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Azhkan Soubir, the Sorcerers of Soubrál

Japhet, sometimes called Kenvroelus (‘the Gleeful’) 

Sabananica, the Azhkan Vankrait

The Brethren of Kel

ANOUSH, AN INITIATE
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FAMILY OF AKREB: TIBOR

Family of Brureg: Captain Taber

Family of Guredd: Ohrid, his father Captain Istvan

Family of Kudei: Captain Adorjan, his nephew Arpad

Family of Lolledan: Lajos

Family of Milad: Kolstav

Family of Nuinne: Tol, his father Redlig

Family of Vamours: Captain Basil, his son Falk

Family of Venk: Kemrun

Family of Vernud: Captain Laszlo, his brother Baron

Gisella, the queen, and her ladies: 

Fellyda Venk
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Josren Tarbrend, Master of Sword
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Et al.

ALARY LEMARN, A YOUNG woman with ambitions

Delal, a friendly Qral

Dobbin, the surliest bartender in all Halurál

Ephrem of Eukrate a/k/a ‘The Defiant’

Karstra Zigira, a Hidthrath trader

Koreed, a peculiar scholar

Mavys, a Qral witch

Pinchlin son of Poler, a good boy

Tenast, Artachs of Liath-Tamren

Tolka Tojer, a henpecked shopkeeper

The Yananettole

Hag ud Ag, the Betrayal of Trust

Mondenag, the Depthless Bog [stagnation]

Velananc, the Three Faces of Dissatisfaction [envy, jealousy, bitterness]
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1 Comox, on a spring day in the year 1051
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HE WAS ON HIS WAY HOME FROM A BORING ERRAND when he ran headlong into legend. He didn’t actually collide with the man, but throwing himself back at the last second could only save him from the bruises, not the ways his life would change. That encounter would have to wait another couple blocks: at the moment, he was still on the north side of the river, still a normal boy with problems as grim as they were unremarkable. Still more interested in the sights than watching where he was going. 

Liath-Tamren was the grandest Cities in the world, and although Pinchlin had been born there, he never got tired of admiring it. Foreshadowing the encounter-to-come, he jostled a pedestrian. It earned him a curse, and he dodged around a cuff that never materialized, head withdrawing between his shoulders. The candle this chore revolved around, he clutched to his chest as if someone might take it from him. 

When he realized the man hadn’t pursued him, he breathed deeper and dared to raise his gaze off the masonry beneath his feet. He had already forgotten the incident: bumping into people was hardly interesting, especially when you made a habit of walking inattentively. Being cursed at on the streets of Liath-Tamren, when you looked like Pinchlin did, was unfortunately quotidian. 

He passed into the bustling shadows of the Homestead Bridge, spanning the river from its north bank to its south. Unlike the many other bridges that crossed the river where it held Liath away from its twin Tamren, the Homestead was built up on both sides with houses and shops that seemed to teeter over you even though they were only two, sometimes three stories tall. This length of street was perpetually cast in shade barring an hour in the middle of the day.  

You didn’t have to be a local or a native to notice the change the moment foot was set on the river’s far bank. You didn’t need to be able to see: you could feel it. The pavement was cracked and uneven, marred by loose stones that rolled beneath the feet. When he reached this boundary-zone, Pinchlin crossed immediately to the other side of the street. 

Mother hadn’t liked for him to get anywhere near this neighborhood. One side of the street was scarcely further away than the other, and he couldn’t really see what difference it made—Come to think of it, now he lived here, it made no difference. Walking a cautious ring around it was the next thing to a joke. 

The edict had been Mother’s, though, and you were supposed to honor your parents, even when their rules didn’t make sense to you. Letting her protectiveness control him had become a means of remembering her. One he undertook because he needed to: her strictures had been a function of love, and love had been thin on the ground since they lost her. 

So, this joke: when Mother died, and he and Da were ejected from their home, they relocated to an apartment in the triangular no-man’s land between Sweestreet and Ferselidde. The people who lived here claimed they were part of Hannibal, but that fine neighborhood’s residents would have no truck with the area. Everyone else in Liath and Tamren, and maybe even Tamren-Beyond-the-Walls, considered the area to be part of Obuda. Part of Obuda meant part of Hell, the evil three-headed beast that was the Cities’ worst neighborhoods, which Pinchlin went on going out of his way to avoid because Mother had been concerned about his safety. 

