die slow.”

Still bent double, the Dervish got enough breath to laugh. “Ancestors. I’ve missed having someone bloodthirsty around. Edmund would try to talk me out of it.”

“Zale too. You should have heard how squeamish they were about hiding bodies.” Sarkis got a hand under his elbow and helped him upright. “Would it help if we tied you to the saddle?”

“No!”

The Dervish realized he had shouted and coughed. Sarkis raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment.

“One of the previous wielders,” the Dervish said.

“Ah.” There was a world of understanding packed into that syllable. Possibly, the Dervish thought, the only other person who could understand.

“Yeah.”

“Had one who used to cut out my tongue occasionally,” Sarkis said, as they made their way back across the field.

“Oof.”

“Eh, it grew back.”

“Everything does.”

Halla and Zale were waiting by the fence, taking the opportunity to stretch their legs. Dog Violet held the reins of the Dervish’s horse, while Greathoof was sampling the weeds on the verge.

“That must be incredibly frustrating,” Halla said, patting his arm. Her round face was alight with sympathy.

“They’ve stopped now.” The magic had subsided. The Dervish wondered what exactly was happening and whether they were trying to draw him to Edmund or if they were simply slapping the scholar around for fun.

The thought made him want to scream, but Sarkis’s words came back, soothingly grim. It’s all right. We’ll make them die slow.

It helped. Probably that meant they were both bad people, but at least they were in good company.



They changed horses once. Dog Violet refused to give up Greathoof, and the big horse was beginning to look worn by the time they stopped for the night. The Dervish was restless and wanted to keep moving, but Sarkis looked him square in the eye and said, “What happens when you have to leap off your horse and start running in pitch darkness?”

“I break my leg,” muttered the Dervish sulkily.

“Yes, you do. And then we put you in the sword to heal up, and it takes three days, during which we don’t have any idea which direction we should go.” He folded his arms and looked stern. Despite being four inches taller, the Dervish immediately felt like a small child being scolded by Father’s Brother.

Halla came to his rescue. “Don’t lecture him, love. He’s worried about his friend, that’s all.”

“Yes, but—”

“And you aren’t his boss anymore.”

The Dervish straightened up. “Wait, that’s right. You aren’t. The troop’s been dissolved for five hundred years.”

Sarkis gave him a rueful grin. “Yes, but if it keeps you from charging off into the dark and getting killed, I’m willing to pretend it isn’t.”

They got two rooms. The rooms had only one bed, but Zale said, “I don’t care if you don’t.”

“It’s fine. You’re not my type.”

The lawyer gave him a wry look. “What, you don’t actually like gentle intellectual types? Could have fooled me.”

“Edmund’s not my type either.”

“Mm-hmm. It was, of course, an absolute coincidence that he showed up to breakfast three days ago looking guilty as sin and absolutely stinking of sex.”

The Dervish opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again, and finally said, “You must be a terror in court.”

Zale smiled like a shark who had just received exceptionally good news. “Yes. Yes, I am.” They patted the bed. “Don’t worry. Your virtue is safe with me.”

The Dervish shook his head and stripped down, sliding under the blankets. “Do you ever have moments where you wonder how exactly your life came to this point?”

“Pretty much any time I go anywhere with Sarkis and Halla. You would not believe … well, actually you might.” Zale reached out and snuffed the candle.

“He said you were squeamish about hiding bodies.”

“I can neither confirm nor deny. Go to sleep. Sarkis is going to get us up at an hour that ought to be illegal.”



Days went by. The Dervish measured time by horses now—six hours of walk and trot and canter, reach a post, change up, start again. Greathoof fell behind, but always caught up again. If the giant missed Sweetness the mule, he certainly wasn’t pining, given the vast amounts of food he consumed every evening. Zale put it all on the Rat’s account.

“Why didn’t we use post-horses when we were chasing after Sarkis?” Halla asked one evening, while the lawyer carefully tucked the receipts away into their satchel. They had stopped for the night and settled into an inn that the Dervish remembered passing before, not because they’d stopped there but because the name, the Fighting Cock, had struck him as hilarious.

“Posthouses are only along the main roads. Also you didn’t know how to ride a horse, and I hated it.” Zale rubbed their backside surreptitiously through their robes.

“You still hate it.”

“Yes, well. Needs must. At any rate, we’re getting close.”

The Dervish’s head lifted at that. “We are?”

“Yes. The angle you run when the magic hits you has gotten a great deal wider in the last day. Before you always went north-northwest. Now you’re going generally northwest, but this morning, when we were at the spot where the road bends west around that lake, you ran almost due north.”

“Oh.” The Dervish digested this. “I should have been paying attention.”

“You’re fighting off a five-hundred-year-old curse. Other people can do the geometry. Also they’ve stopped moving, as far as I can tell, which makes it easier.”

Food and ale arrived. Much like the accommodations, they were adequate but not exciting. The Dervish ate because he had learned, in all those years under Sarkis’s command, to eat when you got the chance. I won’t do Edmund any good if I faint with hunger. I’ll just have to go back in the sword for a bit, and that would be annoying.

Zale and Halla went upstairs after dinner, and Dog Violet went out to check on Greathoof. Sarkis and the Dervish were left in the corner of the inn with their thoughts and their ale.

“You’re holding up well,” Sarkis said.

The Dervish snorted. “Only on the outside. Every time they hurt him, I want something to kill.”

“You’ll have a chance soon enough, I expect.”

Hooves and carriage wheels sounded from the yard, and the door rattled as another set of travelers came in. The innkeeper went over to serve them. Under cover of the noise, the Dervish said softly, “Will you promise me something?”

“Anything that I can.”

“Don’t let the sword fall into their hands. They’ll want to do experiments, and…” He swallowed. “I can’t take that again.”

Sarkis sighed. “I can’t promise it won’t happen. We may both die, you know. But if it does, I promise you that I’ll track them down and take it back.” He met the Dervish’s gaze with eyes as hard and dark as polished flint. “I failed both you and Angharad. I swear by the great god that I will not fail you again. Will that serve?”

The Dervish nodded. He looked around again.

And then, very quietly, he told Sarkis about his previous wielder, and where the silver lines had come from, and why.

It wasn’t easier the second time. He suspected that he might only tell that story once more, if he and Angharad were ever fated to cross paths again. But saying it out loud, even in a whisper, made it a thing that happened in some other place and some other time. In his mind’s eye, it was very far away, a tiny figure chained to a pebble of stone, and his tormentor was no larger than a fly and had been dead for a hundred years or more.

“He had a wooden box with bars that he would summon me into. And since I was not terribly cooperative, they’d drop a weighted net over me from above.” The Dervish drew his finger down the side of his beer mug, then back up again. “It’s strange, but when I have nightmares, it’s never about the pain, it’s about the net pinning me down.”

“The great god give me strength,” Sarkis said. He wiped a hand across his eyes. “I’m so damned sorry. I’m surprised you can even sit here across from me.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” the Dervish said. He was astonished to find out that he believed it as he said it. “You made the call, when we were under siege. And it was wrong, and we should have died, but that’s all that should have happened. You couldn’t have known about the Smith.”

Sarkis slumped back in his chair. “No one could have known about the Smith. If I live a thousand years—and the great god knows we might—I will never forget her eyes.”

“What I don’t understand is why these people made a saint out of her,” the Dervish said. “I can see why they want the swords. This”—he slapped his forearm—“looks enough like immortality that someone who doesn’t know better might covet it. But apparently they have all her writings and descriptions of what she did and … just … how can you read that and not see what the woman was like?”

“I know,” Sarkis said.

“She told us herself about all the swords that didn’t work! The ones who went mad inside and the ones who never came out and the ones who came out and never remembered anything past dying…”

“I know.”

“How do you read all that and…” He ran out of words and lifted his hands and let them drop.

Sarkis gazed into his ale for a moment, then said, “Do you remember the Siege of Ern Trefoil?”

The Dervish had to stop and think about that. “That was the one just after I joined, right? The army was besieging that one outpost, and a half dozen troops of mercs were hired to break it.” He cast his mind back. “Except that once we got there, the besiegers were in terrible shape. They’d been living off the land for months and it wasn’t great land to begin with.” He remembered riding a horse into what passed for the enemy lines, and hollow-faced men looking up at him as if they didn’t understand what he was. One of them had had a pike, a weapon that could have taken him out of the saddle, but the man had just leaned on it, watching the Dervish in sluggish confusion.

“That’s the one. It turned out that some of the things they were eating were not particularly healthy in the long run.” Sarkis shook his head. “I think we killed maybe a dozen of them. The rest just surrendered. One even asked me if we’d come to relieve them, for the great god’s sake.” He took a long draw of ale. “There’s a song about it now.”

“What?”

“A song. It’s considered an old classic. I heard a minstrel sing it and recognized the descriptions of the heraldry. The librarians were kind enough to dig me up the history. It’s about Ern Trefoil all right.” He snorted. “It’s all about how brave the besiegers were, how the enemy was holed up ‘for seven months and seven more.’ And at last the armies came in and slew the enemy in his hole.”

“We didn’t slay anybody in their hole. We were there to save the people in the castle, and half of them died on the way back.”

“No, absolutely right. As far as I can make out, the enemy in question never actually came within a hundred miles of Ern Trefoil. But there’s still a song, and people sing it, and everybody joins in on the chorus about how strong and true the besiegers were, even though it was five hundred years ago.” He set down his empty mug. “Horror becomes valor if you just wait long enough. People turn sinners into saints.”

The Dervish slowly drained his mug, staring at the stains on the wooden table. “People,” he said slowly, “are idiots.”

Sarkis got to his feet. “The great god laughs at the foolishness of men, and we’re no exception. We’ve just given him a much longer laugh than usual.” He squeezed the Dervish’s shoulder. “Get some sleep. Tomorrow, I think, we’ll finally run these bastards to earth.”






CHAPTER 34


Edmund woke groggily, as he had done dozens of times before. He was so lightheaded that he didn’t realize at first that he wasn’t moving. The world seemed to slosh around him when he sat up. For a moment, he thought he might be on a boat. Then he saw the stone walls and the single candle, set on a low table, and congratulated himself for realizing that boats weren’t made of stone.

Neither were carriages, for that matter. So the scholar and her enormous henchman must have reached their destination.

He wondered what they wanted him for. Something to do with the Dervish? No, he’d thrown the sword away. They didn’t have it, and what good was he without it? The Dervish didn’t have to come after him. He was fine wherever he was.

Relief swamped him. He staggered to his feet, then had to sit back down again as the world sloshed harder. There was a chamber pot under the bed, though, and he needed it desperately. His skull throbbed harder, but he managed. His hands were no longer tied, which helped. There were red welts along his wrists, though, where the bonds had chafed. He wondered how long he’d been in the carriage.

It took him several tries to reach the door. Many-Armed One, what had they been giving him? His limbs were as stiff as if he’d been … wedged into a carriage for days, actually. Hmm. Funny, that.

The door was locked. Edmund stared at it, tried the handle several more times, then gave up and slid down the wall to the floor. He was a prisoner, then. Still a prisoner. Something like that.

The bed seemed like an infinitely long way away, so he curled up on the flagstones where he was and slept.



In the end, it was neither tracking nor advanced geometry that led them to the cultists. It was Halla, who went up to the innkeeper and said, “’Scuse me, but you don’t happen to know of some people nearby, do you? Religious order, call themselves the servants of the Sainted Smith?”

The innkeeper’s eyebrows drew down. “Yeah,” he said. “They’ve got a compound near here. Why?”

The Dervish’s nerves yelled at him to jump in front of Halla and stop her from saying something like “They’ve kidnapped a friend of ours.” For all they knew, the innkeeper was in their pay, or at least uninclined to rile up the neighbors.

He needn’t have worried. Halla beamed and said, “Oh good! My cousin’s supposed to be there—well, not really a cousin exactly, he was my aunt’s husband’s boy by his first marriage, but he was just a wee little slip of a thing when his father married my aunt, so he was basically a cousin, because I’ve always said no good comes of making distinctions like that in a family, just breeds up a lot of resentment if you go around telling children they aren’t really a cousin, you understand?”

The innkeeper’s expression had acquired a certain fixed quality, but he was a professional and recognized a pause in the conversation where he was supposed to grunt. He grunted.

“Is it far?” Halla asked. “I’d love to see him.”

“’Bout a mile and a half up the road. You’ll see the turnoff on the left. It’s not marked, but it’s the only left after you get past the fences.”

