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Dramatis Personae

Tarana (Blacksword) Tevulun: The Aspect of Calamity.

Bilal Pacorro: Captain of the Lontiel city guard.

Hector Pacorro: Bilal’s father and employee at the Mare’s Respite inn.

Fevre Geere: Commander of the ranger division of the Tevulun army.

Cora Tevulun: Tarana’s younger sister and heir-apparent to the kingdom of Accalia. 

Captain Okal: Captain of the Vicrum city guard.

Idris Tevulun: Tarana’s father and the current king of Accalia

Essien Tevulun: Tarana’s aunt. The previous Aspect of Calamity.

General Gratianos: Lead general of the main Tevulun army

Mer: Surgeon and lieutenant serving in Fevre’s ranger company.

Finn Tevulun: Tarana’s uncle and general of the secondary Tevulun army.

Alafin Tevani: A distant cousin of Tarana’s, from the Tevani cadet branch of the Tevuluns.

Syed: Captain in the Tevulun army.

General Faris: Ma’isan general. Commands the contingent that supports Pestilence.

Aster: Leader of a mercenary group working out of the Tevulun Protectorate.

Aali, Jib: Members of Aster’s mercenary company.

Sergeant Gnarl Dubern: Leader of the Gray Masques, the most decorated squad in the Tevulun army.

Yone: Royal guardsman.

Khalil, Sef, Ran, Zo, Rike, Oya, Sergeant Sora: Rangers.

Masak, Ghita: Servants who work in the Vicrum castle.

Micol Merdado: Tevulun capit stationed in Lelet.

Asoka: Micol’s friend in the Tevulun army.

Visala, Gwynn, Jehan: Priests of Mirao.

Vasha, Joji: Leaders of the Wolves of Vicrum.

Lieutenant Abena: Leader of the Tevulun army forces stationed at Lelet.

Barke: Manservant to Lord Farai.

Lord Farai: Tevulun lord whose main holding is the village of Lelet.

Pilar, Lon: Dock workers in Vicrum.

Rivas: Dock overseer in Vicrum.

Darshan, Sakaye: Members of the Wolves of Vicrum.

Rikke, Valda, Baden, Gull: Members of the new Wolves.

Itan Mirao (née Ade): Young priest of Mirao who travels the lands of Accalia gathering souls of the dead for the Aspect of Death.

Fyodor, Tira: Priests of Mirao and members of the Synod.

Cosimo Mirao: The Aspect of Death.

Elysa Crane: A demagogue in the city of Jaruna that has turned the people against the priests of Mirao.

Ponto, Padme, Heck: Orphans living in Jaruna.

Magistrate Nur: Magistrate from the Ma’isan Protectorate.




Chapter 1

Micol

 

Legend tells of the immortal gods, masters of unfathomable power. From gilded thrones they reigned, unconcerned with the fates of those who worshipped them.

What remains of history from those times paints a grim picture of the world under their charge. Theirs was a world of darkness, of sorrow and pain. Thus were the first mortal aspects driven to overthrow them.

Mortals, who soon proved themselves far worse stewards of power.

- Ysolde Vael, The Mortal Aspects

[image: Image]

“Look sharp!” Lieutenant Abena’s shout broke through the darkness. Micol shook himself, tightening his grip on his bow.

The lieutenant’s footsteps crunched against gravel as he approached. “Anything to report, soldier?” Pockmarks covered the lieutenant’s face; even though his thick beard hid the worst of it, an errant constellation wound its way from the top of his left cheek to the middle of his forehead.

Micol shook his head. “No, sir. It’s been a quiet night. I think Old Man Foster is drunk again. I heard him singing a while ago.”

“Yeah, you and half the company. Where’s that accursed partner of yours?”

“He had to relieve himself, sir.” The lie was an easy one. In truth, Micol had no idea where Asoka had gone, but with their camp a few hundred miles away from the Ma’isan front it didn’t seem worth worrying about. Most likely, Asoka had snuck into the village of Lelet for some company.

Lieutenant Abena gave Micol a frustrated look. “Well, when he gets back tell him to report to me. The Gray Masques are getting called back to the west and we’ll need someone to cover their watch shifts. Looks like Asoka just volunteered.”

Micol had to work to suppress a sigh of relief at the news about the Gray Masques leaving. “Yes, sir.”

“Your shift will be over in another hour, city boy. Try not to fall asleep before then.”

“Yes, sir.”

With that, the lieutenant left. Micol tested his bowstring, turning back to face the darkness. A meandering breeze teased the tops of some long grass, making the tips flutter. He thought he saw something moving in the tree beyond, but it disappeared a moment later.

Bad luck for Asoka, he thought. No one in the company had known why the Gray Masques had shown up a few months back – they weren’t exactly a talkative group – but they’d taken over all the worst shifts. The late nights and long hours would be enough to make anyone miserable, but as far as he could tell no one in the Gray Masques cared.

Micol started at the sound of a twig snapping. He fit an arrow onto his bowstring, eyes hunting for signs of movement in the forest ahead. For several seconds, there was nothing.

And then the nothingness gave way to movement. Micol heard hooves drumming toward him moments before a white horse broke through the tree line. “Raid!” he shouted, nocking an arrow. “We’re under attack!”

The horse galloped toward him, bearing two riders: one wore a hat bedecked with red-and-black feathers, while the other was slung across the back. “Shut it!” the rider hissed. “You’re going to get us in trouble!”

Micol relaxed his bow, recognizing the voice as Asoka’s. “Where were you? What’s with that ridiculous hat?”

The horse Asoka was riding slowed. He hopped off with surprising agility, looking past Micol to see if anyone had heard his call. Micol followed his eyes; several soldiers in various stages of undress were piling out of tents, readying weapons as they rushed to the post.

 Lieutenant Abena was one of the first to arrive. His sword was still in its sheath, his eyes narrowed. “Ah, Asoka. So much for relieving yourself. Pray tell, whose horse is that? And who is that on the back?”

Asoka gulped visibly. “It’s a long story, Lieutenant. See, I went to relieve myself in the woods and next thing I knew I found myself in the Lelet tavern. And, well, I admit card games have always been a weakness for me. When I saw Lord Farai at the table, I just couldn’t keep away. Next thing I knew, we were playing with insane stakes. He started gambling things I never would have thought to ask for – like his horse, and his manservant. He must have done something to anger Loss, because those next few hands were the best of my life. So next thing I know—”

The lieutenant interrupted him. “Are you telling me you fleeced Lord Farai in a card game?”