He continued to look around as he walked, but not with any enthusiasm; there was nothing to see down this street, nothing you’d want to remember. There were sights worth looking at in Liath, even though people on the north side of the river liked to pretend the entire south bank was Hell’s doorstep. Liath had beautiful buildings, grand houses, cathedrals to a multitude of glorious gods, their spires reaching up to pierce the clouds. They just weren’t here. 

No handsome sights to distract him, he fell into another habit, which was fretting about Da: he’d left him alone too long. He avoided leaving Da at home by himself as a rule, but clinging to Mother’s old rules had forced him to walk a giant loop around the shortest route to Bunkiesford Market. Ste. Sepa’s might have been faster, but he could barely afford to look at the stuff they sold there, and buying anything was out of the question. 

Across the way, a trio of old women sat upon a stoop knotting lace. One of them chanced to look up, and when their eyes met, she formed of one hand a Revisionist circle-sign, warding against unholiness. It was obviously not nice to be on the receiving end of it and he gritted his teeth as his eyes swung forward. 

Just in time to hurl himself back before he ran smack-bang into a man coming the other way up the sidewalk. The apology he’d meant to utter died in his throat. He felt as if a lead weight had settled on his heart. Out of the corners of his eyes, he watched the old women vanish into the doorway behind them faster than old women should have been able to move. Even Rehaddelines knew. 

“Pinchlin! Pinchlin!” 

Another youth of the same age and awkwardness hurried up the street, waving one arm above his head like he was brandishing a banner. Puberty and goofiness were the only things they had in common, their parents having migrated here from opposites sides of the inland sea. The one was short and stocky, the other slender and beginning to show the height his people were known for, but both were boys standing with just one tentative toe in the adult world. 

Pinchlin had been distracted by the other boy’s appearance. When he turned back to the terrifying apparition he’d almost walked right into, the man was gone. He spun in a circle, fearful eyes darting across the rundown tenements. He even looked up, uncertain whether it was a silly thing to do. The man had vanished, so perfectly he might never have existed. He drew one shaking breath, then another. His whole body buzzed with shock, and his breath came short in his lungs. 

“What’s wrong with you?” The other youth had come to a stop before him and planted his fists on his hips. “You’re gray!”

“Oh my god, oh my god.” At first, that was all that would come out. He grabbed his friend by the shoulder and gave him a shake, although he was the one who felt like he could really benefit from a slap across the face. 

“Yeah?”

“Sorcerer,” he breathed. 

“There’s sorcerers in these cities like lice on a dog. Knocked one down just yesterday and he didn’t curse me or nothing.”

Pinchlin was pretty sure that wasn’t true but decided not to fight about it. “Azhkan Soubir!” 

He was startled he’d had the courage to voice the dire words, and when the other boy whistled, it felt inadequate tribute to the ordeal he’d just endured. It was a wonder the man hadn’t killed him on the spot! There was nothing in this world more evil, or more frightening, or more enigmatic, or more anything, than the sorcerers of Soubrál. 

“Speaking of sorcery,” Delal began, although what they’d really been speaking of was Pinchlin almost being murdered by a monster out of legend. “Mavys did a smoke-seeing and she Saw you. She said, come over for supper, she’ll tell you about it.”

“She saw me coming to dinner?” He wasn’t convinced any of the heathen Qral gods and their magic were anything but smoke and mirrors, if he was honest. The way they invoked their spirits, just like that, to ask them selfish questions—on the hearth fire where meals were prepared, no less—was as uncomfortable to him as Delal calling his mother by her given name. Like she was a friend. The same way they treated their gods, with neither fear nor respect. 

“Pagan,” Delal retorted.

“Well, why are you looking for me, then?” Pinchlin hefted his candle. “I need to get back to Da.”

“Who said I was? I’m off to the temple to make an offering in gratitude.” He pursed his lips. “Mavys is baking a parlist. Jekril’s off on a job. Anyway, see you later.” 

Jekril was a stonemason. If all the Qral in the Cities weren’t masons, all the masons in the Cities were Qral, and Delal’s father was a successful craftsman. He must be working out in the country if he wasn’t coming home nights. Delal was the family’s only son and was expected to follow in the business, more because he existed than because he’d ever shown an inclination. Pinchlin hadn’t needed to be told Delal’s father was away. If he were around, Delal wouldn’t be walking around the Cities without his yasse’e or his yorik. He probably wouldn’t be sitting all hours in the kitchen watching his mother tell fortunes, either.  