“Thank you so much!” Halla beamed at him. “He’s the sweetest boy, you know. Do you have any cousins? Or nephews?”

The innkeeper allowed as how he was in possession of something like a nephew.

By the time the horses were saddled, Halla had extracted the man’s life story, and his nephew’s life story, and would probably be invited to said nephew’s wedding. Sarkis helped her into the saddle with an air of intense resignation.

“Spymasters would give their eyeteeth for a dozen women like her,” he told the Dervish. “It’s terrifying.”

“He was a sweet man,” Halla said. “And his nephew sounds charming. Now let’s go find some cultists.”

The turnoff was harder to spot than the innkeeper had suggested, but there were fresh wagon tracks in the mud that gave it away. The Dervish dismounted to lead his horse down it, and the others followed. Dog Violet sniffed the air.

The road was small and weeds grew thickly on the verge and down the center, but the wheel ruts were clear. Trees bent over it, forming a long tunnel. Edmund would have known what kind of trees they were, the Dervish thought, and gritted his teeth.

“A gnole will scout ahead. Horses are too loud.” She handed Greathoof’s reins to the Dervish and vanished into the undergrowth with a soft swish.

“Quiet,” Sarkis said.

“If you say ‘too quiet’ I shall sue you,” Zale said.

“No, it’s just quiet enough. There are still birds. And mosquitoes.” He slapped his arm by way of demonstration.

Realistically, the Dervish knew that Dog Violet was only gone for about twenty minutes, but it felt like twenty years. Greathoof began enthusiastically clearing some of the overgrown weeds. The Dervish paced until he thought he might wear another rut in the road.

“A gnole has news,” Dog Violet said, practically under the Dervish’s elbow. He jumped and grabbed for a dagger, then stopped and glared. She snickered. “A gnole has … lay of a land, yes? Follow this way, and a gnole will show humans.”

The road split a few hundred yards farther on, into the main road and a narrow trail that looked more like a goat track than a road. The trail turned north and immediately began to rise up one of the rocky hillsides that dominated the area. At the top, it broke from the woods into grass and stone, like the bald spot at the center of a tonsure. Halla stayed under the tree cover with the horses and the swords while the other three continued up.

“Now look down,” Dog Violet said, going to the far edge. Wind ruffled her fur and tugged at the woven rags around her.

The Dervish looked down.

One side of the hill had been sheared off into a cliff with a slight overhang. At the bottom of the cliff, directly below them, was a palisade wall, the points arrayed outward like an enraged hedgehog. The Dervish could see multiple small four-legged shapes moving below.

“Dogs,” the gnole said. “Whole yard is dogs. A gnole didn’t get anywhere close to fence before dogs bark, bark, all bark.”

“The actual building must be carved into the hillside,” the Dervish said. “Shit.”

“Not going to be able to set this place on fire,” Dog Violet said glumly.

“A forward assault was never the best idea,” Sarkis observed, “but it would have been nice to know that it was an option. Even if we could get them to lower the gate somehow, we’d be fighting our way through the whole place, and we have no idea how many people there are. And that doesn’t include the dogs.” He grimaced. “I really, really hate fighting dogs.”

“Even if we lowered someone on a rope, the dogs would kick up a fuss, and it’d be the same problem, except the gate wouldn’t be down.” The Dervish dug his fingers into his hair. “Ancestors, we don’t have time for a siege.”

“I’m not sure we can conduct a siege with five people anyway.”

They stared down awhile longer. A person came out, to much frantic barking, then went back in again.

“The real problem is the dogs,” the Dervish said slowly. “If one of us could get past them, into the main building, all we’d need is stealth.”

“A lot of stealth.” Sarkis gave him a wry look over Dog Violet’s head. “Room-to-room fighting tends not to end well.”

“Good thing I’m immortal, then. But surely there can’t be that many people in there.” He gestured toward the clearing around the palisade. “No fields. No gardens. They’re getting everything brought in, and the road is too overgrown for big wagons to be coming through regularly.”

“Ventilation also becomes a concern, the deeper you cut into the stone,” Zale offered. “Even assuming there are slits to let air in, there are limits to how large such a fortress can be without some form of mechanical ventilation.”

The Dervish stared over the edge, thinking. Edmund was in there somewhere. He touched his pocket instinctively, where the little sketchbook lay, with its pictures of dragons and the Dervish and flowers that used ants …

And then he had an idea.



“Absolutely not,” Sarkis said. “That’s so far-fetched that it’s not even crazy.”

“No, it’s not!” The group had retreated down the trail until they were at the base of the hill but still well out of sight of the main road. “Listen to me. It’s like the thing!” the Dervish said, waving his hands. “With the ants!”

“Ants?” said Zale.

The Dervish clutched his head. “What did Edmund call it? Mur something … murm … core…”

“Myrmecochory?” asked Halla. Sarkis turned to stare at her. “What? I go to the library too, you know.”

“Yes! That’s it! With the ants!” The Dervish nodded furiously. “The ants and the flower, the … I don’t remember what the flower’s called. But that’s how I get in!”

“Are you sure the ants can carry you, though?” asked Halla.

Sarkis leaned over to Zale and murmured, “You’re hearing this too, right?”

“Oh yes.”

“Knife-man has finally lost his mind,” Dog Violet said sadly. “Stress of losing mate, probably.”

“No, no, not actual ants.” The Dervish’s mind was racing ahead, the way it did sometimes, and he had to try to slow it down or the others were going to sit on him and send for a healer. “Look, the ants take the seeds because the seed has something they want to eat, right? And they don’t care about the rest, so they put it in the trash, which is where the seed wants to be.” He swept his hands together. “I’m the seed.”

This statement was greeted with politely baffled silence.

“And the cultists are the ants?” Zale asked finally.

“No, no. They’re … I don’t know, wasps or something.”

“Pollination by wasps is sphecophily,” Halla put in. “It was in the same book.”

“Are you suggesting you go in and get … er … pollinated?” Zale had a wary look. “I know you’re very attractive—”

“Thank you.”

“—but there’s a lot of cultists, and they would recognize you.”

“No, no. Forget the cultists. The cultists don’t matter.”

“A gnole thinks cult-humans matter a lot.”

“It’s not about the cultists. It’s about the dogs.”



“This is the stupidest plan I have ever been involved in,” Sarkis said. “Just so we’re clear.”

“You think it won’t work?”

“No, I think it’s actually got a pretty good chance. It’s just incredibly stupid.”

Zale, who was busy wrapping strips of raw bacon around the hilt of the enchanted sword, didn’t weigh in. They just kept slowly shaking their head.

“Do you have to use so much?” Halla asked. She and Dog Violet had ridden back to the inn to acquire a side of bacon, at a price that Halla said was tantamount to extortion.

“Yes,” said Zale. “This isn’t easy. It has to be tied tightly enough that it won’t come loose when it lands, but with enough bacon under the strings that it will come loose once that’s been gnawed off.” They demonstrated with greasy fingers. “Now Dervish, this is probably where we want to sheathe the sword, so…”

“Right.” The Dervish took a deep breath and looked around at his companions, old and new. “Thank you all. If this works, I’ll see you again soon.”

Dog Violet made a beckoning gesture and the Dervish leaned down to hear her. To his surprise, she stretched up and licked his cheek. “Knife-man not so bad for a human. Go get mate back.”

“We’ll be waiting here,” Halla said, embracing him tightly.

“The Rat look after you. I’d hug you, but my hands are covered in bacon.”

He turned at last to Sarkis. Four hundred and fifty years had passed, and suddenly it was no time at all. “The great god go with you,” his old commander said, as he had at the start of every sortie. “I won’t forget my oath.”

The Dervish clasped Sarkis’s arm, not trusting himself to speak, and then Zale sheathed the sword and silver flame wrapped around him and took him into darkness.



The dogs that patrolled the walled yard around the Sainted Smith’s cult center came in two varieties. The majority were hounds, with floppy ears, keen noses, and an outsized bay, which the houndmaster took out sometimes to hunt fresh game. They could smell a deer farting in the woods half a mile away and would begin yelling at the top of their lungs to inform their packmates that Something Exciting Was Happening.

The primary danger they posed to an intruder was that they might lick you to death, or perhaps widdle on your shoes while gazing up at you with soulful eyes.

Therefore, there were another set of dogs who ran the place. They were big, shaggy brutes that looked like a cross between a bear and a fist. When they barked, it was a low, guttural sound that struck the human ear like a rattlesnake’s buzz or the scream of a panther. It was a sound that ran up your spine and punched directly into the parts of the brain that screamed danger! People hearing that sound would sometimes find themselves up a very tall tree with absolutely no memory of how they had gotten there and no idea how to get down.

The primary danger these dogs posed to an intruder was immediate evisceration.

The hounds, of course, never stopped trying to make friends with them.

A little before midnight, an object fell from the sky and landed inside the yard. The hounds began baying hysterically, in case it was an enemy or possibly a deer. The brutes, who had been asleep in the kennels, yawned, stretched, got up, and came outside to see if there was something interesting to murder.

The houndmaster rolled over in his sleep. He heard the hounds go off a hundred times a day and didn’t wake up unless the big dogs started barking.

The big dogs did not see the need to bark. There was no enemy. There was, however, a Food.

One of the hounds was already gnawing on the Food. The nearest big dog walked up to it. The hound, in a fit of mad bravado, growled at him.

The big dog calmly engulfed the hound’s head in his jaws and waited until the smaller dog had realized the error of its ways, then opened its mouth. When you are three times the size of someone else, you don’t have anything to prove.

The hound fled, unhurt but terrified. The big dog sniffed the Food.

It was BACON.

O canine gods! The hounds watched enviously as he tore a strip loose. He had just swallowed it when his mother arrived.

His mother was twenty pounds lighter and several tons meaner. Even the houndmaster fed her on the end of a pole. The big dog hastily ripped off another strip and retreated. BACON was BACON but MOTHER was MOTHER.

The ancient scarred bitch huffed to herself as her son retreated. She sniffed the Food and found it good, then looked around at the circle of drooling hounds and huffed again. She was old and the hounds were annoying. She picked up the BACON, which was, for whatever reason, long and narrow, and carried it back to her kennel.

A lesser dog might have had a hard time fitting the BACON sideways through the door, but the bitch was old and wily and understood these things. She went inside, grabbed the end in her teeth, and dragged it inside. Then she settled down to gnaw, blissfully, on the Food that fell from heaven.






CHAPTER 35


The Dervish came out of the sword and very nearly banged his head on the ceiling. He was in a low stone run with a wooden half door leading onto a corridor, like a horse stall for very short horses. Dog kennel, he thought. Hot damn, it worked!

Something behind him growled.

It was a growl that said he was a stranger and domestication was more of a suggestion than a hard-and-fast rule. The last time that the Dervish had heard a sound that dreadful, it had been attached to a bull who was charging across a field that the Dervish swore was supposed to be empty.

He turned around.

The only reason that he knew the animal in front of him was a dog was because people don’t usually put collars on wolverines. It had a broad, blunt head and yellowed teeth. He could see stretched out dugs, which made him fear instantly that it—she—would be protecting puppies, but there was enough white on her muzzle to make him think those days were behind her. He shuddered to think what she must have been like in her youth.

She had one paw on his sword. Most of the bacon had been ripped off, and she must have grabbed the hilt to pull more loose. Which was exactly what he’d hoped would happen, and had been the keystone of the plan, except that it hadn’t occurred to him that whatever dog claimed the sword and dragged it away would, of necessity, be the meanest dog in the yard.

“Nice doggie?” he said.

The growl intensified. This was not an animal who suffered existential angst about whether she was a Good Dog.

He didn’t want to fight her. Killing dogs felt like a betrayal of an ancient treaty, even if this particular dog had not been a signatory.

He also did not particularly want to be mauled.

“I don’t have time to wait ’til you’re finished,” he told her. “That much raw bacon can’t be good for you anyway. Your master will come around to feed you, I’m sure, and I’d rather he didn’t find me here.”

The dog gnawed on the hilt of the sword, never looking away from him. The Dervish was suddenly glad that it was indestructible.

“Drop it?” he tried.

Yellow eyes burned sulfurously in the gloom. She took another bite. Her jaw muscles moved like hungry cantaloupes.

“Sit? Roll over?”

Another bite.

The Dervish drew his daggers and took a step forward. Her growl deepened into an earthquake rumble.