“No, sir. I didn’t fleece him. I won fair and square.”

The lieutenant sighed. “Regardless, that’s his horse and manservant?”

“Yes, sir. That’s correct.”

The lieutenant was speechless for several seconds. Micol watched as the rest of the company – some hundred men – arrived. There was a chorus of whispers as those who’d heard the story filled in the late arrivals.

Lieutenant Abena cleared his throat, glaring at the company until the whispering died down. Once it was quiet, he focused on Asoka. “It’s crucial that you be honest with me, boy. The game you played, were there others at the table who could vouch for the stakes?”

“Yes, sir,” Asoka answered. “About half a dozen.”

“Who was dealing when you had this good fortune, as you claim?”

“Lord Farai was dealing, sir.”

Lieutenant Abena rubbed his temples. Micol got the feeling he was at once relieved and frustrated by the answers Asoka had given. “Alright, then. Until I hear otherwise, it seems you made a fair deal. You’ll have to release the manservant; he’s not a slave, and therefore his ownership can’t be transferred to you. But I will allow you to keep the horse, provided you can care for it outside of your regular duties.”

Asoka’s grin widened. “That’s the beauty of it, sir. Lord Farai transferred his contract to me, all paid up through the end of the year. He can take care of Apples – that’s the horse’s name, sir – while I serve out the rest of my time here.”

“Don’t smile too broadly, son. There’s still the matter of leaving your post unmanned. Given the story you spun, it seems to me you must have been gone for some time. How long do you reckon it was, Micol?”

Micol shook himself, surprised to be pulled into the conversation. “I don’t know, sir. Probably an hour or so.”

“Your camaraderie is admirable. Since you have no problem lying to me and putting the whole camp in danger, I think you deserve the same punishment as your friend. The pair of you are assigned to latrine duty for the next seven months. Also, I’m looking for soldiers to cover the Gray Masques’ old watch. Micol knows this. I was going to select a group of three or four, but given this fiasco I think I’ll keep things simple. You two will cover all the were-hour watches. The remaining watches will be split among the company.”

“But sir...” Micol said, trailing off at a look from the lieutenant.

“Believe me, you’re getting off easy. I’ve half a mind to send you to the Ma’isan front for neglect of duty.”

Micol grimaced, stifling the rest of his complaint. Guarding the village of Lelet may have been a boring assignment, but at least it was a safe one. They were far enough from the front as to be out of danger, and he wasn’t about to let his big mouth wreck it.

“As luck would have it,” the lieutenant said, once it was clear no more arguments were coming, “Your watch is nearly over. Your old watch, that is. Your new watch is just starting. I’m sure the Gray Masques could benefit from a little more sleep on the last night before their departure.”

Asoka and Micol shared a look, daring each other to protest. We’ve been up the whole night, Micol wanted to say. But he doubted the lieutenant would care.

Lieutenant Abena raised his voice to address the rest of the company. “That’s right, the Gray Masques will be leaving tomorrow. I hope you lot learned something from them, because we aren’t likely to see such accomplished guests again anytime soon. I expect you to continue to show them the respect and courtesy you’ve shown them the last few weeks. Now, back to bed. I think we all need some rest after this excitement.”

As the rest of the company returned to their tents, Lieutenant Abena lowered his voice to speak to Micol and Asoka. “Do not think my threat hollow, boys. If I so much as see you nodding off at your post again, I’ll ship you to the front so fast that… that… well, it’ll be faster than you can imagine. Hmph.” With that, the lieutenant left as well.

Micol waited for the footsteps to die down before turning to his friend. “I know you explained where the horse and manservant came from, but where did you get that ridiculous headdress?”

Asoka’s eyes twinkled as if he’d been waiting for someone to ask. “This, my friend, is the source of my good fortune. A woman put it into the pot after the third hand I played. Claimed it was a worthless trinket, but I recognized it from Rorsche’s Compendium.”

“Rorsche’s Compendium? What’s that?”

“It’s an old book I read when I was a kid. Lists all the known tuqara of the time.”

“Tucara?”

“Tuqara,” Asoka corrected. “An aspect artifact? Seemingly ordinary item imbued with the power of the immortals?” He sighed. “You’re hopeless.”

“Okay, so a tuqara is a magical artifact. And you think that ridiculous thing is one?”

“Why not? Those last hands I was talking about? I played all of them with the headdress on, and it was like I couldn’t lose no matter what I did. I think this thing is magical, Micol.”

“Yeah, well, I think you’ve had too much to drink.”

“You’re just mad because we got latrine duty,” Asoka said.

“Of course I’m mad about that! And the were-hour watch as well. And I didn’t even get a horse or a manservant out of the deal.”

Asoka clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Aww, don’t be like that. If it makes you feel any better, I’ll let you order him around too. He’ll be our manservant. As for latrine duty, I’m sure Barke wouldn’t mind helping. Would you, Barke?” He shook the manservant’s leg.

A groan was his only answer.

“See? Barke would be happy to dig the latrines for us. He’s just having a hard time speaking in complete sentences right now. To tell you the truth, he was drinking nearly as much as Lord Farai.”

“Great,” Micol said. “So this new manservant of yours is an alcoholic. You know the lieutenant will hold you responsible if he steals any mead from the company’s stores?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. We’ll see what the headdress has to say about it.”


Chapter 2

Idris

 

Late afternoon light cast the throne room of Vicrum in hues of orange and gold. Marble tiles lined the entrance for forty feet on either side, rising up in a long march of steps leading to the gilded throne of Idris Tevulun, the sixty-first king of Accalia.

Idris leaned against the rear cushion of his throne, filling the chamber with his uneven snoring. Wrinkles framed his mouth in the shape of a permanent frown; his bushy brows had likewise been worn into submission until they stayed furrowed even as he slept. A messenger bedecked in yellow and red inched toward him, his footsteps light against the ground; he clearly didn’t relish the idea of disturbing the king’s nap.

The guard standing to Idris’ left nudged the guard on the right, smirking at the poor messenger. Both men watched his approach with eager fascination.

“Father, someone’s here for you,” a girl said. She was crossing the room with a pile of books, but she paused long enough to make sure the king had heard her.