Reflecting bitterly how much he’d like to have a father’s business to inherit or blow off, Pinchlin bid his friend farewell and turned homeward.

***
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JAPHET WATCHED THE BOY he’d almost walked into spinning in a circle. He noted the fine-woven wool of the boy’s rumpled tunic, the bit of grosgrain lining his cloak. Bourgeois touches, those. A family recently down on its luck, he would judge, and so far down they’d landed in Hell. A fellow countryman, although he knew the boy wouldn’t think of him that way.

There was nothing the mountain folk feared more than the sorcerers of Soubrál. He knew quite a lot more than them—what he was at the top of the list—but why the devil he was here was not included in that litany. Sabananica hadn’t seen the need to give him much by way of details when she sent him here. 

“Nice earrings, mister.” 

When Japhet turned in search of that drawling voice, he saw three figures standing deeper in the alley’s gloom. 

“Give us the flash and your wallet.” 

“Move fast, else we get tired of waiting.” 

“You can’t mean to rob me?” Ugly snickers greeted this question. Japhet grimaced: probably a standard line in the script, although he hadn’t meant it quite the way they seemed to think. “I urge you to abandon this pursuit before it gets you into trouble.”  

This caution was ignored, and he would admit he didn’t mind that they hadn’t taken the invitation to escape while that was still possible. He had never felt called upon to save people from themselves; the world was filled with mistakes, and everyone must live with theirs. They should have noticed that he wasn’t scared of them. 

There were many ways he might have dealt with this. Commanded them to mend their ways. Disappeared. The very air of this neighborhood was redolent with despair, however, and it set his teeth on edge. He hated nothing like he hated people in possession of authority who chose to abuse it, but little people who preyed on their neighbors weren’t a huge improvement. He’d been in an incurable bad mood for the last three years anyway. 

“New plan: go ahead and kill each other.” 

The figure in the fore let out a cry, soft and thrumming, expressive of the torment he was experiencing; he had loved his friends, one gathered. It did not prevent him from spinning. Plunging his blade beneath the ribs of the closer man, angled upward. 

The sinking bulk of the dead mugger pulled the knife from his grip, and it gave the third man time to draw his weapon. The killer had recovered his knife from the corpse of his friend and leapt from a crouch as his ally approached. He stumbled over the body already clogging the tiny way, and they went down together in a grappling heap. 

Japhet watched impatiently until the last death-twitches stilled and their souls had fled their bodies. Secrecy was as much a part of his calling as sorcery; no one was to know he could do things other sorcerers couldn’t, and that meant no witnesses. Telling people to do something anathema to them, and being obeyed, was pretty far outside the canon. 

At last, it was over, and they were dead. Muttering to himself, Japhet stepped out of the alley and moved on. 

***
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IT WAS QUIET IN THE TENEMENT when Pinchlin let himself in. Sometimes it seemed like every apartment in their building was full of sick babies. Most of the other boarders were just like him and Da: former residents who hadn’t been able to hold on in Hannibal. If you weren’t someone with pull in the old country, or a clockmaker or jeweler or gem merchant, you generally found it impossible to hold on.

Da had never been able to explain why they lost their home, or why Mother’s family hadn’t helped them after she died. Why the business his parents used to own together was thriving, but two of his uncles now stood behind the lush black velveteen casements instead of Da. He wanted to be angry about all that, angry at Da, and he was. But Da didn’t seem to understand it himself, and demanding an explanation would feel like piling on. They’d already been betrayed by everyone else and needed to stay true to one another. 

It just might be that things were about to change for the better: Da had told him this candle would be worth its cost, relatively immense though it was. He’d said they would soon have something for which to be grateful. Pinchlin hadn’t gotten any details; Da’d been drunk at the time and not very coherent. He had definitely mentioned lighting the candle in gratitude, and reasons to be thankful had been nonexistent lately. 

At the top of the stairs, he let himself in. The apartment consisted of two rooms, and furniture from their old house cluttered the space, half-hidden beneath crates and loose things. Brass lamps, paintings. Pots and votive statues. The space had been easing lately as Da sold off the furniture to feed them. 

Climbing onto and over a chair that couldn’t be moved out of the way because there was nowhere else for it to go, Pinchlin approached their small shrine. He unwrapped the humble candle from the linen in which it was shrouded and set it before Kepaulap’s image. He would wait for Da to come home before lighting it, so they could watch it burn down together. When he stepped back, still bent in a bow, he was careful not to kick anything or stumble; it would embarrass him and be disrespectful to the God. 