Well, the good news is that the cult’s not getting my sword back anytime soon?

The Dervish took another step forward. Don’t show you’re afraid. Exert dominance. “You’re going to give me that sword.”

The next thing he knew, he was on the other side of the stall door with a snarl ringing in his ears. He did not have the sword. He was also missing a few inches of trouser leg. Apparently his body had moved without bothering to consult his brain. This had been a very good decision on its part.

He looked down and discovered that he still had a dagger in each hand, which meant that he’d cleared the stall door from a standing start without using his hands. Amazing what the human body can do when it thinks it’s about to be dismembered.

He wondered briefly why she wasn’t barking, then remembered Father’s Brother telling him that dogs barked to summon other members of their pack for help. This animal did not require anyone’s help. Also she probably didn’t want to share the bacon.

It would be entirely typical for his rescue attempt to founder on one elderly fiend masquerading as a dog, but fortunately for the Dervish, he was in a kennel and the houndmaster knew exactly what he was up against. The hallway was dimly lit by oil lanterns, and there was a rack partway down its length, holding long poles with loops of rope on the end. The Dervish selected two and returned to his nemesis.

Getting a loop around the dog’s neck and leading her to one side wasn’t difficult. The hard part was holding her there with one hand while getting the other loop around the sword. It took long minutes, during which she never stopped growling and he never stopped swearing. But at long last, he had the sword in hand and was able to let the beast go.

He hastily peeled the remaining bacon slices off the sword and dropped them over the stall door, then slung it from his belt, grimacing at the greasy feel. Eating sounds followed him down the corridor as he fled.



The Dervish had no internal map of the cult compound, but was unsurprised to find that the kennels came out very close to the kitchens. The door stood open and despite the late hour, light spilled from inside and he could hear people moving around. The Dervish passed quickly in front of it, moving with the businesslike stride of someone who knew where they were going, and heard no alarm raised inside.

No light shone under the next door. The Dervish opened it and slipped inside. Cool damp air led him to think it was a well room, which would be a very useful thing to have inside and close to the kitchens, and also not the sort of place people usually slept. He fumbled by the door and found a shelf with a lamp and tinder and flint, proving that even obsessed cultists could observe basic safety precautions.

Shielding the light with his body, the Dervish looked around the room. The well stood in the center and there were troughs of cold water along the back, presumably for storing any food that needed to be kept cool. A rack of waterskins lined the front wall.

Someone was coming along the corridor. The Dervish set the lamp down in the corner, where the light could not betray him, and took up a post behind the door.

The young man who entered the well room probably did not deserve what was about to happen to him, even if he was whistling off-key. He set his lantern down and began turning the crank on the well as the Dervish shut the door noiselessly behind him.

The sensation of a blade snugged up under the left ear tends to focus the mind enormously. The whistling stopped.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you right now,” the Dervish hissed in his ear.

“Um … um…” The young man gulped, his skin scraping against the knife blade. “I send money back home to my sister and she can’t work and I don’t want her to be sad?”

That … yeah, that’s actually a pretty good reason. Dammit. “Fine,” said the Dervish, moving the knife a quarter inch away so that his prisoner wouldn’t start crying and accidentally slit his own throat. “If you don’t want your sister to be sad, I suggest you tell me what I want to know.”

“Yes. Absolutely. Anything. Everything. Uh, my name’s Anthony, I’m seventeen years old and I live in Badger’s Throat—”

“What the hell kind of name is Badger’s Throat?”

Anthony, already stiff as a board, went slightly stiffer. “I don’t know, I never heard, it was named that when I got there. If that’s what you want to know, I’m very sorry. Uh, I could go and ask my gran, she lives over in Whistlepig—”

“What the hell kind of name is Whis— No. Forget it.” The Dervish realized that he was getting off track, and also that Edmund would undoubtedly be very curious about why a town was named Badger’s Throat. “I’m looking for a prisoner.”

“Okay. I’ll be a model prisoner, I promise.”

“Not you. Someone being held prisoner here.”

“Oh.”

Under normal circumstances, the Dervish would have perhaps applied a little pressure to indicate the enormity of the situation, but he was fairly sure that Anthony wasn’t trying to be funny. “Do you know where the prisoners are kept?”

“I didn’t know we had any?”

The Dervish entertained a brief fantasy of telling Anthony to go back to the kitchen and send someone else. “Where would prisoners be kept?”

“Oh gosh. Um. Uh. There’s nobody in the wine cellar, because I was there just a few hours ago. Maybe the private rooms? Where the scholars live?”

“Very good,” the Dervish said. “Where are those?”

“Upstairs. Go out, turn left, and you come to a hallway with a staircase on each end. Take the one on the left.”

“Are there any guards?”

“No? Why would there be guards? Nobody ever—oh, hmm, you’re here, so I suppose somebody did, but this is the first time, I think?”

The Dervish was unable to repress a sigh.

And then Anthony helped.

“Be sure it’s the staircase on the left,” he said. “If you go right, that one just goes up top to where they keep the fire going, it doesn’t go by the scholars’ rooms at all.”

“Up to the top?”

“Yes? It’s very tall. They only light the fire in winter, though, something to do with ventilation. You’ll know right away that you’re in the wrong one, though, it just keeps going up.”

The Dervish grinned, although Anthony couldn’t see it. “I’m going to tie you up now,” he said. “Please give my compliments to your sister. And I suggest you get another job.”

“I’m thinking about it really, really hard, sir.”

Anthony was very polite about being tied up. The Dervish frowned down at him. “Do I need to stuff a gag in your mouth, or are you going to start yelling?”

“I’d prefer you didn’t, sir.”

“If you yell, I will come back and stab you.”

“Yes, sir. I promise I’ll be as quiet as a mouse.”

“Good. Don’t make me regret this.”

“But sir—”

The Dervish glared. Anthony said meekly, “Could you give me a little water before you go? Only nobody goes to the storerooms in the middle of the night, so it could be quite a while, if I’m not supposed to yell.”

Ancestors, I must be getting soft. The Dervish grabbed a waterskin dangling from the rack by the door and directed a stream of water into his captive’s mouth. Anthony gulped, sputtered, coughed, and then said, “Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t mention it. Ever.” The Dervish slung the waterskin over his shoulder, opened the hall door, and went to find his wielder.



The floor with the private rooms on it was, frankly, boring. The staircase had one landing and let out into a wide common area with rugs on the floor and a low-burning lantern. A window notch had been cut into the stone and covered with wooden shutters. On the far side of the room, a doorway led to a long hall. All the doors were on the left side, which, if the Dervish’s mental map was correct, meant that they would have windows.

A quick examination of the one carved into the wall showed that even Dog Violet would have been hard-pressed to fit through, never mind an adult human.

The Dervish set off down the hall, wondering how he was going to find the correct door. He had a nightmarish vision of wandering through bedrooms, checking the heads on the pillows, until he finally located Edmund. Edmund’s door will be locked, though, and from the outside. That should narrow it down, right?

In fact, it did. The third door down had a bolt on the outside. The Dervish held his breath, slid it back, and slowly opened the door, pausing every time he heard the hinge creak.

He took a single step inside, nearly tripping over a heap of clothing, and froze. In the dim spill of light from the hallway, he saw the curve of a familiar cheek, the dark line of eyelash, and realized that the heap of clothing was actually Edmund, and he was sprawled unconscious on the floor.



“Edmund, are you alive? You better be alive.” Obviously he’s alive, you’d know if your wielder died, but why is he collapsed on the floor? The Dervish sank to his knees, lifting the other man into a sitting position. Edmund’s skin was clammy but he did not have the stiff heaviness of a corpse. “Edmund.”

His eyelids fluttered.

“Edmund, say something.”

The scholar’s eyes slowly focused. He stared at the Dervish as if he couldn’t recognize what he was seeing. The Dervish’s heart sank. Concussion? Amnesia? Oh ancestors, what if they hit him on the head a few too many times?

Edmund’s lips moved. “Dervish…?”

“Yes! Yes, it’s me, it’s me.” He slapped the scholar’s cheeks lightly with his fingers. “Come on, Edmund, wake up. I know you’re in there somewhere.”

Edmund closed his eyes, then opened them again. “Am I dying?”

“No. You are not dying. Nobody is dying.”

“That’s nice.” His eyes started to roll back in his head again.

“Stop, stop.” The Dervish pulled out the waterskin and dumped some over Edmund’s face. Some of it probably got in his mouth as well, although it was hard to tell. Edmund groaned and focused again.

“Dervish?”

“That’s right, it’s me. Come on. We need to get out of here.” The Dervish jammed his shoulder into Edmund’s armpit and got him halfway to his feet. “Talk to me. What have they done to you?”

“Drugged … poppy…”

“Bastards.”

“Should never … have taught you … that word…”

The Dervish laughed with relief. Edmund was still in there somewhere. “Come on. We have to get moving.”

They lurched down the hall together like drunks. Edmund got the idea and tried to help, but he was unsteady on his feet. He seemed to have grasped the idea of secrecy, though, and kept his voice to a whisper.

The stairs down were brutal. Edmund’s weight pitched against the Dervish at every step and nearly sent them both tumbling. The Dervish gritted his teeth and endured. By the time they reached the bottom, he was dripping with sweat and his right shoulder felt as if someone had knotted the muscles into a rope and jammed nails into it.

There was no one in the hall. The Dervish looked both ways, grabbed Edmund from where he sagged against the doorframe, and began hauling him toward the door at the far end that, if Anthony had told the truth, contained stairs going to the top of the cliff.

Part of him said that this was too easy. The rest of him asked what, exactly, had been easy about the dog and the stairs and carrying Edmund? Human guards would have been easier. He could have killed those without straining his back.

The staircase was exactly where Anthony said it was. It was, if anything, taller than he’d described. The Dervish looked up at switchback after switchback of rough-hewn steps. Edmund made a snuffling sound against his neck that might have been a snore.

“Wake up. We’ve got to go up.”

Edmund groaned softly. “Up?”

“That’s right. Foot on the first step, come on. Good, good. Now the next one…”

A subjective eternity later, they reached the first landing. The Dervish leaned against the wall, still holding Edmund up, because if either of them sat down, he was pretty sure they’d never get up again. Edmund seemed marginally more alert, possibly because the exertion was forcing the poppy out of his system, but his balance was still shaky.

The scholar tilted his head back and looked up. “Where are we?”

“Staircase out of here.”

“Oh. That’s good.” Edmund considered this. “Wait … you weren’t here before.”

“Came to rescue you.”

“Oh.”

“Ready for the next set of stairs?”

“Do we have to?”

“Afraid so.”

“Okay, then.”

The next few flights of stairs were, frankly, hellish. The Dervish’s only consolation was that if he had nightmares about them, they might displace some of the other things he had nightmares about. It would be good to have some variety.

At the eighth or the tenth or the hundredth landing, they had to stop. The Dervish’s body simply couldn’t go any farther without a rest. He lowered Edmund to the floor and slid down beside him until they both had their backs against the wall.

“This is awful,” he said, after a few minutes.

Edmund’s laugh was more like a series of dry clicks. “Glad you said it. Didn’t want … to complain…”

The Dervish offered him the waterskin, then drank himself. “The others are waiting for us outside.”

“Others?”

“Zale. Halla. Dog Violet. Sarkis.”

“Sarkis?”

“Yeah, well. Remember what I said about realizing I couldn’t change the past by killing someone?”

Edmund’s smile was genuine, though tinged with pain. “Proud of you.”

“If we start talking about feelings again, I’m going to throw myself down the stairs.” The Dervish got to his feet, aware of each individual muscle and how much it hated him. “Come on. We’ve got to keep going.”

They kept going.

It was awful.

The stairs were not particularly even and some of them were deeper than others. The Dervish banged his shins so many times that he stopped noticing. He had reached that peculiar stage of misery where one comes out the other side and becomes almost maniacally cheerful. Unfortunately Edmund was also flagging, and had started to drift, both mentally and physically.

“Stay with me, Edmund.”

“Nnnn…”

The Dervish put his foot on the next step and hauled Edmund with him. “Tell me about the tree.”

“… the tree…?”

“The one you’re not supposed to piss on. The tropical one.” Another step.

Edmund’s breathing slowed, and for a moment the Dervish was afraid he’d lost consciousness. But then he said, slowly, “The manchineel. Yes. It only grows on the islands … south of Delta.” He swallowed noisily. “If you stand under it … when it rains … the water runs through the leaves and gives you … a rash … causes lesions…”

“Good, good. Are there any other trees like that?”