Idris blinked back the dregs of sleep. “Thank you, Cora.” To the messenger, “Well, what is it?”

The messenger bowed low before responding. “Sir, Prelate Gratianos sent me. He wanted me to inform you that your daughter has been given a temporary reprieve from the Ma’isan front. She’ll arrive in the city within a fortnight.”

The effect on Idris was immediate; his hands closed like talons around each arm of the gilded throne. “My daughter is already here, as she has been for the past twelve years.”

“I meant your other daughter, Your Highness.” The messenger blanched. “Calamity.”

“The aspect is no blood of mine, boy. As to her leaving the front, I would question the wisdom of such a move. Has Gratianos given up on protecting our lands from the Ma’isans? How does he intend to hold Fovas without her assistance?”

“I—I don’t think anyone’s given up, Your Highness. All I was told was Calamity would be arriving soon and I should give you warning so that you could prepare.”

“And you took it upon yourself to name her as my daughter?”

“I thought since… I didn’t realize it was a…” The messenger trailed off, failing to find an end to the sentence that wouldn’t make matters worse.

King Idris sat forward in his chair, his brows knitting as he decided what to do with the man. Finally, he released his pent-up breath. “Your message is received. You may leave now.” He glared at the messenger, who stumbled down several steps in his rush to escape the king’s wrath.

Red-faced, the messenger scrambled back to his feet. His eyes remained glued to the tiles as he double-timed his way out of the chamber.

Once he was out of sight, Idris rose from his throne. To his guards, he said, “I’ve grown tired. I’m going to retire to my room. If any more petitioners come, tell them they will have to wait until tomorrow.”

The guard to his left nodded. “Yes, Your Highness. We’ll ensure you’re left in peace for the rest of the afternoon.”

“Thank you. Do we still have venison stored from the last hunt?”

“I don’t believe so, Your Highness.”

Idris sighed. “Shame. In that case, have the cooks prepare a mutton stew. I’m in the mood for an early dinner.”

“Yes, sir,” the guard said, but Idris barely heard him. He strode out of the throne room, following the path his daughter had taken. She would be in her chambers no doubt, studying the books he’d seen her carrying.

As expected, Idris found Cora at her desk. He leaned against the doorway, watching her in silence.

Cora looked up at him after a few seconds. “Do you need something, Father?”

“No. Just checking in on you.”

“After that confrontation with the messenger, you mean. You want to see if I’m mad at you for saying Tarana isn’t your daughter.”

Idris frowned. He hadn’t been thinking about the reason for his visit, but as usual Cora knew his mind better than he did. “Yes, I suppose so.”

His daughter stared at him in silence for a moment. “You wouldn’t like my answer.” She refocused on the book in her hands, as if that settled the matter.

The dismissal sent a flare of rage coursing through Idris. His jaw tightened, but he managed to maintain a calm tone. “Whoever she used to be doesn’t matter. She’s Calamity now. Surely your tutors have taught you this; once a mortal takes on an aspect’s power, the person they used to be ceases to exist.”

“I know what the edicts say. I simply don’t agree with them. Tarana isn’t much different than she was before. And she’s not like Aunt Essien at all.” She grimaced after mentioning her aunt. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bring her up.”

“Why not?” Idris asked. “We’re on the subject of Calamity, after all.”

Cora’s eyes grew heavy with sadness. “There’s an ocean of difference between Tarana-as-Calamity and Essien-as-Calamity. Tarana is kind. She’s nothing like Aunt Essien.”

“You didn’t know Essien before she became Calamity. She was exactly like Tarana once. I had to watch her transformation over twelve agonizing years. You were too young to remember. Perhaps that’s why your views are so skewed.”

“Or perhaps your views are skewed. Perhaps you need to blame someone for mother’s death, but you can’t bring yourself to admit your sister was petty and bitter. And treating Calamity as a separate creature allows you to blame it while absolving Essien herself of the guilt.”

Idris bit the inside of his cheek, his face growing hot. “No, I know what Essien was like. When you’re older you’ll understand. Once you’ve seen the transformation happen to Tarana, and to a couple other family members as well. That’s the curse of being a Tevulun: you will get to witness the disasters of Calamity’s power first-hand.” He turned on a heel, leaving the room before she could come up with a suitable retort.


Chapter 3

Tarana

 

Tarana and Prelate Gratianos stood in his marigold war tent, along with a distant relative whose name she couldn’t recall and two captains. Tarana didn’t know their names either, but they both looked like hard men. Though they were on the younger side, their visages bore the lines of old men, wrinkles permanently worn into place alongside their fair share of scars.

The distant relative – by far the youngest in the tent – had withdrawn into herself as they all arrived. Tarana had been first, and though she did her best to put the young woman at ease she had never been much good at the social game.

Prelate Gratianos broke the silence. “I was told you had news, soldier. What have you seen of the Ma’isan army that warrants pulling us out of bed at this time of night?”

The young woman massaged a knuckle, staring at her hands as if to escape the gaze of the others in the tent. “Yes, sir. That is, I do have news. I was scouting their army… the scouts, that’s my division. I know sergeants aren’t normally supposed to do jobs like that, but a few of my men were sick and…” she trailed off at a growl from one of the captains.

It took her a moment to resume her rambling. To her credit, it seemed like she had received the message and was trying to tell a condensed version of the story. “Anyway, around supper time – just after sunset – I thought I saw something odd going on. Usually when night falls, there’s a lot of motion in the camp, right? Men lighting fires, preparing food for dinner, gambling, drinking, all of that. And that was happening, but only in the outermost portion of the camp.”

“Get to the point, soldier,” the captain who’d growled before said. The scouts must be under his charge, Tarana thought. He’s probably afraid this girl will make him look bad in front of me and the prelate. And not without cause; Tarana was familiar enough with the prelate to tell when he was getting impatient, and his clenched jaw wasn’t a good sign.

The young woman continued, “That is the point, sir. I got close – close enough I could have touched one of their tents – and what I saw only confirmed my suspicions: there were about three dozen men running around the middle of the camp, lighting fires and moving around what I can only assume were practice dummies.”

Tarana inhaled sharply. “Are you sure they were practice dummies? How did you know?”

“Most of the men were on the scrawny side. How else could a scrawny man throw around two others like sacks of grain?” Tarana noted how she spoke to her more openly, as if the small amount of blood they shared made her less of a threat. “I saw one carrying three of them on his shoulders. They were arranging them around fires, setting them up like it was some sort of scene.”