He pulled open the warped wooden shutters, letting in light and fresher air. Then he went to the lone bed, disproportionately grand in the space it overwhelmed, where he sat down and stared at his own hands. It wouldn’t do to place much hope in Da’s ebullience. That meant the time had come, the time for him to step up and be a man. 

Da opposed it, and he wanted to be an obedient son, but maybe it was more important that he be taking care of Da than that he listen to him. He would have liked to ask a druda to be sure, but the only druda he knew were at Ketahdenshrine, where his mother’s family, his family, worshipped. He couldn’t bear the way their eyes looked through him. 

He hadn’t been at this dire contemplation long when a familiar tread sounded in the hallway. The metallic scritch-scritch at the door gave witness to someone fumbling with a key, then the door swung open. Pinchlin’s father stood framed by the doorway, a burly, barrel-chested man now running to fat. 

He took a half-step into the room, into the late day’s light pouring through the window. A face was revealed, fraught with the deep seams of premature wrinkles, a hard web that overlay and crushed inward the proud bone structure. A broad brow suggesting probity, a firm jaw hinting at strength of will, intelligent, deep-set eyes—once, now too often glassy with alcohol—all covered, crushed, conquered by those steely lines of worry. When he saw Pinchlin watching, he gave a little wave.

Pinchlin stood up. “I got the candle like you asked.” 

“Good boy, good boy.” He climbed over and around the furniture, came to the bed, sat heavily, assumed the position: elbows propped on his knees, hands hanging, stare fixed on hands. Like his face, those chapped, cracked appendages bore witness to his fall. If you looked hard and swallowed your pride, there was work to be found in the Cities for a man in his prime, but it was dirty work for bad wages. 

What there wasn’t was for-hire work in the jewelry business. When a man lost his money, his shop, and his good name, people tended to be chary of entrusting him with handfuls of precious metals or a gem that could keep him in whiskey for weeks even at the brutal rates the pawn shops offered. It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t like he’d done something bad that caused him to lose his livelihood. But no one was interested in the story. 

The silence stretched. Da didn’t invite him to sit, so he remained standing, trying to gauge his father’s mood. Trying to judge how drunk he was; it was becoming harder to tell. The fevered excitement of that morning had been replaced by restless anxiety, apparent despite this motionless silence. 

“Da?” Pinchlin prompted. Casting around for conversation, he hit upon, “Have you eaten? We could go to the kitchen in Tansle Alley, then light our candle when we get home?” 

It took a long time for Da to reply. When he finally spoke, his voice seemed to be coming from a great distance like an old, old echo. “You go, son. Your da wants to be alone.” 

Pinchlin hesitated, trying to look for a bottle without being too obvious about it. Usually he only ‘wanted to be alone’ when he wanted to drink, but Pinchlin could find no telltale bulge in his jacket. He had never been sent away this late before, even when Da wanted his whiskey; Da worried almost as much as Mother had. 

“Go on, boy. You’re a good boy, you’ve always done as your da tells you.” He fumbled at his fat, clinking purse until he pulled out a shiny new dollar. 

“Go on, off with you.”

Pinchlin pocketed the coin and left. 

He made for Delal’s. He had been invited for supper and had nowhere else to go at the close of the day, the shelter of his own home denied him. He didn’t want to, though, not least because he hadn’t forgotten Delal’s mother had some pagan fortune-telling to pour in his ear.

As he stepped back onto Sweestreet, a commotion toward the river distracted him. A crowd had formed, and he turned north to see for himself what had interested them. By the time he reached the locus, the crowd had thinned, already bored with a spectacle that must not be terribly gripping. 

A group of polismen had assembled, doubtless the source of the crowd’s interest: this close to Hell, they were a rare sight. They usually left well enough alone. People would have gathered to look at them out of pure surprise. 

They were dragging bodies out of an alley, occasionally speaking quietly to one another. He saw them cast a few suspicious looks at the lingering crowd, but none of them seemed particularly excited. The dead had died in a manner common to Hell, from drink or violence meted out by neighbor upon neighbor. 

With an inward sigh, Pinchlin turned south. His gaze swept across the street before returning to the bricks beneath his feet and caught, as it passed, a trio of elderly women on a nearby stoop. They appeared to be taking their ease, enjoying the cool freshness of a spring evening, each with a mug of tea, but Pinchlin recognized them from that afternoon. 