“… Giant … hogweed. Looks like a … wild carrot … ten feet tall … if you touch it … more lesions…”

“Lesions for everybody,” the Dervish said. “What else?”

“The blight … causes … causes…”

Edmund fell silent for too long and the Dervish stopped, turning Edmund’s face toward his. The scholar’s eyelids fluttered. His pupils were gigantic, the iris a thin brown ring around the edges.

“Come on, stay with me. Another step. Please, Edmund.”

The last time he’d begged for anything, it was for the pain to stop. The mad thought went through his mind that he would have taken any amount of pain if it meant getting Edmund out of here alive.

Perhaps Edmund heard him, or perhaps it was the ancestors having pity on their wayward child. Edmund staggered up another step, then another.

“Nearly there,” the Dervish said, although he had no idea how close they actually were to the top. “Tell me about the blight.”

“… Blight. It’s not … not…”

“Not what?”

“… a disease…”

“No, it isn’t,” the Dervish said. “It’s an allergy. You’re the one who found that out, aren’t you?”

Edmund mumbled something.

“Didn’t quite hear that.”

“Fast … very fast. Runaway. The healers said … said it was … like a cascade … if you were … susceptible.” It took him several tries to get susceptible out, and then he fell silent.

“Keep talking to me. What would happen to them?” The Dervish was only half listening, trying to get his feet on the next step without falling over.

“Everything … fell apart. Systems. Organs. Skin gets … holes … terrible. Terrible. Most people don’t … get it … though.”

“That’s good, that’s very good. And nobody knows what they’re allergic to, right?”

He reached the next landing and let Edmund lean against the wall. The scholar’s eyes were rolling in his head. The Dervish pulled out his waterskin and wetted Edmund’s lips. If I give him too much, he’ll probably choke to death, and wouldn’t that be ironic right now?

“Come on,” he said, after they had rested for bare moments. “We don’t have much time.” He put his shoulder under Edmund’s arm and began staggering forward again.

They’d gone on for perhaps five minutes when Edmund said, quite clearly, “It’s a lie.”

“What’s a lie?”

“I know.”

The Dervish stared up the next flight of steps. Where was the top? Was there even a top? How tall was this hill, anyway? “What do you know?”

“I know what they’re allergic to.”

The Dervish paused, gazing into the scholar’s face. Edmund flopped his head to one side, looking back. “It’s a ssssecret,” he told the Dervish solemnly. “So don’t tell anyone.”

“I won’t,” the Dervish promised. He had a sense that he was on the edge of learning something earth-shattering, something he probably didn’t want to know, but he did not dare tell Edmund to stop talking.

“It’s gnoles,” said Edmund, and fainted dead away.






CHAPTER 36


He had to carry Edmund up to the next landing, and there they rested, because the Dervish’s shoulder was a red agony. Could he carry the scholar the rest of the way up? He eyed the stairs rising in front of him, an endless narrow switchback. If it had been a normal staircase, maybe. This one … ancestors only knew. He was not entirely sure that he wasn’t dead and in some bizarre hell of endless stairs.

Edmund lay curled on the floor. The Dervish leaned his head back against the wall and closed his eyes.

Gnoles cause the werkblight. Huh.

He could see why it was a secret, of course. The minute that anyone found out—anyone but Edmund, anyway, and now him—the gnoles would be in danger. All the gnoles, everywhere. Humanity was not good with other species at the best of times. Look how they reacted to Large Francis, who just looks dangerous. If we learned that the gnoles made some humans sick, it would be a bloodbath.

The suspicious timing of the case among Otto’s followers made sense now. Dog Violet had gotten away, but her fur or dander or whatever gnoles had was certainly all over their clothes, and the man had come in very close contact with them when he was manhandling them into the wagon. If he was one of the people susceptible to this cascade, as Edmund called it, then that would have been enough.

The Dervish realized suddenly why Edmund never wanted to talk about curing the werkblight.

Zale said one in fifty people still die of it. Which is still … what, a few people a year? Multiplied by every place with gnoles. And he knows why they get it, but he can’t tell anyone, because the gnoles would be massacred.

Edmund had made a choice, many years ago, to save the gnoles at the cost of dozens … hundreds … of his fellow humans. That his treatment had saved the vast majority of the werkblight victims was exactly the sort of thing that Edmund would overlook, because Edmund was like that. All he knew was that he had a terrible secret and if anyone else ever managed to make the same leap of insight …

The Dervish thought of all the gnoles he’d seen in the city. He’d stopped noticing them after the first few minutes. They were just there, alongside humans, doing small useful jobs, living their lives. Dog Violet … Brindle … the ones who worked with Gervase’s sister …

The streets would run red with blood.

He remembered Edmund speaking so passionately about the importance of knowledge being preserved. Ancestors, it must have killed him that this knowledge could never be recorded or passed on.

Except now it would be. Because the Dervish knew, and he was functionally immortal.

Functionally immortal, and likely to be in someone else’s hands, if we don’t get moving soon.

“Edmund,” he hissed, shaking the scholar’s shoulder. “Edmund, please, I need you to wake up.”

“Hwuh?”

“Come on. Just a few more stairs.”

Edmund uncurled slowly, looking briefly like Large Francis coming out of a ball. His ten-minute nap seemed to have revived him a little. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, the stairs.”

The Dervish helped him to his feet and they leaned against each other as they went. “Is there a hell of infinite stairs?”

Edmund thought about it. “Strangely enough, religion isn’t my field. I think … maybe … there’s a hell where you fall forever?”

“Maybe we’re getting to the top so we can do that bit.”

“I don’t remember which god oversees it.”

“It’s probably the God of Mules. It seems like something they’d do.”

They reached the next landing and the Dervish looked up and saw a door.

It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. It put the body of every lover he’d ever had to shame. He wanted to make passionate love to it, although in his current state, it would probably have to settle for a handshake and a saucy wink.

It was open. They staggered through the doorway together. It occurred to the Dervish too late that there might be someone in the room beyond, but there wasn’t. The room wasn’t large, and the stack of firewood against the wall made it feel even smaller. A metal grate and some sort of contraption had been arranged over a large hole in the floor, leading to a large chimney. The only other contents were two chairs and a ladder.

The Dervish dropped Edmund into a chair, dropped himself into the other one, and moaned with pleasure. You never appreciated just how much standing hurt until you weren’t, and sitting on cold stone didn’t improve matters much. “I love this chair,” he said, to no one in particular. “Perhaps I will marry it.”

“We’ll have a double wedding,” Edmund said. “I don’t think I can leave this chair.”

“Heh.”

The Dervish stretched his legs out, painfully. Something nagged at him. It was an absurd thing and exhaustion was probably clouding his judgment, but given that they might not die, it seemed like he should probably mention it. Edmund had confided in him, after all, even if there had been a poppy hangover involved.

“I have something I need to tell you.”

Edmund opened one eye. “That sounds horribly ominous.”

“No. Well, sort of. Err … I killed Otto.”

“Who?”

The Dervish rubbed his hand over his face. “That one farmer? The one who fed us to the dragon?”

“Oh, him.” Edmund closed his eyes again. “Right. I remember.”

“I didn’t tell you because I thought you’d feel guilty about it.”

Edmund was silent for so long that the Dervish was afraid he’d committed an unpardonable sin. Then a snore drifted through the room.

“Edmund!”

“Hzz! I’m awake.” The scholar shook his head to clear it. “Right. Otto. You killed him.”

“I told you I was a bad man.”

Edmund shoved one hand through his hair, until bits stuck out in all directions. “I know I should care about this, but I’m having a hard time right now.”

“I mean, you don’t actually have to care. I wouldn’t. I just wanted to tell you.”

“Thank you?”

“It felt like I was lying.”

“Okay.” A long pause. “This … feels like talking about feelings.”

“You see why I hate it.”

“I’m starting to.”

The Dervish would have liked nothing more than to stay in the chair until the end of eternity, possibly later, but it was only a matter of time until someone noticed Anthony was missing. He got to his feet with a long groan. His body informed him that it was still very angry, but willing to consider moving again.

There was a trapdoor at the top of the ladder. The Dervish climbed up, laboriously, opened it, looked around, and saw only grass and sky and a thick row of trees. He did not so much step out as roll out, then crouched down to help Edmund up.

It wasn’t quite dawn yet, but unfocused gray light was showing along the horizon. The tree trunks had gone from being black shapes to being grayish blobs with bark on them. Edmund took a deep breath of the cool air. “Merciful gods,” he muttered. “I’d missed that.”

He began walking downslope, haltingly, and the Dervish hastened after him. We did it. We’re out. We made it.

“You certainly took your time,” Scholar Andraste said, stepping out of the trees. “I was starting to think you’d never get here.”



The Dervish discovered that he wasn’t in quite as bad a shape as he thought. Adrenaline surged through him and his daggers were in his hands.

Andraste rolled her eyes and waved one hand. Three more people stepped out of the trees. Two of them had crossbows aimed at him.

No, not at him. At Edmund.

Shit. He stepped in front of the scholar, for all the good it might do.

“These aren’t your friends, are they?” Edmund whispered.

“No.”

Edmund muttered something in gnolespeech.

“How did you get up here?” the Dervish asked.

Scholar Andraste made a polite scoffing noise. “Did you think there was only one way out? The alarm was raised as soon as someone found that fool you tied up. And it’s not as if we were expecting any other visitors.”

“You knew I’d come after him.”

“Of course. Why do you think we kept him alive? And you brought the sword too, I see. Very tidy.” She dusted off her hands. “We couldn’t very well kill him, or you’d simply walk away and the Smith only knows when we’d find you again.”

There was a very large man standing behind Andraste, the only one without a crossbow. Even Gervase might have second thoughts about trying to thump this one. The Dervish calculated his odds of crossing the distance and killing the man before one or both crossbowmen got a shot off and didn’t much like the result. If he shoved Edmund flat, that would help, but the enemy was blocking their escape downslope, and if he got himself killed, what was Edmund going to do? Jump off and pray?

“Let Edmund go,” he said.

“No,” said Andraste.

“What?” said Edmund.

“I’m serious. Let him go. You want to be the wielder? Let him give up the sword and leave.”

Andraste rolled her eyes. “Or I could just order him killed, and then I’ll be the next wielder anyway.”

The Dervish took a deep breath. “You don’t want to do that. He’s that Learned Edmund.”

Edmund looked groggily appalled. Scholar Andraste, however, stared at the Dervish as if he’d just announced that the world was about to be eaten by a giant antelope. “What?”

“That Learned Edmund. The one who cured the werkblight.”

“But he’s so young.”

“Genius knows no age,” the Dervish said, shamelessly stealing Zale’s line. “Tell her, Edmund.”

“It wasn’t really a cure,” Edmund said wretchedly. “The healers did all the work. I just…”

He trailed off. The wind blew through the pines, emphasizing the sudden silence.

“My mam got the blight two years ago,” said one of the crossbowmen finally, shifting from foot to foot, “but the healers fixed her up.”

“Seriously?” Andraste gave a short, squealing laugh, like a rat caught in a vise. “Fine. He can go, if he gives up the sword.”

Edmund’s eyes were shining with tears. “I can’t,” he said. “Don’t ask me to.”

“You have to,” the Dervish said. “Please.”

“But…”

He kissed Edmund’s forehead. “If you don’t go,” he said, against the scholar’s hair, “they’ll kill you. And they’ll still have the sword, and nothing will change, except that I’ll know you’re dead. And that will break my heart. Now get out of here before we have to talk about feelings any longer.”

Edmund gulped back a sob. “Fine. I—I give it up.”

The Dervish felt something snap next to his heart, the cord between them cut. “It’s done,” he told Andraste.

“Good. Now get out of here, Learned, before I think better of this.”

Edmund nodded and took a step back, then another. Then he whirled and went down the hill at a staggering run, sliding on the grass, until he vanished into the trees. The Dervish watched him go, feeling strangely light. Whatever happened next, win or lose, Edmund was safely away.

I’m a bad man, Edmund, but I saved you. That has to be worth something.

When there was no longer any sign of Edmund, the Dervish unbelted the sword from his waist and held it out to Andraste. “If you draw it, you’ll be the wielder,” he said. The naked triumph on her face was unsettling to watch. “But draw it immediately.”

“Why?”