“How many dummies were there, in your estimation?” one of the captains asked.

The young woman frowned, looking off into the distance for a moment. “It’s hard to say for sure. There were so many. Maybe… fifteen thousand or so?”

“Skora!” Prelate Gratianos cursed under his breath. He raised his voice to speak to the young woman for the first time since the meeting had been called. “Faris must have withdrawn the night we lost Bale and Lochlan. They’ve been deceiving us to keep our army here while they prepare to attack us on another front.”

Tarana snorted. “So much for my trip to Vicrum. The only question is, which direction do you think they’ll attack from?”

Prelate Gratianos shook his head, dismissing her question. “I don’t think this is a simple feint to encircle us. They’ve managed that before with less effort and coordination than this would have taken. No, I think they’re planning on something else.”

“Something like what?” Tarana asked.

The prelate’s nostrils flared, his anger at the situation spilling over. “I don’t know. My gut says the only direction that makes sense is a push to take the capital, but they don’t have the numbers. By the time they settled in for a siege, our armies would sweep them away. Unless…” he trailed off, his brow drawing down in a dark expression.

“Unless what?” Tarana prompted.

“Unless they found allies.”

The temperature in the tent seemed to drop by several degrees, sending a shiver down Tarana’s spine. “What if we attack what remains of their army here?” she asked. “They can’t have more than… what? Thirty thousand? It’s been a long time since we had a chance to fight them with even numbers. We’ll push the attack toward their own capital, spread War’s force to the winds.”

Prelate Gratianos shook his head almost imperceptibly. He looked at the young woman in front of them. “Thank you for your report, soldier. Is there anything else?”

“No, sir. That’s all I saw.”

“Alright. Leave us.” He watched her go, waiting until she’d been gone from the tent for several seconds before speaking. “Surely War will have prepared for a counter-attack. It’s the most obvious move. I am confident that – if we were to launch an offensive as you recommend, Calamity – we would quickly find ourselves deep in Ma’isan territory. We would find it impossible to pin War’s army down, and at each town we moved past he would gather more conscripts to defend his homeland. Soon enough, we would find our supply lines cut as we were surrounded by a force as large as our own. Then they would cut us to pieces and claim our lands for themselves.”

The captain who’d chastised the scout spoke up. “Prelate, is it possible War is trying to entice us to attack him? After all, we have no idea where Prelate Faris has withdrawn to. His army could be hiding a few miles down the road, for all we know.”

“That’s a good point, Syed. Without knowing where the Ma’isan’s second army has gone, it’s difficult to determine what they are planning. That being said, I’m loathe to sit here clutching my jewelry. The Ma’isans are taking a risk, and if we can take advantage of it we may be able to finish this war once and for all.”

Tarana gritted her teeth, feeling they’d dismissed her idea without giving it due consideration. Ought to be used to it by now, she thought. With a deep breath, she forced herself to relax. “How about a new idea? Instead of attacking in force, we can take a page out of their book. Get me close to their camp and I can wreak havoc.”

“What do you mean?” the prelate asked. “How is that taking a page out of their book?”

“It’s what Pestilence does, right? She takes a small force to infiltrate as deeply as possible into the enemy’s camp, spreading disease among all she finds. And then when her army attacks in full, we’re already weakened. I’ll do the same, but I’ll do it with fire.”

“Too risky,” Prelate Gratianos said. “You may be captured.”

“I don’t think so. I think they’re going to keep the campfires burning high to maintain this ruse, whatever its purpose. They’re sure to have plenty of wood on hand that I can use as fuel. I don’t even need to go far into camp; just far enough to see what I’m doing initially. Once we strike, I’ll be able to sense the panic and use that to guide me.”

“No. I won’t allow it.”

The prelate and his captains kept talking, as if that was the end of it. Tarana ignored them, withdrawing into her own mind as a plan formed.
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The following night – after the prelate and his captains had enough time to fall back to sleep – Tarana slipped out of the Tevulun camp along with two dozen of her priests. They swam across the Ofen River that separated the two armies and emerged soaking wet, but close enough to the Ma’isan camp to see the tents.

In addition to the priests of Calamity, Tarana had brought the scout sergeant from the previous night. The sergeant’s name, she was disappointed to learn, was Alafin. A clear attempt by her parents to curry favor from Tarana’s uncle, who had apparently rewarded the young woman with her current rank.

“How close can you get us?” Tarana asked, looking at Alafin. “I need to be close enough to see the practice dummies.”

“How long do you need? We should be able to find an opening for a few minutes when the guard changes. Any longer than that, and we’ll need to off someone.”

Tarana rubbed her temples, feeling a wave of impatience at the young woman’s naiveté. “Alafin, if you think we’re trying to avoid bloodshed, you haven’t been paying attention.” She turned to the nearest of her priests, a middle-aged man whose tattoos marked him as one of the more senior among them. “You, take half of the others and head out to the tree line. Once the fires start, I’ll send a few tendrils your way. I need you and the others to turn them into a forest fire. It’ll be a nasty surprise for any who try to escape in that direction.”

The man nodded, picking out those he wanted to go with him. They disappeared into the reeds of the riverbank, heading toward the tree line at an angle to the camp.

“How closely are their guards posted to each other?” Tarana asked.

Alafin shrugged. “About as close as you’d expect. There are rarely any weak points; if you attack one group, at least two others will see.”

“And raise the alarm.” Tarana nodded to herself. “So they’ll know once we’re here. Fortunately for us, that will hardly matter.”

The young woman’s brow crinkled with confusion. Tarana figured she’d never been close enough to an aspect to learn about the specifics of how they wielded power.

“A lot of people think I control fire, lightning, rain, and all that directly,” she said. “But I don’t. Not without a lot of effort. But I can control elements on the edge of calamity. If a spark from a campfire lands on a farmer’s shed, it can burn the whole thing down or putter out harmlessly. These things I sense from a hundred miles away, and can influence. But the campfire itself, when it’s under control… it’s as distant to me as the Everlands to an immortal.”

Alafin frowned, taking a moment to process the information. “So once you’ve taken the fire and turned it into a calamity, you can control it more easily?”  

“Exactly. Once that’s done, we can withdraw as far as we need to. I just need you to help us get close enough for that first spark.”

