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First Snake of the Dwindling Ships

Akuchi walked slowly up the dock towards the building that used to be his headquarters. Low, squat, built to withstand both heavy bombardment by the most powerful magical weapons of ancient wars and a rush by rabble discontent with their lives, the Headquarters of the Snakes of the Empire was a black blot against the gleaming white marble of the rest of the Holy City. Appropriate given that it lurked outside the city gates as if a giant had tossed an onyx die into the sand.

The air shimmered around him. He'd forgotten how hot it was out here. How the air seemed to suck every bit of moisture out of your mouth and eyes as you walked. The sand dunes had not progressed any closer to the city walls. They couldn't. Too many ancient mages had cast too many spells to ensure that the city would never be devoured by the drifting sand that had consumed the entire nation.

Silence echoed. Once it had been his greatest pride to guard the gates of the Holy City, to ensure that no one defiled its streets by stepping within to see the wonders of the greatest place on the planet. He'd been raised to it, taken the post with pride. Served with every bit of honor and strength he possessed.

And then he'd met Prince Cyrille during one of the High King's visits to sanctify the holy city with his presence and everything had changed.

For the better.

Why did anyone guard an empty city? 

No one had set foot inside it for so very long. Over a thousand years by every record that Prince Cyrille could find. It sat, perfectly preserved, at the heart of a sea of sand that only the spelled sand ships could cross.

So pointless.

Prince Cyrille's agreement came through their bond. He, and the others, had stayed on the ship at the end of the dock. As per instructions. The only reason that Akuchi had followed the instructions he'd gotten was Prince Cyrille's insistence that he not abandon this part of his past.

But it was the past and Akuchi had no interest in returning to this place or this mission. The life he had now with Prince Cyrille by his side was so much better that he wouldn't dream of returning. Their adventures with Xun, Garnett and Keanu were… better than his time here. 

By far.

Still, Akuchi saluted the sweltering guards stationed at the door to the Headquarters, ignoring their sweating misery that they saw as righteous and proper instead of foolish. A simple awning would make the duty so much more bearable.

Inside, Kirran Pekkanen stood waiting for Akuchi. He was still a head taller than Akuchi, still half a hand wider at the shoulders. His skin had gone an even darker shade of brown than when Akuchi left his post. His hair had gone silver at the temples. Wrinkles had carved valleys on either side of his mouth.

Akuchi bowed his head. Nothing more. Kirran's lips went tight but he bowed his head back.

"You are required," Kirran announced as though they were on a parade ground with a thousand soldiers listening, the High King at full formal review.

"Am I?" Akuchi asked. He did not salute. Nor did he thank Kirran for the honor of serving.

"You are one of the Snakes," Kirran said, not in parade voice. In the voice of an old friend who was desperate, angry and frustrated. "I know your lover has made you forget, Akuchi, but it remains exactly what you are."

Akuchi shook his head, glad that no one else was in the entryway to hear his friend fall so low. "Kirran, I forswore my place in the Snakes. When the Gods give you a true Mate, a soulbond, you do not cling to the past. You cling to your soulbond. My place is no longer here. I do not serve. Cannot serve anymore. The High King himself has given me orders to be elsewhere."

Kirran shook his head as if everything Akuchi said was foolishness instead of flat truth. He turned and walked deeper into the Headquarters, apparently confident that Akuchi would follow him. Instead, Akuchi turned to head back outside.

He would not indulge this foolishness. Prince Cyrille needed him. The world needed the five of them. There were no monsters, gods or disasters to fight at the holy city. This was not Akuchi's place any longer.

The door would not open.

Akuchi pushed harder. It didn't budge. Hinges which were designed to swing a toddler's touch stood as stiff and tight as if they were merely painted on solid rock. When he shoved with all his might the doors stayed exactly where they were: closed tight.

"You will not leave this place." Kirran's voice drifted back to Akuchi as he struggled with the door. "You are needed. That lover of yours will go on without you."

"No!" Akuchi shouted. "I will not be trapped again!"

He threw every ounce of strength, every ounce of power he held from fighting the moss monster, into opening the door. Akuchi screamed as he battled with the door, pushing, pulling, kicking, stabbing, doing everything he could to break through while screaming mentally to Keanu and Prince Cyrille to come save him.

Not again!