“So that I know you didn’t wait until I was in the sword to send your men after Edmund. Then I’ll cooperate.”

“Very well.” She took the sword from him and gazed at it, her eyes alight. “At last,” she murmured. “At … Why is there bacon wrapped around the scabbard?”

“It’s enchanted bacon,” the Dervish said.

She just looked at him. “I do not like jokes,” she said. “Just so you’re aware. I find it’s best to establish these things up front.”

“Fine.”

Andraste picked the battered strip of bacon off the sword with her fingertips, grimacing with distaste. “The Smith’s work was not meant to serve as a charcuterie board.”

The Dervish had a great deal to say about the Smith’s work, but kept his tongue locked behind his teeth. His plan, such as it was, hinged on not offending Andraste so badly that she decided to wait to draw the sword. “It was myrmecochory,” he said.

Her eyebrows drew together. “Pollination by ants?”

“Ancestors, did everyone know about this but me?”

“I didn’t,” offered the man with no neck.

“Right,” said the Dervish. “It’s like the ants taking the seed back to eat. I tied the bacon around the scabbard and the hilt, then”—it occurred to him that he should probably not imply that he had friends in the area—“jumped off the cliff here and smacked the sword back into the sheath. Then the dogs found it, dragged it into the kennel to gnaw on, and pulled the sword loose, and there I was.”

Andraste stared at him like a butterfly collector confronted with a rare spotted turquoise swallowtail that was, inexplicably, playing the bagpipes. “I told you I don’t like jokes.”

“That was the absolute truth. If you don’t believe me, I’ll do it again and prove it.” Had Edmund reached Sarkis and the others? Surely by now they were riding away.

She shook her head. “Fine. Just draw and I’m the wielder, is that it?”

“That’s it.”

Andraste’s smile—her real smile—was as clean and chilly as snowmelt. “Very good.” She slid the blade into the scabbard with a click.

Silver closed like a fist around him, then released him just as suddenly. The world jerked several feet to the side, but that was all.

Thank you, ancestors. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.

“Happy?” asked Andraste, lowering the blade.

The Dervish smiled. He could feel the tug next to his heart, leading directly to the woman in front of him. “Ecstatic,” he said. “Now let me show you something your precious smith never thought of.”

And leapt.

Shock spread across Andraste’s face as he grabbed her. Momentum carried them half a dozen paces to the cliff. The magic screamed at him, and the Dervish spun them both around, whirling like dancers, like, in fact, a dust dervish, so that his body was between his wielder and the edge of the cliff.

Which was all the magic required, that he put his body between her and danger. He’d learned that a hundred years ago, when his tormentor had set down the sword within reach, and the Dervish had picked it up, pinned the man against the wall, and run them both through.

He fell backward over the edge, holding Andraste in his arms, and listened to her scream all the way down to the ground.






CHAPTER 37


Edmund sat hunched in a corner of the inn with a blanket tucked around his shoulders, clutching a mug of hot tea with brandy in it. Halla sat with her arm wrapped around him as if he were her brother.

“He’ll be all right,” she said. “Death is only a minor annoyance to them.”

“Assuming they get the sword back.”

“They will.”

“The other cultists will be searching for it too.”

“Sarkis is cleverer than any of them. And he’s got Dog Violet and Zale with him. That’s a lot of brains in one place.”

“I didn’t want to give him up. He told me to.”

“I know.”

“I didn’t know he was going to … to…”

Tears spilled down Edmund’s cheeks, following tracks laid down by others throughout the long, terrible night.

“Sarkis did it for me once,” Halla said, pouring another dollop of brandy into Edmund’s mug. “Killed himself so he wouldn’t have to hurt me. But in a month, he was back again, hale and healthy and cranky as ever.”

“Yes, but he loves you.” Edmund took a swallow of tea and Halla topped it up again. “The Dervish isn’t … he doesn’t…”

“He was pretty worked up on the way here for a man feeling nothing but vague goodwill.”

Edmund leaned his forehead against his hand. “We’re friends,” he said. “I think. I hope. And we … you know…” He didn’t want to get any more detailed with a woman he’d only just met, no matter how kind she was. He took a large gulp from his mug, which by now was more brandy than tea. “I love him. Who wouldn’t? He’s so bright and vivid and fierce, and I’m … what am I? All I do is read books and fall into trouble.”

“Oh, honey,” said Halla, hugging him tighter, “believe me, have I been there.”

Outside, it began to rain.



It was noon but it felt like the middle of the night. Edmund dozed by the fire, exhausted from drugs and emotion. Halla stayed with him, making him drink endless rounds of tea, though after he slept for a few hours and woke again, she stopped putting brandy into it. She’d befriended—or possibly befuddled—the innkeeper, and he made no objection to their monopolizing the corner of the common room. Of course, it was a slow morning, and talking to Halla probably gave him something more entertaining to do than clean mugs.

Edmund was certainly not entertaining. Edmund slumped against the wall, his head slowly clearing. Unfortunately the clarity allowed him to think and none of his thoughts were good.

He’s dead.

I know he’ll come back but he died. He’ll be trapped in the sword for weeks and he hates that. All I wanted was to keep him from getting hurt and instead he died.

Because of me. Because he has to keep rescuing me. Because all these horrible things keep happening and I keep needing to be rescued.

In the grim reaches of his heart, Edmund suspected that wasn’t going to change. He was a brilliant scholar, he knew it, and had no false modesty about it, but it seemed like all he did these days was get into one mess after another. I have offended the gods of luck somehow, and the Dervish has paid the price. Perhaps I should stay in a library for the rest of my life, but it would drive him mad with restlessness, and how would I earn my bread?

His thoughts were interrupted briefly when the door opened and six handsome men in light armor came in. Steam rose off their tabards, which had probably been white once, but were now liberally splashed with blood. The closed-eye sigil of the Dreaming God winked at Edmund from half a dozen backs.

Demonslayers, Edmund thought. His old friend Caliban had been one. Hot on the trail of something, most likely.

One tossed a chit to the innkeeper. “Fresh horses for all of us,” he said. “And hot food if you’ve got it, cold if you don’t, while they’re being saddled.”

The innkeeper vanished into the kitchen. You didn’t argue with paladins of the Dreaming God when they were on the hunt. They were decent, honorable, incorruptible, very good-looking—the Dreaming God had very specific taste—and utterly humorless when it came to demons.

Halla, being Halla, went over to them and said, “Jorge? Is that you?” A moment later, one of the men burst from the group, picked Halla up around the waist, lifted her into the air, gave her a resounding kiss on the forehead, and set her down again.

Halla laughed, though she was blushing. “I’m glad to see your arm healed up.”

“Beautifully, lovely lady. All thanks to your tender ministrations. Incidentally, is that new husband of yours around? No? Then will you run away with me this time?”

The leader of the troop watched this with a resigned expression that Zale would undoubtedly have recognized. Halla turned Jorge down. He was bemoaning how his heart was forever broken when the innkeeper came out of the kitchen bearing a tray.

“They’re not hot,” he said, “but they’re still a bit warm, and there’ll be bread and cheese in the saddlebags.”

“Good man,” the leader said.

“Is it a very bad demon?” Halla asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many of you in one place.”

“It might be,” the leader said. “It’s something big, anyway. The reports are … ah … difficult to believe.”

Edmund spoke before he could think. “It’s not a dragon, is it?”

Having the sudden undivided attention of six paladins was a new experience for Edmund, and not one, as it turned out, that he enjoyed. He felt like he was about to give a lecture and discovered that the audience was full of lions.

“What do you know about a dragon?” the leader said, in a tone indicating that if information was not forthcoming, he was willing to turn someone upside down and shake until it fell out.

“Some villagers tried to feed me to one, about three days west of here.” Edmund licked dry lips. “They, err, have been feeding travelers to them. I think. Um. I told the White Rat’s people about it? They said that they’d inform the appropriate people?”

“That would be us,” said the leader. “Are you sure it was a dragon you saw?”

If he hadn’t been so emotionally wrung out, the skeptical tone might not have bothered him. But he was tired and heartsick and his lover was temporarily dead, so he said, “My name is Learned Edmund, lately of the Temple of the Many-Armed God in Ghaston.”

“That Learned Edmund, yes,” said Halla by the bar. “In case you were wondering.”

“Shit,” said Jorge quietly. “It really must be a dragon.”

The leader of the paladins stood stock-still for a moment, then put his fist over his heart and bowed to Edmund. So did the other five. It was almost worse than having them stare at him. “Forgive me, Learned,” the leader said. “I did not know. Is there anything useful you can tell us about the beast?”

“It was denning in a crack in the stone along the road. You can tell by the big stakes in the ground with the ropes tied to them. And it had enormous white lice. That’s probably not helpful, but I can’t stop thinking about it. If you were going to make a creature like a dragon, why would you make a parasite to go with it?” Edmund stopped and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry, I’m very tired.”

“I thank you,” said the paladin of the Dreaming God. “It is not a demon, but it is no less dangerous. Go well, and may the God hold you in His Dreams.”

He turned on his heel and strode out. The others followed. One grabbed the innkeeper’s tray on the way out. Jorge clasped Halla’s hand, kissed the back, and was the last one out the door.

The innkeeper sighed, picked up a mop, and began trying to chase their muddy tracks back outside.

He had just barely finished when the door slammed open. Framed in the doorway was a short, bedraggled figure, dripping water off her ears and the end of her muzzle.

“Bacon,” Dog Violet said grimly. “Wet raw bacon. A gnole never wants to smell raw bacon again.”



Sarkis and Zale came crowding into the inn after the gnole, both of them soaked. Edmund looked from one to the other, heart squeezing in desperate hope. “Did you find him?”

Without a word, Zale pulled a familiar sword out from under their cloak and handed it to Edmund.

The scholar wrapped his arms around the weapon as if it was the Dervish himself, which, in a way, it was. The hilt pressed against his cheek as he gasped for air, suddenly breathless with relief. “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you.”

“Found a sword easy enough. But then cult-humans stand out in the rain arguing for ages while a gnole hides under a bush and gets soaked. And a sword is under a gnole and still has bacon grease all over and first a gnole is hungry and then a gnole feels sick.” Dog Violet’s nose worked with remembered disgust. “A gnole is afraid cult-humans are going to hear a gnole’s stomach growling.”

“I don’t want to hear about it,” Zale said. “I was in a tree. For hours.”

“Had to lead them on a merry chase,” Sarkis said, stamping his feet to warm them. “When I got far enough out, the sword snapped me back to Zale’s tree. They’re probably still looking. But we do need to get moving. They’re disorganized, but it’s been a few hours, and I don’t doubt that once they realize what happened, they’ll come after us. They didn’t get a good look at most of us, but we’ve got to get Edmund away from here. They’ll definitely recognize him.”

“Innkeeper!” Zale said. “We need four fresh horses.”

The innkeeper, who had just barely finished mopping up the second set of muddy footprints, leaned his mop against the bar. “Now there,” he said, “I suspect we’re going to have a problem.”



“What do you mean, the paladins took them all?” Zale stared at the stablemaster, who was leaning against a stall door. “What paladins? Why?”

“Dreaming God,” the stablemaster said succinctly.

“… Oh.”

“They’re going after the dragon,” Edmund said.

“Jorge says hello, by the way,” Halla added.

Zale ran their hands over their face. Their long hair was dark with water and still dripping at the ends. “Rat have mercy.”

The current contents of the stable did not inspire confidence. Aside from the two mounts that they’d just brought in, every horse in it had been carrying men in armor, as fast as possible, in pouring rain. A stableboy was gently rubbing down a bay in the next stall, who looked as if she was encrusted with her own weight in mud. There was probably an hour or two of travel left in most of them, but it would have felt like an act of striking cruelty.

Every horse, that was … except one.

Dog Violet began to saddle Greathoof with an air of ineffable smugness.

“Our two have been standing around all night, but if we put Halla and Zale on them—” Sarkis began, then stopped as the clatter of hooves filled the yard.

A minute later, the innkeeper himself entered the stable. He looked over the four of them, his gaze settling on Edmund.

“Are you really that Learned Edmund?”

“I am,” Edmund said wearily. “Though the healers did all the work.”

The man nodded. “There’s five fellows out there asking for someone who looks like you, and a swordsman and a gnole.”

Sarkis put a hand on the hilt of his sword, which did nothing to dispel the allegation.