The young woman’s eyes widened. Absently, Tarana wondered if this was the first time she’d been asked to play a direct role in the killing of others.

Alafin wiped her hand across a patch of dirt to form a smooth canvas, drawing an uneven oval. “This is the Ma’isan camp. They keep the tip of the camp pointed toward the river.” She marked an x on one side of the oval, facing the river but about a third of the way along the camp’s outline. “The guards here tend to be the most alert. They wear the armor of War’s personal guard, so I think that must be close to his tent. The guards to either side are the same. During the first watch of the night, that is. The second watch – the one coming up in about an hour or so – is lazier. I think if we strike during second watch, there’s a good chance they’ll hold off on sounding the alert. If we’re very lucky, they’ll assume War is calling his guard to prepare for some trick.”

“That’s good. Very good.”
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They got into position well before the start of the second shift, settling into a patch of tall grass close enough to the camp to see but too far for the rustling to draw attention. Tarana and her priests belly-crawled to the very edge of the grass, inching forward until they were only thirty feet away.

The time passed at an agonizing rate. Tarana’s heart pounded a heavy rhythm, demanding action no matter the consequence. It took a significant amount of self-control to stop herself from rushing toward the pair in front of them too early. She plucked a piece of grass and began twisting it into ever more complicated knots, focusing on the task to distract herself from the looming fight.

One of her priests tapped her leg, the agreed-upon signal for the change of the guard. Sure enough, when Tarana looked at the camp she saw the two men retiring from their post. The pair that relieved them were tall and lithe, wearing the same evergreen plumes as those they replaced.

The other watches would be changing as well, but Tarana couldn’t see them. She waited a few minutes longer, giving the men time to settle down. They would grow bored before long.

Waiting was agony. It felt like her blood was turning to poison in her bones, narrowing her vision to a pinpoint as her heartbeat throbbed in her head. What is happening to me? she wondered. It shouldn’t be this hard. To prove to herself she still had the strength to resist her impulses, Tarana made herself wait for several more minutes. How many it was she couldn’t be sure, but it felt like an eternity.

Once she could take it no more, Tarana gave the signal to move. The aching in her head dissipated, replaced by anticipation of what was to come. One of her priests stood, her hands glowing as she worked them over each other in a complex pattern. The other priests’ eyes were closed; Tarana felt them lending their strength to the woman, helping her gather the static surrounding them into a violet light.

The light arced out from the woman’s hands, crossing the thirty feet to the guards in an instant. It leapt between the pair, arcing violently through them to the steel swords at their hips. It passed through their very bones, straightening their limbs like boards. A moment later, they collapsed as it dissipated into the ground.

Tarana and the priest who’d commanded the lightning sprinted forward, heading for the cover of a large tent ten paces inside the perimeter of the camp. She expected the alarm to sound with each step, but none came.

Tarana reached the tent’s cover well before her priest. She crept over to the corner and peered out, spying in the direction where they’d been told the practice dummies were camping. Tarana’s eyes flitted from campfire to campfire, but at each one she saw soldiers and camp followers moving.

There! Her eyes focused on a fire near the edge of her vision. If she hadn’t known what she was looking for she doubted she would have spotted it, but once she did it was unmistakable. Out of five men around the fire, none of them so much as moved their head. Their arms hung stiff at their sides like burlap.

Tarana’s priest joined her, wheezing heavily. No sense in waiting any longer, Tarana thought. She reached out to the fire, following the strange perception she’d gained after taking the mantle of Calamity. The campfire was faint, a whisper in the wind.

Sparks from the fire teased out from the center, flying closer and closer to the nearest dummy. One of them cork-screwed on a sudden breeze, burying itself in the fabric. Nurtured by another breeze, it grew into a small flame. The flame exploded forth from the practice dummy with unnatural speed, riding scraps of straw and burlap down to the grass, to a nearby tent, to others around the fire.

The faint sounds of shouting tugged at the edges of Tarana’s consciousness, but she paid them no attention. She felt her targets, the stores of wood Ma’isan soldiers had so kindly built for her. It took mere moments for the fires to reach them, igniting the stores like signal flares. Smaller twigs and branches flew in all directions, spreading the tragedy further.

It wasn’t long before the first victim was claimed. A man near the practice dummies was caught in the midst of an inferno as the tent he was in caught on fire. Tarana felt a pang of regret, but she was too focused on her task to dwell on it.

The fires licked out from their cradle, spreading toward the rest of the army. Those who roused quickly were able to escape, though many were too slow. With each tent – each campfire – Tarana found additional fuel. One log rolled away from its fire, carrying flames with it as it descended a small hill.

A sharp slap pulled Tarana out of her thoughts. Her forehead was covered in a cold sweat; her skin felt clammy and sick. The priest she’d brought with her gestured toward the direction they had come from, but it took a second to register.

“—get out of here!” Once Tarana understood the words, she nodded. Rolling onto her knees, she could see why her companion was so worried; the log she had witnessed rolling down a hill had stopped just a few paces from them.

Worse, a figure in black armor had left the tent they were leaning against. He swung a war hammer with a head the size of a man’s head, bringing it down on the log and smashing it to pieces.

War, Tarana thought. If only he knew how close we were right now. She hopped to her feet with an alacrity she wouldn’t have thought herself capable of. Her priest joined her in a sprint away from the camp, running at an angle so as to keep War out of view.

She heard a horn blowing across the river. It sounded two times, then a short pause, and then once more in the signal for an attack.
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True to his nature, Prelate Gratianos took full advantage of the chaos Tarana had sown. Despite the fact that he’d been against her idea, his men crossed the Ofen soon after the fires started. By the time Tarana had coaxed the fires up to the tree line and her priests set to the work of spreading it further, the Tevulun army had joined battle with the Ma’isans.

War didn’t stick around long. His men fell back in an organized retreat, lashing out at any Tevulun squads that got too close. Where the two armies met, the Tevulun army lost three for every two, but that didn’t tell the whole story.

Tarana lingered in the center of what remained of their enemy’s camp. All but a few tents had been burned to cinders; ashes painted the landscape, graying the air around them as a mid-afternoon wind played across the plain.

The sound of heavy footsteps announced a man approaching. There was no doubt in her mind who it was; her priests were all recovering from their efforts, and the soldiers always gave her a wide berth after seeing her power in action. Only one man would bother to confront his fear to approach her.