He couldn't be trapped this way again.

It had been bad enough when Dorji Kita trapped him with Prince Cyrille, unable to move, unable to say anything to his precious mate. They had lived and loved through their bond but it wasn't the same as getting to touch each other.

Akuchi couldn't bear to be cut off from Prince Cyrille again. Not here. Not like this. No.

But the door didn't move. Prince Cyrille didn't answer through their bond. Keanu didn't appear like the demigod he was. Not even Xun with her bloody ax and unstoppable attitude didn't show up.

"No." Akuchi glared at the door and then whirled, marching deeper into the Headquarters to find Kirran.

He would be free again. If he had to kill every single Snake to find his way to freedom then he would.

 

+++

 

"You are required," Kirran repeated when Akuchi tracked him down to the little door that led from the main hallway to the secret passageway into the Holy City.

"I do not care if I am required," Akuchi said, glaring at him. "I was released from service, Kirran. No problem you have here will entice me to stay."

Kirran stared, not at him, no, of course he wouldn't give Akuchi his eyes when Akuchi was this angry. 

No, he stared at the secret door. Which…

"Why is it open?" Akuchi whispered.

It had never been opened, not once that he was aware of. The secret door was to remain shut at all times because the Holy City was shut. Empty and not used for anything but distant worship.

"As I said," Kirran said, eyes finally lifting to Akuchi's face. "You are required."

Akuchi rubbed his face with both hands. While he understood to his very bones the reluctance to talk, at times Kirran's dedication to reticence was profoundly irritating. As irritating as Garnett's constant anger at the world.

"You expect me to solve the mystery of how the door was opened?" Akuchi asked.

"Yes," Kirran said. He smiled as if delighted that Akuchi understood so quickly and easily.

Then he started to leave. Akuchi grabbed his arm, preventing him from taking one more step. Surprisingly, Akuchi was stronger than Kirran. Considerably so based on how easy it was for Akuchi to keep him from moving away and how hard Kirran tried to jerk his arm free from Akuchi's grip. Kirran stared down at Akuchi's hand, eyes wide, then up into his eyes.

"You will use your words," Akuchi said and then groaned to hear Xun's phrasing coming out his mouth. "Damn. I sound like Xun. That's horrible. Either way, I need more information that this. I also need the others. We do not work separately, Kirran. We are a team. You understand teams."

Kirran flinched. Not hard enough to win his freedom but quite hard. As well he should. They had been a team for years before Kirran's promotion to First Snake and Akuchi's departure.

"I cannot bring others in," Kirran reminded Akuchi. "It is forbidden."

"I do not care if it is forbidden or not," Akuchi said. He glared when Kirran's chin came up challengingly. "I have killed two gods, one interdimensional monster, helped destroy the library the Last Winter, traveled to the glaciers of the far north to save a man trapped between worlds and I tell you right now that I cannot solve this by myself. I need the others."

"…You have been busy." 

Kirran sighed.

He looked up the hallway as if he wanted nothing more than to flee back to his duties, his paperwork that went nowhere and reporting nothing, to the dwindling number of Snakes that reported to him. In two generations, perhaps three, there would be no more Snakes to fly the ships that came to the Holy City. It would sit in perfect isolation, untouched by the hand of man or god.

"The doors are sealed," Kirran said. He flinched as Akuchi's fingers clamped down around his arm. "They cannot be unsealed until this has been investigated. There is no choice, Akuchi. Your team cannot be part of this. But I will give you all aid that I can."

Akuchi let him go but only because if he kept his grip he would break Kirran's arm. Perhaps his neck. Sealed doors. No wonder he got nothing from his bond to Prince Cyrille. The others must be terrified for him. Much as Akuchi had been terrified when Prince Cyrille was trapped aboard the Last Winter as its evil books burned high above the peaks of the mountains.

"Take me to your office," Akuchi said. "If you do not have sufficient information I will kill you and all the other Snakes so that the seal will drop."

Kirran's eyes went wide. His mouth dropped open as if he would protested only to snap shut a moment later. He swallowed, audible in the silence of the hallway, and then nodded. 

"Follow me."

Akuchi followed him, as angry as he had ever been. How long had Kirran been here? It was a valid question. An important one. He'd been in this position for, oh, years now. They'd arrived at the
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