“They’re from that little compound over the way, which means there’s going to be a lot more of them soon.” The innkeeper’s eyes went to Halla this time. “Did you really have a cousin there?”

“Ah,” Halla said. “Well. It’s possible we were actually, err, removing my cousin. From the compound.”

The innkeeper’s eyebrows were eloquent, but he accepted this. “Then I expect they’ll be crawling all over this place soon. I can stall them, but not forever. And I’d rather not have killing in my inn.” He looked them over again. “They say you’re thieves and killers, but you’ve got paladin friends and you’re that Learned Edmund. So I suggest you get out of here now.”

Zale and Sarkis scrambled for the horses they had only just unsaddled. Halla snatched up their packs. Only Dog Violet remained calm.

“Book-man takes Greathoof,” the gnole said, stroking the draft horse’s nose. “Book-man knows how to ride?”

“Yes, of course.” It occurred to Edmund that she’d never seen him on a horse, only leading Sweetness. “I’ve ridden a great deal.”

“No of course. Should see these two on a horse.” Dog Violet sniffed. “A gnole saw how book-man treats a mule. Treat a horse like a mule, understand?”

Edmund gulped. He put his hands up to make ears and said, in what he knew was a terrible accent, “He will be as dear to this one as the child of my littermate.”

“This one knows.” She leaned in and licked his forehead. “For a human, book-man can smell.”

The stablemaster, who had so far remained silent, unbent enough to say, “Go out the back. There’s a lane that’ll join up to the main road eventually. They’ll find you if they’re looking, but they’ll have to look.”

“Thank you,” Edmund gasped, mounting hastily. Greathoof was even taller than he looked from the ground, and he suspected that his thighs were going to ache from the broadness of the horse’s back. But he was fresh and the paladins had overlooked him because he so obviously wasn’t a saddle horse.

Dog Violet swung the stall door open. “Go, go. Humans and a gnole will distract them.”

Edmund put his heels to Greathoof’s sides and went.



Five minutes after Edmund had vanished, three cultists shoved the stable door open and came barreling inside.

They found the stablemaster looking impassive, a gnole mucking out stalls, and a priest of the White Rat leaning against a stall door, looking disgruntled.

“Don’t bother,” the priest told the newcomers. “There’s no fresh horses here for love or money. A pack of paladins came through and took everything. Including my horse.”

“And mine,” said the priest’s companion, a blond woman with a figure like a large hourglass. “Just snapped their fingers and commandeered everything.”

“I don’t argue with the Dreaming God’s people,” the stablemaster said. “If you want to, that’s your problem.”

The lead cultist shook his head. “We’re not here for horses. We’re looking for a young fellow, brown hair, wearing robes, and a man with a sword.” He scanned the stable, but did not see either of them. “Check the hayloft,” he told one of his underlings.

“I’d like to see a man with a sword,” said the blond wistfully. “Particularly if he knew how to use it.”

“You and me both,” the priest muttered.

The lead cultist rolled his eyes. “These people committed murder.”

The priest looked suitably shocked. The stableboy paused to gape over the stall door. The gnole didn’t stop shoveling, but who knew how much gnoles even understood, and the stablemaster’s face didn’t change, but the cultist had met him before and was aware that it would take more than simple murder to wring an expression out of him.

The blond frowned, then asked, “Was it a big murder or a little murder?”

Followers of the Sainted Smith were often brilliant blacksmiths, artificers, or engineers. But you can only have so many of those in a cult before you have to hire people to make sure that the trash gets taken out and that the artificers remember to eat. The lead cultist fell firmly in that latter camp. He stared at the blond, temporarily derailed from his mission by sheer bafflement.

“I’m going to regret asking,” the priest said, “but what’s a little murder?”

“Oh, you know. When you kill someone but you don’t mean anything by it.”

The priest pinched the bridge of their nose. “That’s manslaughter. You’re thinking of manslaughter.”

“Slaughter really sounds more like a big murder, though. And anyway, they tried my cousin for murder.”

The priest gave the cultist a resigned look. “Your cousin was a murderer?”

“Yes, but it was only a little murder really. The judge said it was clear that he hadn’t planned it in advance or anything, and he really wasn’t the murdering type. No one would ever have thought it of him, the poor lamb, but he took an axe and chopped up his father-in-law—not from our side of the family, you understand, but his wife’s father—and I don’t know, it was terrible, of course you can’t condone that kind of behavior, but it’s true that his wife never did testify against him—the father-in-law’s wife, not my cousin’s wife, although she didn’t either, but that was on account of being married and you can’t make a wife testify against her husband.” She smiled brightly at the cultist. “Is your murderer married?”

“I don’t … know…?”

“That’s probably an important thing to find out.”

“Y-e-e-e-s…” said the cultist, backing toward the door. “I will … err … go and find out. About that.”

“Are you married?”

“No? I mean, no. I’m not.”

“She’s a widow,” the priest said. “Ask me how I know.”

“Don’t be like that, dear.” The blond gazed at the ring on her finger. “And it’s not like he was murdered. Big or little.”

“He … he wasn’t?” The cultist had no idea how the conversation had gotten here, but was quite certain that if he steered it back toward murder, it wouldn’t help.

“No.” She looked up at the cultist and smiled brightly. “It was the smallpox that got him.”

“The hayloft’s clear,” his underling called, coming down the ladder.

“Good! Great. Yes. Don’t hang about then, man.” The lead cultist directed one last look at Halla, somewhere between bemusement and alarm, shoved his underlings through the door, and slammed it shut after him.

“What gets me,” said Zale, as the sounds of arguing faded from the yard, “is how rarely they interrupt. You can see them getting impatient, but for some reason they hardly ever cut you off. You’re like a snake charmer that babbles instead of playing the flute.”

“It’s a gift.” Halla glanced over to Dog Violet, who had stopped mucking out the stall. Buried under the horse manure and soiled straw lay Sarkis’s sword, with Sarkis himself inside. “I just hope we gave poor Edmund enough of a lead.”






CHAPTER 38


Edmund walked Greathoof until he was out of earshot of the stable. The sound of hoofbeats would doubtless have alerted the cultists. But once he was on the road, he pushed the animal into a trot, and then into a canter that threatened to tear his arms out of the socket. Plate-sized lumps of mud flew in their wake.

The draft horse was slow, no doubt about it. Anyone on a regular horse could have passed them as if they were standing still. But judging by the harness marks, he had plenty of experience pulling a wagon and was not completely out of condition, and Edmund knew from the last few weeks that he could walk all day if needed, and trot for a surprising length of time before he needed a rest.

All things considered, he would much prefer simply hiding in the woods, as they had done before. But this was farm country, nothing but pastures and open fields, and the dense woods that had been so helpful didn’t start until a mile north of the inn, in the opposite direction. All he could do was ride south and hope that he found someplace to hole up until the cultists had passed.

He wished he had some idea how far south that might be. Not before the swamp road joined up, anyway.

He entertained a brief notion of turning north at the fork and trying to make it to the swamp, but it had been half a day’s steady walk the first time, and while you heard stories about horses running for a day and a night, you also heard stories about wizards hurling fireballs and the touch of a unicorn’s horn curing scrofula and the clap.

On that thought, he let Greathoof drop back to a trot, then a walk. The big horse huffed gently, clearly in a good mood. Edmund patted his neck.

“You’ll be a lot less cheerful in a few hours. Although it’s you, so maybe you won’t be.”

He had a sudden irrational longing for Sweetness, even though the mule wouldn’t have consented to be ridden and wouldn’t be able to keep up. Sweetness was familiar. Once upon a time, the two of them had made the long trek back and forth between cities together, over and over, back when he served the temple and life was simple and he thought he knew what it was like to fall in love.

It’s important for scholars to admit their own ignorance. Saying “I don’t know” is the beginning of wisdom.

I wish I felt even remotely wise.

I wish—

A shout rang out behind him. Edmund put his heels to Greathoof’s sides before he even dared a look over his shoulder. Horsemen. Five of them. Too far away to make out details, but even as he watched, they broke into a run.

Edmund said a word that he’d learned from the Dervish.

For the first minute or two, it looked as if he might have a chance. Greathoof was fresh and their horses weren’t. The big horse’s run was never going to win any prizes for comfort, but his legs ate up the ground, even if every step felt like it was going to jam Edmund’s hip bones into his shoulders.

But then the road hit a long, even stretch and it became obvious that the cultists were gaining with every stride. The distance between them shrank by a quarter, then a third, then a half …

Edmund had no more breath for swearing. The connection to the swamp road flashed by, for all the good it did him now. If he could get to another inn, he’d … what? Try to convince the innkeeper that he wasn’t an escaped murderer? What good would that do? Even if he succeeded, the cultists might well decide to slaughter everyone there, and he’d just be adding more innocents to the toll.

He looked over his shoulder again. They hadn’t gained by much, but they weren’t falling back, either. Lather was already starting on Greathoof’s neck and even though he would run until he died if Edmund asked, what good would it do to ask? Perhaps if he reined in now, Dog Violet would be able to collect him again.

No. Not yet. There’s an inn down here, it can’t be very far, and the inn has to have a well and I can throw the sword into the well and even if they kill me, they won’t get it out easily. Maybe that will be time enough for Sarkis and Zale to figure something out.

He looked up from Greathoof’s neck, looking for the distant shape of the inn, and instead saw a wagon on the road ahead.

A big wagon. Solid wood with small barred windows, the sort that prisoners were transported in. And there were guards around it, too, four of them on horseback, and they had swords and armor.

Prisoner transport meant law enforcement of some kind. He didn’t dare to hope they’d help him, but maybe he could muddy the waters enough that they wouldn’t help the cultists either.

Edmund pulled Greathoof up as he reached the wagon and cried, “Sanctuary! Help me! Those men killed my friend and they’re trying to kill me, too!”

The guardsmen had turned to watch him as he came riding up. Curiosity gave way to astonishment. “Please,” Edmund gasped. “Please, help me!”

“What’s all this, then?” said one of the guards, turning his horse to come alongside Edmund. “Who are you and what’s going—”

The cultists reined in their horses, since the alternative was to crash into the wagon. “Don’t listen to that man!” the one in the lead snapped. “He’s a murderer evading justice. He killed a woman in cold blood.”

The guard who appeared to be in command looked from the cultists to Edmund. “Is that true?”

“No! They kidnapped me and once I escaped, they—”

“He’s lying. He stole that sword and killed our—”

“I did nothing of the—”

“One at a time,” barked the commander, in a voice that would have made a rock snap to attention. The resultant silence was broken only by Greathoof’s labored breathing. “Now. You. What’s your story?”

“They kidnapped me,” Edmund said. “My friend came to rescue me, but they killed him. I don’t know anything about a murder.” Inspiration seized him. “Here, look at this sword. It’s not real. You can’t stab somebody with it. You can’t even draw it.” He passed the sheathed blade to the commander. The cultists twitched visibly as it exchanged hands.

“You’re right, it doesn’t draw. Also it looks like somebody’s put bacon grease on it?” He raised an eyebrow at Edmund. “There are much better ways to oil a blade. Although if it’s not really a blade, I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

“Please,” Edmund said desperately, “keep hold of it. It’s meant to go to the Temple of the White Rat in Archon’s Glory. It’s vital that Bishop Beartongue get it. She’ll know what to do with it.” At least, she will once she talks to Zale. I hope. But maybe now the guard will think I’m a spy for the temple, and that’s better than being a murderer.

“He stole that sword from us,” one of the other cultists shouted. “He’s a murderer and a thief.”

“We’re on the way to Archon’s Glory, as it happens,” the commander said slowly. “I think perhaps taking this whole mess to the temple is a good idea—”

“No!” yelled another cultist.

And drew his sword.

The scrape of metal against leather was suddenly louder than anything else, except perhaps the beating of Edmund’s heart.

“Don’t be stupid,” the commander said, staring at the cultist. “You don’t want to do anything that you can’t take back, son.” His own hand was on his sword hilt, but he hadn’t drawn. Neither had his companions.

Four versus five, Edmund thought. But the guards have better armor, which might help, or might not. Do they know how to use the swords, though? If they’re watchmen from another city, they could be amazingly well trained or they could just be there to fill out numbers. But the wagon’s blocking half the road and Greathoof is blocking the other half, so the other two might not be able to get around in time. Oh Many-Armed One, please, please, please do something, please have mercy …

The cultists were clearly doing the same math he was. The leader settled his hand on the pommel of his sword.