A frisson of misgiving ran down his spine. This was right where he almost collided with the sorcerer. 

Chilled by the coincidence, he hastened his steps. He reached the plaza before the old Liathm Town Hall without incident; pure luck he didn’t collide with any of the pedestrians thick on the streets as they headed home for the night, because he couldn’t stop his eyes’ restless roving. And the worst part was, he wasn’t certain all his staring would avail him: the man had seemed to vanish that afternoon. Right before three people wound up dead in the same place. 

The town hall was an ugly block of a building. Before the Gash Kings on the other side of the river decided they needed two capital cities, this had been the seat of Liath’s government, where its mayor and council of aldermen met. Why the building had been left standing, Pinchlin didn’t know, but it was used now as a civic attic, a dusty, gutted space filled with parade floats, bleachers, and flimsy wooden barricades. 

Behind this hulking shape lay the closest of the four entrances to Towellyton. The King—or the Mayor, or, in any event, someone—had forbidden the building of walls anywhere on the south bank of the Anander several hundred years ago. The denizens of Towellyton had achieved the effect of a bulwark by constructing the outermost ring of homes and shops around their neighborhood with conjoined walls. No major streets entered the area, which lay on the far western reaches of Liath, only the pauper’s cemetery beyond before one reached farmland and scattered hamlets. 

Pinchlin walked through one of the few openings in that protective ring into a different world. He had been into Towellyton many times to visit his friend, but the experience always amazed him. One step, he was in Liath; the next, he’d travelled all the way south of the Halu, to the Frees. 

Da had told him that the Qral in Liath hailed from all the Free Cities and even from the desert tribes. Pinchlin liked to imagine it a sixth Free City, hidden away. The streets twisted on themselves like a maze, while the scents of strange incense and curious spices wended along the narrow, shadowed ways. The buildings that turned their windowless facades to these streets were unmistakably foreign, although they had been constructed of the same gray stone as the rest of the Cities. They had pointy roofs, small, spiraling towers spinning into the lowering dark. The meanest home had a grandeur to it, but Pinchlin didn’t know if they were actually richer than other foreigners or just had nicer houses because so many of them built houses for a profession. 

When he reached his friend’s domicile, he let himself in. ‘Friends do not knock,’ Delal’s mother had told him. ‘Friends are always welcome, so they do not need to ask if they are welcome.’ Some Qral custom, apparently. It made him uncomfortable, but this wasn’t his house, so his rules didn’t govern. 

Within, dim light glinted off polished brass, casting a glamour across the garnet carpet and gleaming dark wood of a few chairs. A lingering hint of attar of rose and silence, seeming absolute after the clamor of the streets, gave him the sense that he had plunged into an exotic dream. They had known each other for years, and Pinchlin didn’t need help to find the kitchen. 

It lay at the rear of the house, and here at last was light and life. The house was spacious, but Delal’s mother seemed never to leave the kitchen, which she permeated it as perfectly as Pinchlin did his clothes. She even held something like a court there, other women congregating to talk about whatever women talked about when men weren’t around. 

The entire family ate in the kitchen when Delal’s father was away for his trade, so Pinchlin was surprised to enter a room almost empty. The savory aroma of braising meat lay heavy on the air, and his friend perched on his habitual stool in the corner. His mother was at the hearth and tossed a smile over one shoulder when she saw him. His friend cheered. 

“Just in time, Pinchlin son of Poler,” Delal’s mother said, as she began ladling food into serving bowls. “Sinful son of mine, will you set the table or will we stand here all night staring at our food, wishing we had the means to eat it?”

Delal made for the pantry. Because he was a guest, they never allowed Pinchlin to help, which he had never squared with the insistence that he let himself into their home as if he lived there. Still, it was their home, so he took a seat at the scarred table in the center of the room. He found it difficult not to watch Delal’s mother. She always appeared ready for a party, her black curls elaborately dressed, her arms and throat glittering with jewelry. The way her body moved beneath her red linen gown disturbed his mind and drew his eyes. 

Finally they joined him at the table, where Delal’s mother spoke a blessing over their meal. He was assuming it was a blessing, because he only spoke a few words of their language. Privately, so as not to insult their offering to their own gods, he thought his gratitude to Kepaulap and Kesape. Dinner was spicy slow-cooked goat; aromatic legumes; the parlist, his favorite. Smiling knowingly, Delal’s mother served him a particularly large slice of the sweet meat-pie pastry.