“I’ve been debating with myself for the better part of the day,” Prelate Gratianos said. “Trying to figure out whether this move of yours was inspired by madness or bravery.”

Tarana looked over her shoulder at him. “A bit of both, I think.”

“You risked too much. You didn’t even take your armor.”

“It would have made me too easy to see,” Tarana said.

“Or your personal guard.”

“All loyal to you. They would have told you what I planned.”

Prelate Gratianos scowled. “You didn’t even think to send someone to tell us what you were doing. It would have been too late to stop you once you crossed the river. As it was, I had to take quite a risk myself in assuming you’d gone ahead with this plan of yours.”

“And yet you did. We won the battle, and now we get to see what War is going to do next. I think one thing’s for sure, though: Faris and Pestilence aren’t here.” She turned to face Prelate Gratianos fully, noting the deep creases marring his forehead.

“How do you know that?” he asked.

“Because they would have been in the forest if they were here. Their men would have seen the priests I sent, and they would have slaughtered them to prevent us from trapping their main army.”

“You sent your priests into that forest knowing they would likely die?”

Tarana’s expression hardened. “You include me in your planning sessions out of fear I would view it as an insult if you left me out, but did it ever occur to you that I may have paid attention to them? Prelate, I have been a student of War since I was ten years old. And one of the first lessons I learned is that the most dangerous thing a leader can be is sentimental. So yes, I sent them into the forest knowing it was very possible they might die.”

The prelate regarded her with an expression that almost seemed respectful, but his drawn brows revealed an undercurrent of frustration. “Clearly you feel proud of what you’ve done. It’s true, we routed War’s troops. We lost one man for every two of theirs, taking out roughly a quarter of their force.

“But even if you have studied war from the moment you took on the mantle of Calamity, you’re still decades behind my captains and me. When I said there was a way to use this situation to finish the war, I meant it. In fact, I had already sent messengers to your uncle to coordinate an attack of our two armies. As War was pushed back into the Ma’isan lands, your uncle would have closed in to prevent his men from escaping. We would have pressed the Ma’isans against the Cliffs of Barbieri, capturing the aspect and what remained of his army.”

Tarana felt heat rushing to her cheeks. “I don’t understand how this victory changes the situation. Why would it affect your plan?”

“When you burned the forests, you cut off War’s escape to the west. He and his men are heading north now, where they will spot your uncle’s army well before we can bring it to bear. You’ve won this battle, Calamity, and cost us our opportunity to win the war.”


Chapter 4

Itan

 

Itan stalked through the clearing, his footsteps falling softly on the grass. A wan light shone in front of him, barely visible against the backdrop of the forest. Those who were not servants of Mirao would have seen nothing; souls of the dead were invisible to them. Even a priest such as himself would struggle to see them during the day.

There were signs other than the light, of course. A general sense of unease, of anger. Souls were always uneasy before they could be brought back to the Aspect of Death. They longed to reside in the Everlands, the true paradise.

Judging by the strong emotions Itan felt as he approached the light’s source, the soul had been waiting for one such as him for a while. He reached down to his belt, freeing his lone earthly possession: a vase as black as night, with red runes carved into the rim and base. With shaking fingers, he removed the top from the vase and offered it to the spirit.

“I will give you peace,” he said. “My master is waiting for you in the east. He will guide you on the final leg of your journey. You need wait no more.”

The light slowly faded, as did the feelings of unease within Itan. There was some debate about whether the words helped — whether the souls heard them or even recognize speech — but they were part of the ritual. And the ritual could not be altered.

The light disappeared completely, leaving only a thin sliver of moonlight to see by. With a sigh, Itan secured the urn back on his belt. He straightened his broad hood, looking around to try and spot the nearest path.

There was no path in sight, so he simply turned back the way he had come. This soul marked the tenth he had collected in the urn — the maximum amount it could safely hold. In Artesia and the lands of the Synod, he had heard priests of Mirao often came to the aspect with just two or three souls. But in the west, they couldn’t afford to make such frequent trips home.

As he approached the path which had taken him into the forest, he heard others approaching. Out of instinct, Itan hid himself among the trees. He’d learned the hard way that priests of Mirao could not always trust in the kindness of others.

“I saw him go this way,” a weaselly voice said. “He must have found the stone we used to mark Castor’s grave.”

Itan sighed inwardly. As if he would need any physical clues to lead him to lost souls. They wanted to be found. To be saved. The dead man’s soul had cried out to him from miles away. All he’d had to do was listen to the signals.

“What was the man wearing?” another voice asked. “Was he dressed like a necromancer?”

“He wore red, my lord,” the weasel-voice man answered. “With a broad hood.” The voices were getting closer, but Itan didn’t dare to move from his hiding place among the trees. He shifted, sliding into a gap between two trunks of a large tree.

“Hmm. So not a necromancer, then, but a soul stealer. Should have known one of them would come. They’re like carrion.”

“Yes, my lord. Never met a soul stealer I liked. Too high and mighty, that lot.”

Itan’s pulse quickened as the two men came into view, followed by two more. The four were all of varying sizes—the two in back that he hadn’t heard speak were large brutes, while the one with the weaselly voiced was of a more average build. The man he had referred to as ‘my lord’ was tall, but thin as a man could come. He carried a dueling sword in a black-and-gold scabbard.

“Have you ever read the teachings of the Prophet Mirao, Pelle?” the thin man asked. “He claimed the Everlands are a paradise. He claimed this world is inherently evil—the worst possible version of life—and death is our salvation. The poor fool probably thinks he’s saving Castor from a life of wine and easy women.”

The group chuckled as they continued forward. One of the trailing men carried a torch; Itan turned away from the light as it came closer, praying they wouldn’t spot him. His hands trembled as their footsteps brought them within feet of him.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” the tall man said. As close as they were, the sound of his voice made Itan wince. “We’re going to find the soul stealer and stop him from taking Castor. When Miss Crane gets here, she’ll need his soul and a body. I say we use the priest.”

“What if he already has Castor?” the weaselly voiced man asked.

“Then we’ll make him free Castor first.”

One of the sets of footsteps stopped, followed by the rest. “Put the torch out, Ox. We don’t want to scare him off. Miss Crane will need her body.”

Itan heard a grim chuckle. A moment later the torch went out, leaving them in relative darkness. He breathed a sigh of relief, shifting his foot to a more comfortable position.