And then, into an agonizingly fraught silence, a voice from inside the prison wagon said, “Friend-Edmund, is-that-you?”



“Large Francis?” Surely this was impossible. He was hallucinating. There was no way that he could have stumbled onto the pillbug, who was … “Francis! Are you a prisoner?”

“No-friend-Edmund-I-am-quite-comfortable-but-I-have-been-assured-that-this-is-the-easiest-way-to-pass-through-customs-unharmed.”

“That’s wonderful,” Edmund said. “I thought they’d have found you earlier—”

“Yes, well,” said the commander hastily. “Refitting a prisoner transport takes a little time, even for the Rat.”

Clearly sensing that the odds of Edmund being handed over were sinking rapidly, the lead cultist moved his horse forward, his eyes fixed on the sword that the commander was holding loosely in his off hand.

Uh-oh.

Edmund was arguably a brilliant scholar, a decent human being, and (he hoped) a sensitive lover. What he was not was a warrior. There was no point in asking what the Dervish would do (kill everyone) or what Sarkis would do (kill everyone) or even what Dog Violet would do (bite someone very hard then vanish into the undergrowth). But scholarship was not going to get him very far in this exact moment, so he would have to make do.

“Look behind you!” he shouted. “A barnacle pigeon!”

There was a split second when everyone was staring at him, open-mouthed, and no one was moving. Edmund launched himself off Greathoof, snatched the enchanted sword out of the commander’s hands, and jammed it through the bars of the window. “Francis! Grab it!”

The Dervish could have made it look easy. Edmund made it look horribly awkward, jammed his knee on the landing and fell over on his ass with the sword still sticking halfway out of the prison wagon.

The commander cursed, looked down at him, looked up, saw all the cultists drawing their swords, and cursed again. “Grab it, grab it,” Edmund pleaded from the ground.

The lead cultist spurred his horse forward. The commander ducked under a swing and drew his own weapon. The Dervish’s sword vanished into the cell and Edmund prayed he hadn’t just doomed them all. Two more guards came up from the sides, crashing through the ditch, to engage the enemy.

Another cultist locked eyes with Edmund and started forward. Edmund rolled under the wagon.

The door of the prison creaked.

Edmund rolled to the far side of the wagon, came up, found that one of his knees no longer held him, and clutched the wall as a wave of pain obscured his vision. From the direction of the melee, something hissed.

A wave of silence spread across the road like a palpable thing. Then a horse screamed in terror and bolted and voices that had been full of bloodlust rose an octave and turned incoherent.

Edmund limped around the edge of the wagon and saw the guards trying to restrain their mounts and the cultists fleeing, either because they couldn’t control their horses or because they had decided that fleeing was a truly excellent idea.

Large Francis, who had braced her lower legs in the door so that she could stretch up to her full massive height, settled her carapace with a rattle. “I-hope-that-was-the-correct-course-of-action, friend-Leon,” she said. “They-did-not-seem-interested-in-further-negotiations.”

Leon, who was apparently the commander, got his horse turned away from the pillbug, dismounted, and murmured to it until it began to quiet. “It was a good course of action,” he said finally. “Unlike your friend’s, here.” He glared at Edmund. “That little stunt nearly got us all killed.”

“I know,” Edmund said guiltily, “but I couldn’t let them get the sword, and if they attacked you, I was afraid you’d drop it.”

“Hmmph. That sword better be pretty damn important.”

“More than my life.”

“… Right.” He sighed, a man clearly confronted with something above his pay grade. “In that case, young man, I suppose you had better come with us, and we’ll let the Rat sort it all out in the end.”






CHAPTER 39


The Rat did sort it out in the end, although He was helped by the eventual arrival of Sarkis, Halla, Dog Violet, and most important, Zale, who all caught up with them on the road by nightfall that same day. Large Francis’s guards were only part-time employees of the White Rat, but the appearance of a lawyer tends to focus a situation rather dramatically.

“How did you get away?” Edmund asked. “I was so worried!”

Sarkis looked sour. “My dear wife shoved me into the sword, stuck the sword in a manure pile, and went out and talked at them.”

“Talked?” Edmund looked over at Halla, puzzled.

“It’s a gift,” Zale said.

The group—or rather Zale—decided that they would all travel together, to minimize the odds of any more cultists attempting something rash. The Dervish’s sword was placed in Francis’s wagon, which had indeed been refitted into something much more comfortable, with a good deal of padding and a tin bath that Francis could use to dampen herself. “It-is-a-very-small-bath,” she confided to Edmund, “but-it-was-a-kind-thought-and-I-can-fit-myself-into-it. Just-not-all-at-once.”

Edmund rode in the wagon with her a great deal. The Dervish had died for him, and there was absolutely nothing he could do about it, so he threw himself into work. Work in this case was cataloguing customs and, more importantly, idiomatic expressions of Francis’s people. He’d found his journal in the Dervish’s saddlebags and that nearly broke him all over again, but as long as he was writing about phrases like “a roasted turtle,” indicating something very dry and therefore bad, or “whistling” to indicate extreme anger, he was only thinking about the Dervish a few hundred times a day.

No human was ever going to be able to speak Francis’s language without a device like the music box … possibly some kind of dysfunctional squeeze-box … but at least a human traveler to their land could avoid some of the most egregious solecisms.

It filled the daylight hours, anyway. It was the nights that seemed designed to drive him mad.

You got the sword. You rescued him. You won.

Yes, but what if he decides he doesn’t want to deal with me anymore?

He sent you away to protect you. He told you how much it would hurt him if you died.

Which was true, and he clung to the memory of those words like a lifeline, but the days passed and the doubts grew louder and he knew that he was doing it to himself but he couldn’t seem to stop.

“Twisting your whiskers, book-man.”

“I know, I know. I just keep … thinking.”

“Think less.”

“I don’t know how.”

Dog Violet shook her head slowly, clearly saddened by the failure of human brains.

When they finally reached the ferry, Francis rolled into a ball in the back of the prison wagon and Sarkis climbed inside. When the customs officials came to the wagon, Commander Leon said, laconically, “I’m not taking him out. I don’t suggest you go in with him.”

“Do it,” said Sarkis, staring at one of the officials and smiling in a deeply unsettling way. “Come in, little southern boy. I promise I’ll play nice.”

The customs official blinked. “What’s he in for?”

“Murder.”

“Murders,” Sarkis corrected him.

“Six of ’em,” Leon said. “Terrible business.”

“Seven,” Sarkis said. “You didn’t find the first body.” He pressed his face against the bars and leered. “Because I ate him.”

Zale put their head in their hands. Dog Violet went past on Greathoof, pretending that she didn’t know any of them.

“Anyway,” Leon said, handing a stack of paper to the customs official, “we’ve got all the documents here.”

“I cooked him though, I’ll have you know. Because I’m not a barbarian.”

“We’re supposed to search the wagons…” The official flipped through the documents, saw the appropriately impressive seals, and looked back to Sarkis. Sarkis licked one of the iron bars.

“But in this case, I think we can make an exception.” The official waved them hastily through.

The other passengers on the ferry inched away from the wagon until the captain yelled at them about weight distribution. Dog Violet moved Greathoof over to compensate, and a few bolder souls joined them, probably for an excuse to gawk.

A small grubby child of indeterminate sex came over to the wagon and stared up at the barred window. Around the finger working busily inside their nose, the moppet said, “Are you a bad man?”

“Very bad,” Sarkis said. “Absolutely the worst.”

“Wha d’you do?”

“Ate people.”

“Gosh!”

“Mind your mother if you don’t want to wind up like me.”

The grubby child considered this. “Mum never tole me not to eat people.”

“See, I call that irresponsible parenting,” Zale said, leaning against the railing.

“D’you eat people?” The child’s expression indicated that they thought it unlikely that they would be so lucky twice in one day.

“Sort of. I’m a lawyer.”

Small eyes narrowed. “Mum tole me not to talk to lawyers.”

“If you go around eating people, you’ll need to talk to a lawyer eventually.”

The child considered this, gave Zale a last wary look, nodded to Sarkis as one hardened professional to another, and slouched away. Edmund waited until they were out of sight before he burst into hysterical laughter.

“You enjoyed that far too much,” Halla said in an undertone, once they were safely off the ferry.

“Enormously. Better not get too close, wench, or I’ll take a bite out of you.”

“Maybe later. Commander, can we get this cage open before he corrupts the city youth?”

“The great god is cruel,” Sarkis said, emerging from the wagon. “I clearly missed my calling as an actor.”

“There are surprisingly few theatrical roles for villainous cannibals,” Zale observed. “It’s an oversight, I know.”

Sarkis muttered something about decadent southern theater. Edmund and Dog Violet exchanged speaking looks.

They rolled the wagon directly to the library and decanted Large Francis there. Sarkis and Halla went off to their own quarters and Dog Violet took Greathoof to the stables for some well-deserved oats. Edmund retrieved the sword, then he and Zale led the pillbug to the room that he had helped the librarians design. He was surprised to see a middle-aged woman with hair like iron and a spine to match waiting for them, flanked by attendants.

“Bishop Beartongue!” Zale said.

“Indeed.” She bowed to Francis, who inclined several of her segments in return. “Large Francis of Building”—she did not so much as bat an eye at the name—“we are honored to host you here and extraordinarily sorry for the loss of your colleague. Please be assured that we will take every possible action to see justice done, and to ensure good relations between our peoples.”

Francis’s antennae swept out into a stiff, formal pose. “Bishop-Beartongue, I-do-not-hold-your-people-responsible-for-my-colleague’s-fate. I-have-seen-that-humans-come-in-a-great-many- varieties-and-like-swamp-plants, not-all-of-them-are-good. But- my-friends-Edmund-and-Dervish-and-Dog-Violet-have-shown-great-courage-and-intellectual-curiosity-and-I-will-gladly-have-relations-with-their-people.”

Edmund coughed. “In this case, you probably want to say enter into relations.”

“Oh? Thank-you. Forgive-my-misspeaking-Bishop-Beartongue, I-am-not-yet-fully-fluent-in-your-language.”

“You speak far better than many of my colleagues, believe me.” The bishop smiled. “And now that we have gotten the formalities out of the way, I suspect that you are tired from your travels and would like to rest. We have prepared these quarters for you as best we could, but please, if there is anything that we can do to further your comfort, let us know. The librarians are very eager to speak with you, and to share volumes. And you and I can discuss exactly what our peoples can do for each other at a later time, perhaps?”

“I-would-appreciate-that-greatly, Bishop-Beartongue.”

Beartongue bowed again and swept out of the room, somehow contriving to carry Zale and Edmund in her wake. Her attendants followed. Once they were out of earshot, she let out a deep breath and her ramrod posture slumped. “Dear sweet Rat. Was she sincere, or have we made a horrible mess of things?”

“No, she’s extremely sincere,” Edmund said. He tried to stand up straighter under the bishop’s gaze and to pretend that his half-healed knee wasn’t hurting at all. “I don’t actually know if she lies at all. But I’ve only met one of her species, so I can’t tell you if she’s a typical individual or not.”

The bishop nodded. “You are Learned Edmund, correct?”

“Well. Just Edmund, now. I’ve left the temple.”

“Undoubtedly a wise choice.” She glanced over at Zale. “I take it that your … mmm … small vacation was productive?”

“Very,” Zale said. “Although I really should have taken a carriage.”

“And your friend with the … ah … metalwork problem?”

Edmund tapped the sword that he was still carrying awkwardly in his arms.

“Excellent. I trust he will join us in due time.”

“A week or two, I think.”

“They will go by quickly,” the bishop assured him.

Edmund sighed. “I know, I just…”

“No,” Beartongue said, “I mean that I will have you working so hard that you won’t have time to think about anything else. You’re our resident expert on Large Francis’s culture and since we’re already dealing with the fact that most of our population will run screaming if they see her, we are going to need all the help we can get.”

“But I’m not a diplomat…”

“You’re diplomatic, which is a damn sight better, believe me. We’ll call you a cultural liaison, if that helps.”

“He’s already been compiling information on their customs,” Zale said helpfully.

“Look,” said Beartongue, moving in for the kill, “you already wrote a book on gnole language. You’re the closest we’ve got to an expert on interspecies relations. Do you really want this left in the hands of politicians?”

Edmund shuddered at the thought.

“And cultural liaisons get paid,” Zale added, delivering the finishing blow.

“Oh,” said No-Longer-Learned Edmund.