A twig snapped beneath his boot; Itan prayed they hadn’t heard it. The shuffling sounds and an ominous scrape that followed made him doubt it had gone unnoticed.

Think! What can I do? Can I run? He trusted he would be able to outpace the two burly men, but he wasn’t sure about the lord or his other companion. There would likely be protection at the nearest inn if he could make it, though.

Itan wetted his lips. In the end, he decided he had to make a break for it and trust whatever head start he could get would be enough. He pushed out of the tree, sprinting as fast as he dared.

“There! Look! Look!”

“What?”

“Someone just jumped out from the tree! Can’t you hear them? Ox! Light a torch! Pelle, get after him!”

The confusion bought Itan nearly three seconds. He kept running, leaves and grass crunching beneath each step as he headed toward the road. It was too far away to see, but that was as much a function of the darkness as anything else—he could barely see the branches three feet in front of him.

He heard footfalls from behind. Pelle took two steps for each one of his, gaining ground on him with each passing moment. Itan put his head down, forcing himself to run faster.

A low-hanging branch caught him on the chest, knocking him to the ground. He rolled onto his side, trying to force himself to get up. But it was too late; by the time he had made it to his knees, the weasel-voiced Pelle was closing the last few feet with a knife held at the ready.

“I caught you, soul stealer.” Pelle held his knife tightly against Itan’s throat. His breath smelled of stale bread and vinegar, and his grim smile was missing several teeth. “I caught you. Don’t you dare try running again. Not with Castor.”

“Castor is dead,” Itan said, trying to inject some solemnity into the words. For whatever his friends were, a dead man still deserved respect.

“I know that! You think I didn’t know that? Of course I know! That’s why my lord sent for Miss Crane. A proper necromancer, she is. She can bring the dead back to life. I’ve seen it with my own two eyes.”

Over the man’s — Pelle’s — shoulder, Itan could see the other three approaching. He swallowed hard, praying he wouldn’t soon need the services of one of his friends.

“Apologies for the unorthodox greeting, soul stealer,” the tall man said. “My name’s Goran, and I’m lord of these forests.”

“I thought Elam Ma’isa was lord protector of these lands.”

The self-proclaimed lord laughed, although his eyes betrayed no mirth. “Elam is a babe. His nannies scribble edicts for him and claim he is simply wise beyond his years—which even Ox could count on one hand.”

“Nonetheless, he is lord of these lands. Is he not?”

Goran glanced around pointedly. “Do you see Elam’ guards anywhere?” He made a show of searching for them. “I certainly don’t. On the other hand, I do see Pelle’s knife against your throat. So tell me again; who is lord here?”

Itan sighed. “You are.”

“Very good. Very good. Now, soul stealer, I see that urn at your waist. My necromancer told me it can only be opened by one such as yourself. I’m going to need you to open it for me.”

“I can’t do that.”

Goran took a step closer, raising a fist like he intended to strike Itan. “You were close enough to hear my words earlier. Weren’t you, soul stealer?”

“I was.”

“Good. So you know what we intend to do.”

“Yes. And that’s why I can’t open the urn.”

Goran’s nostrils flared. “I flatter myself to think one of my most useful skills as lord of the forests is my ability to surround myself with others who have… unique skillsets. Take Pelle, for example. Breath like a corpse, but no man is deadlier with a knife.”

He gestured to one of the men behind him; the one holding a torch. “This is Ox. He can pick up a fully-grown man and throw him like a ten-pound stone. His brother, Plow, is nearly as strong. I’ve seen them play tug-of-war with a man who tried to cheat at dice; it was not a pretty sight.

“Now, all of that is to say there are multiple ways this can go. I can have Pelle flay you alive, or you can try your luck in squaring up against Ox. Believe me, it won’t be long until you’re begging for it to be done with. Which will it be, soul stealer?”

Itan’s jaw tightened. The one thought that came to mind was of the ten souls hanging at his hip. They deserved salvation. Any pain which he might endure would be nothing compared to theirs if he failed in his duty.

His teeth set into a snarl. “I’ll take the big man.”

“Very well. Pelle?”

“You’ve got it, lord,” Pelle said. The pressure of his knife disappeared from Itan’s throat as he stepped past.

Itan cried out as the knife sliced through his calf. “No more running,” Pelle said, giving Itan a shove on the back before taking a step back.

Ox handed the torch to his brother. He cracked his knuckles with a wicked smile. Itan noticed he was missing both pinky and ring finger on his left hand. It was a clean slice at the knuckle — most likely punishment for some crime long ago.

Itan tried to place weight on the leg Pelle had cut; it held, but barely. He raised his fists, readying himself for the inevitable attack. Ox took a step forward, then another. He lowered his shoulder to charge. Itan tried to duck to the right, but his injured leg slowed him down.

A downward blow from Ox’s right hand smashed into Itan’s cheek, sending shooting pains through his mind. It felt like the bones had been shattered, but he didn’t have time to take stock. Already, Ox’s other hand was sweeping toward him. Itan raised his arms, grimacing as they took the brunt of the blow.

Itan’s one advantage should have been mobility. He hadn’t been much of a fighter in his youth, but he’d been in enough scraps to know that much. But Pelle had robbed him of any advantage there; he would be lucky to take even a step or two without passing out from the pain.

He kept his guard up against a hook. Both of his arms shook with the force of it, but it didn’t feel like anything had been broken. Ox landed another strike against his ribs, forcing the breath from him.

Time to think. That’s all I need. Just a moment or two to think. To plan. But the larger man didn’t allow him any time. All he could do was react to each strike as it came, ignoring the pains that came with it.

A powerful blow struck him in the stomach, forcing him back. His injured leg didn’t hold, and the next thing he knew he was on the ground.

“Had enough, soul stealer?” Goran asked. He nodded to Pelle, who was twirling his knife with a sadistic smirk.

“You don’t understand what you ask,” Itan said, seizing his chance to start a conversation. Or attempt to. “The only way to release your friend would be to release all the souls contained within the urn. They would wreak havoc on this forest, blackening the land for miles. They would be nothing more than poltergeists, praying on the weak and innocent—”

“Good thing we’re not weak. Or innocent.” Goran gestured for Ox to continue the fight.

Itan raised his fists again, aiming a jab at the man as he came close. Ox laughed the weak attack off, replying with a blow from his elbow that connected solidly with Itan’s nose.

The pain made it hard to think. Time. I need time. “You don’t understand what you ask,” Itan whispered as Ox struck him again. He fell to the ground, his will to fight fleeting.

For a moment, he was on the ground alone. Ox looked to Goran as if unsure whether to continue. They think I need to be the one to open the urn, Itan thought. Perhaps he could use that to his advantage. Ox straddled him, raising a fist.

“Wait! Wait!” Itan held up his arms. He looked at Goran pleadingly. “Your necromancer was wrong. Or rather, she was only partly right. The urn I carry can only be opened by one such as myself. But it could still be smashed to release the souls within.”

“How would we do that?”

“Gee, I don’t know.” Itan leaned to the side to spit out blood. “Find a rock.”

“Very well. It’s worth a shot.”

Ox grabbed at Itan’s belt, ripping the urn free. Itan closed his eyes as the man walked over to a large stone, raising the urn high above his head.

He brought it down with a grunt. A resonant wave shook Itan’s bones as the urn shattered to pieces. He kept his eyes closed as the screams started.

“My eyes!” Pelle shouted. “Immortals, save me!” His weaselly voice rose to a shrill pitch. It fell silent a moment later.

Itan heard them running. They wouldn’t make it. They had violated the most sacred oath of man — the only sacred oath which remained.

He only dared to open his eyes after several minutes had passed. “We must respect the dead,” he whispered.

At dawn, he started the long trek back to the Synod. He would need a new urn to capture the hostile souls which Lord Goran had unleashed on the forest.


Chapter 5

Micol

 

The late morning sun beat down on Micol as he made his way to the mess tent, tankard in one hand and a bowl of stew in the other. The other men he came across wrinkled their noses, turning away to protect themselves from his stench.

It had been some time since Micol had noticed it himself. He gauged the smell primarily from how the others responded to him. Not that it mattered much; between the late-night watches and latrine duty, he and Asoka hadn’t had many opportunities to socialize with the rest of the company recently.

Asoka and the manservant whose contract he’d won – Barke – were the only ones in the mess tent when Micol arrived. They were sitting at the middle of a long cedar table, arguing about something he could only guess at. Asoka was wearing the ridiculous red-and-black feathered hat he’d won a week before; Micol hadn’t seen him without it since that night, even when they were in the midst of cleaning latrines.

“Micol!” Asoka said, waving his friend over. “Settle something for us. Barke has been telling me about all the games he’s seen Lord Farai play. There’s one where players each have a set of dice and they take turns guessing how many of each number are on the table… what did you call it, Barke?”

“Mendaal,” the other man said. He was around the same age as Micol and Asoka, although his eyes betrayed a world-weariness belonging to someone much older.

“Right, mendaal,” Asoka continued. “Anyway, eventually you reach the point where you have to bluff about how many you have. I say that makes it a game of chance. Barke is saying it’s a game of skill. He said the Artesian who showed it to Lord Farai never lost, not even once. I think that just means she must have been cheating. Right?”

Micol took his seat, his tankard spilling over on the table. “No offense, Asoka, but I don’t much care.”

“Cheer up, friend. We’re off duty. Time to relax.”

“It’s not even noon,” Micol said. “And I’m exhausted. All I want to do is get some sleep so I won’t be completely useless when it comes time to stand watch.”

Asoka took a heavy gulp from his own tankard. “You need to embrace our new circumstances. No one knows how long we’ll be doing this. We have to learn to enjoy it or we’ll get the life crushed out of us. Am I right, Barke?”

Barke sighed. “Yes, you’re absolutely right, sir.” He leaned over to Micol and half-whispered, “Apparently one of my new employer’s terms is that I must agree with him whenever he asks me if he’s correct.”

“Ah, so he wants you to lie to him. I’d imagine that makes for rather boring conversations.”

“Yes, you’re absolutely right, sir,” Barke said with a grin.

Asoka cleared his throat. “Are you two ganging up on me? New rule: no agreeing with Micol when he’s mocking me.”

“Mocking you? I would never.” Micol affected his most servile tone – a whistly, nasal sound. “Master commands and us lowly servants must obey. Does master want his seat washed? Does master want to play dice games? Then let us wash his seat and play dice games. Does master want us to agree with everything he says so he grows lazy and stupid? Then by all means, we will agree with everything he says.”

“Now you’re definitely mocking…” Asoka trailed off at the sight of Lieutenant Abena. The older man wore a solemn expression, but it was an expression they had seen often.

“Sir,” they said, nodding at the lieutenant once he came to a stop in front of them.

“How’s the were-hour watch treating you, boys?” Lieutenant Abena asked.

“Well enough, sir,” Micol answered.

“Very good. I wanted to let you know… Lord Farai sent a messenger to our camp this morning. It seems he’s missing his manservant and his favorite horse.” Lieutenant Abena’s eyes landed on Asoka. “Asked me to have you whipped for cheating him.”

Indignation colored Asoka’s cheeks. “I didn’t cheat him, sir! Like I told you, it was a fair…”

The lieutenant held up a hand to get cut him off. “I believe you, son. My message back to him was this: if he can produce witnesses to back up his claim, I will consider honoring his request. Until then, the horse and the manservant will remain under your care.”

He clasped his hands behind his back, his eyes searching the mess tent. “Lord Farai will no doubt find witnesses. However, the only witness I care about is sitting in front of us.” He addressed Barke. “I was told by this soldier that he won your contract in a fair game of cards. Is that correct?”

“Yes, sir,” Barke said. “Near as I could tell.”

“And was Lord Farai under any kind of influence which would have made the wager an unfair one?”

“He was drunk, sir. But no more drunk than Master Asoka.”

Lieutenant Abena nodded along with the answer. “Many’s a man slipped into his drink and awoke the next day regretting what he lost in partaking. Thank you.” He glanced between the two boys. “Now, officially, we are here at Lord Farai’s leisure. The land where we camp belongs to him, the food we eat comes from his farms. Everything from the edge of Lelet to the tree line of the forest is his property.

“When his messenger returns with witnesses – and whatever other evidence the lord can manufacture – my hands will be tied. To maintain the company’s relationship with him, you will be forced to return both horse and manservant. If he so desires, you will be whipped. If you and horse and manservant are still here, that is. If you were on, say
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