CHAPTER 40


The bishop had not lied about keeping him busy. Days flew by. Francis had to meet the Archon and the guild leaders and the heads of several other temples, and Edmund, in stiff new robes embroidered with small pillbugs, stayed by Francis’s side the whole time. The Hanged Mother’s Archimandrite kept his back pressed against the wall during the entire audience, but the Forge God’s representative took one look at Francis’s music box and was instantly captivated. He was clearly a blacksmith in addition to his religious duties, and spent the reception deep in conversation with the pillbug about the gearing techniques, while the other officials stood around trying to pretend that they weren’t staring.

“Are they warlike?” the Archon whispered to Edmund. He had done an excellent imitation of a man who was not at all bothered by a bug the size of a cart horse during the formal presentation, but was clearly a trifle unnerved all the same. Since Edmund was unnerved by meeting the leader of the city, at least they had that in common.

“Not in the least, sir,” he said, keeping his voice steady. “They eat moss and all they want is more books to read.”

“Thank the gods for that.”

Edmund wished desperately that the Dervish were present. The Dervish could be extremely charming when he put his mind to it. But there was still at least a week left before the Dervish would be healed, and Edmund was just going to have to do his best.

He caught the Archon’s eye and said, “Their artificing technology is on par with anything coming out of Anuket City. I suspect that they would be willing to trade information on their techniques in return for access to our libraries.”

The Archon straightened, a gleam coming into his eye. “Do you think so?”

Privately Edmund thought that Francis would simply tell the Forge God’s people anything they wanted to know, and not think to ask for anything in exchange, but it wouldn’t do to tell the Archon that. “I do, sir.”

“Well. Well, well, well.” The leader of Archenhold rubbed his hands together. “Let’s see what we can do to make that happen.”



And then there was less than a week left, and then Edmund began trying to draw the sword nightly before he went to bed. It became a ritual—come to his room, take off his shoes, pick up the sword. Surely one of these nights, it would work. Sarkis had sworn that even death only took a month at most to heal.

It had been a long day. He had escorted Francis around one of the Forge God’s refineries, accompanied by two smith-priests chattering away about aspects of metallurgy so arcane that even Edmund wasn’t terribly interested, although Francis apparently was. Word had spread through the Forge God’s people that there was a giant terrifying pillbug in the area, and that furthermore it was an expert in miniaturized gearing, which meant that every acolyte in the temple found an excuse to come by and gawk. Francis didn’t mind, but Edmund was exhausted.

He reached for the sword almost reflexively, set his hand on the hilt, and an angel with silver eyes appeared in front of him.



They stared at each other for a moment that probably did not last a hundred years, although it felt like it. Then the Dervish said, “Oh, thank the ancestors. It worked,” and collapsed forward into Edmund’s arms.

“You’re here,” Edmund said, sounding stunned. “I wasn’t expecting—I mean, I was, but I kept trying to draw it, and—oh, gods, you’re here.”

The Dervish kissed him and tasted salt, which meant that one or the other of them was crying. Probably both. It didn’t seem to matter. Edmund was alive and here and his wielder—the Dervish felt the familiar tug next to his heart—and that meant that they had won.

“Is everyone alive?” the Dervish asked, pulling away long enough to ask, then immediately making it impossible to answer.

“Mmf! Mmmf—yes. They’re fine. We could go see them if you—mmf!”

“I have to tell you something,” Edmund said a few moments later, when they could finally bear to have an inch or two of space between them.

“No.” The Dervish put his fingers to the scholar’s lips. “No, let me say it first. I kept trying not to think about it the whole time that I was riding after you, and … do you know how it is when you aren’t thinking about something so hard that it’s the only thing you’re thinking about?”

“I think so?” Edmund said, slightly muffled by the Dervish’s fingers.

“You told me you loved me. And I didn’t say it back.” The Dervish took a deep breath. “I didn’t want to. Every time I’ve fallen in love, it hasn’t worked.”

Edmund pried the Dervish’s hand away and said, “I think the prince poisoning you went a little further than not working.”

“That was definitely the most spectacular one, yes. But I tried it again, more than once, and I just didn’t seem to have the knack. Eventually I stopped trying. I had people I loved … Sarkis, Angharad, my other comrades … and I had sex when I wanted it, and that was enough. But—no, I’m not finished, I worked on this speech and I am damn well going to say it—then I met you and you’re not like anyone I’ve ever met and I feel like maybe it’s worth trying again.” He could look anywhere but at Edmund’s face, because if the next words landed wrong, he was going to go back in the sword and ask to be dropped into the ocean. “I love you.”

“Oh,” Edmund said, which could be good or bad, but then he flung his arms around the Dervish’s neck again and kissed him with a great deal of passion, and that was very good indeed.

When they finally came up for air, the Dervish remembered to ask, “Was there something you wanted to say?”

“Huckleberries. The name derives from an older one, hurtleberry. But nobody knows why they’re called hurtleberries. There’s a theory that it’s related to hurt, because they’re sort of blue-black and bruise-colored, but it’s pure speculation, and I’m fairly skeptical. Etymology is rarely that tidy.”

The Dervish stared at him. Edmund went a bit red. “I did promise to find out.”

“You did.”

“And you already know I love you.” He went a bit redder. “But I’m me, and I know I’m boring and talk about things normal people don’t care about and you’re so … so…”

“I am indeed so. I am exceedingly so. Now never call yourself boring again, because, ancestors help me, when you start talking, I actually want to know about parakeets and huckleberries and seeds spread by ants. Incidentally, that last one came in handy.”

“Zale told me.”

The Dervish paused. “Erm. I suppose I should have asked this much sooner, but you’re not secretly in love with Zale, are you?”

Edmund’s eyes went very wide. “Zale? No. I mean, I’d jump in front of a runaway horse for them—”

“Please don’t.”

“—but not like that.”

“Oh good. Being trampled by a runaway horse for platonic reasons is so much less messy.”

“Anyway,” Edmund said, “they have a standing arrangement with a very nice priest of the Rat who rides circuit between the various temples and comes into town about twice a year. Then he goes away again. I think the going away again part is important for them.”

“Good to know. Also I can’t think why we’re talking about someone else’s sex life when we could be talking about ours. Or not talking.”

“Not talking sounds good?” Edmund said shyly, but there was nothing shy about his hands and where they ended up.

They fell into the bed together, hands moving across each other’s bodies. The Dervish noted in passing that it was a larger bed in a larger room, and that the blankets were a finer weave than those in the small guest room they’d shared, but the texture of the blankets was not nearly so important as the texture of Edmund’s skin and the heat of his mouth on the Dervish’s aching flesh.

“More,” he groaned, sliding his hands into Edmund’s hair, which had grown in shaggy and dark. “More—ah! Ancestors! Better move or—!”

A moment later, when the Dervish could form coherent thoughts again, he found Edmund surveying the mess he’d left on the bed. “We’re going to need to change that blanket, I think,” Edmund said.

“Well, if we’re changing it anyway,” the Dervish said, reaching for him, “then what’s a little more?”



Afterward, they lay curled up together, the offending blanket tossed onto the floor to be dealt with later. The Dervish touched his lips to the back of Edmund’s neck, just because he could.

“I missed you,” Edmund said.

“I can see why. Tossing yourself off in this huge bed, all by yourself? What a waste.”

He could actually hear the blush in Edmund’s voice. “Maybe a few times.”

“As long as you were thinking of me while you did it.”

“You know I was.” Edmund coughed. “Anyway, it wasn’t as much as you’d think. They made me the cultural liaison to Francis’s people, and they’ve been running me ragged.”

“Ah. I wondered why you had merited the fancy new room. What does a cultural liaison do?”

“Tell Francis what titles to use when talking to people, and reassure those same people that the pillbugs aren’t warlike and won’t eat us all.”

“They don’t eat human meat. We’re all very clear on that.”

Edmund groaned. “I had to convince her not to say that to the Archon. I could just see an interspecies incident looming.”

And speaking of interspecies incidents … The Dervish sighed, stirring Edmund’s hair. He didn’t want to ruin the warm afterglow between them, but this was important. “I have to tell you something else.”

“The last one was pretty good.”

“This one is … less good. You should know … ah … when you were still drugged to the gills … you told me about the werkblight.”

Edmund’s body stiffened in his arms. “What about the werkblight?” he asked, his voice suddenly guarded and careful.

“About the gnoles.”

There was a long moment when Edmund didn’t even breathe. Then he sat up, looking away. The line of his back was eloquent.

“I should probably pretend I don’t know what you’re talking about. Or try to convince you that it was the drugs and I was out of my head.”

“You’re a poor liar, though.”

Edmund turned his head, and the Dervish saw a rueful smile flash across his face, there and gone. “On this one thing, I’ve learned to lie very, very well.”

“No one will hear about it from me. I promise you on the soul of my father’s brother.”

“Thank you.” Edmund slumped. “It’s not right. I know it isn’t. People still die. But none of us could think of a better solution.”

The Dervish noted the us. “How many people know?”

“Mistress Slate. A gnole named Grimehug. Me.” Edmund croaked a laugh. “I don’t even think Slate told her husband. And at the time, I thought that if the cure was available, it wouldn’t matter. But it turned out the cure wasn’t perfect, and not everyone gets it in time. But what else could we do?”

“You did the right thing.”

“Oh, I know. But sometimes doing the right thing isn’t enough.”

His voice cracked on the last word. The Dervish sat up and wrapped his arms around Edmund, feeling the quiet strength of his body and the aching sorrow where strength was not enough.

“The thing I worry about the most,” Edmund said, wiping a hand across his cheek, “is that I can’t write it down. I don’t even dare hint at it. It’s so terribly important and at some point, somebody might be able to really, truly cure it, but I can’t tell them. And when the three of us are dead, no one will know.”

“I will.”

Edmund went very still.

“I don’t particularly want to be immortal, but we can make immortality work for us, if we have to.”

“I never thought of that.” There was wonder in Edmund’s tone, and a relief so pure that his voice shook with it. “Oh god. Someone will know.”

The Dervish snorted. “That doesn’t mean that I don’t want to get out of this damn sword, you understand.”

“No, no, of course not.” Edmund shook his head. “I actually had some thoughts about that. The Sainted Smith’s people are profoundly misguided—”

“That’s one way to put it, I suppose.”

“—but they clearly have a lot of information about the swords. If we can get our hands on some of it … well, I’m not an artificer, but I do know a very good one, and if we have enough information, surely there must be something we can do. It might take a few years for me to become an expert on the topic, mind you.”

It was the Dervish’s turn to grow still. “You’d do that for me?”

“Do what? Research? That’s not exactly a hardship.”

“It’s still years of your life. And you’re the ambassador to the pillbugs now.”

“Cultural liaison.” The Dervish felt Edmund’s shrug against his chest. “And Francis may be able to help. She’s terrifyingly intelligent and she reads unbelievably fast. And the Forge God’s people—the real ones—are in complete awe of her, which is bound to come in handy.”

“… Huh.”

Edmund turned in his arms, his expression grave. “I’m afraid I have to talk about feelings for a minute.”

“If we must.”

“I can’t promise anything. If we can’t find a solution, you’re going to be immortal forever.”

“That is what immortal means, yes.”

Edmund glared up at him. The expression was robbed of most of its ferocity by the fact that his cheek was pressed against the Dervish’s collarbone. “You know what I mean.”

The Dervish shrugged. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. None of us do. But I’m willing to spend a few years finding out.”

“It may be slow, though. Especially with being a cultural liaison for Francis’s people. And I know you’re restless and … ah…”

“You’re afraid I’ll get bored?”

Edmund wouldn’t meet his eyes. “If you ever want to leave, I’ll give the sword away. You just have to tell me.”

“I know. And that means more than I can say.” He clasped Edmund’s hand in his and studied the ink stains on the scholar’s fingers. “But if I start to get bored, we can just take a trip somewhere. If our past record is anything to go by, that will be more excitement than anyone can stand. I’ll be begging to go back to the library.”

“Okay.” Edmund didn’t sound entirely convinced, and the Dervish made a mental note to set about convincing him as thoroughly as possible. “It’s just that I know how much you hate waiting.”

“True enough, but I think we can find ways to pass the time.” He set his lips against Edmund’s hair. “You love me, I love you, you’re brilliant, and it’s only a curse. And we do have one other thing going for us.”

“We do?”

“Absolutely,” the Dervish said. “You’re definitely my type.”
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