For a while, none of them spoke, the room filled with the busy quiet of a good meal enjoyed in company. Finally, though, Delal’s mother pushed her plate back and stood; Pinchlin averted his eyes as she moved away from the table. She returned almost immediately with three small clay cups and a stoppered bottle. She poured a measure from the bottle into each, then sat quite still, staring into the murky liquid sitting between the twin crescents of her hands. 

Stomach groaning with glorious fullness, Pinchlin set his utensils down and looked at the cup. He had seen them in this house before, but only at the elbows of adults. To have one filled at his own place should have filled him with pride, but he felt only misgiving.

“See how perceptive he is,” Delal’s mother commented. He wasn’t certain whom she was talking to. “He looks at this offering, and he worries. To be acknowledged an adult, it is to bear an adult’s burdens.” 

Her eyes on his face were grave. After a long perusal, she raised her cup in salute. “Drink, Pinchlin son of Poler. Take but a small sip: you will find it harsh. I would talk of serious matters with you. Your childhood is soon to end. It is fit that you experience the satisfaction of this passage and not only its consequences.”

Delal tittered, grinning fit to split his face, and raised his cup in imitation of his mother. Pinchlin saw the long-suffering look she directed at her son, although Delal didn’t. How and why his childhood was ending, no one mentioned. So far as Pinchlin had seen, prophecy came in two varieties: evil desperation and overwhelming glory. Either the subject would soon die a grisly death or enjoy worldly pleasures such as few individuals ever experienced. And the further details to secure either the avoidance of the former, or the attainment of the latter, to be had for a mere additional payment of...

Delal hadn’t exaggerated about sorcerers in the Cities. Several of the cabals had guildhalls here, including the headquarters of the Meddressahn. In addition to these ‘official’ sorcerers, every other block you walked down had a sign in the window, promising fortunes told, vermin kept out, locks fortified, and all the other essential services only sorcery could provide. Some of them even rented stalls in the Cities’ markets. Maybe some of these mercenary witches were competent and honest, but Pinchlin had listened to people receiving their fortunes before, and the witches who got the most custom always seemed to be the ones who saw the most shocking portents. 

“I cannot see far into your future, Pinchlin.” He jumped, turning on her the most attentive expression he could summon. “All possibilities lie open before you. This degree of uncertainty can mean only one thing, I think.”

Pinchlin sat without speaking, waiting to hear what this one thing might be. He didn’t care: fortune-telling was nonsense. He hadn’t tasted his drink, and the first sip left him gasping. A ball of flame blasted up his throat and through his sinuses while his mouth was coated with the flavor of honey, so thick and sweet it seemed to saturate his tongue and cheeks. 

Delal’s mother had watched this, a slight smile tugging on her lips. “This can mean only one thing, friend of my sinful son: you are a crossroads, a...” She broke off here, speaking to her son in their own tongue. 

“Catalyst,” Delal supplied. 

Pinchlin was embarrassed but felt as if he had no choice but to acknowledge the prophecy or whatever. “I’m going to make choices that change the world?” It was hard to keep the doubt from his voice.

“No, child.” Her eyes were full of sorrow. “You will bring other people to make fateful choices. The only help I can give you is a word of advice: be careful who you call friend.”

***
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HEART THUNDERING, PINCHLIN SCURRIED HOME. Full dark had long since fallen; all his life he’d heard tales of what happened to those who dared Hell at night. The people who lived in the long splinter between Ferselidde and Sweestreet swore by every god they could name that they were a part of Hannibal, but everyone else in the Cities, and especially the people in Hannibal, where he had used to live, knew better. This was a wilderness, everyone either predator or prey. Pinchlin had no illusions which group he fell into. 

He made it all the way to the stoop of their building, past the door, to the landing at the bottom of the narrow stairs, and had begun thinking himself safe. There, he ran into someone in the dark. He staggered back until his shoulder blades struck the door he’d just closed. At first, he was too startled even to be afraid. 

Light, sudden and blinding. His first thought was, The sorcerer! He came back for me! Then his eyes adjusted enough to see what the light revealed and a wave of trembling relief swept through him. 

This wasn’t a dreaded sorcerer or one of Hell’s denizens come to murder him. Instead: a bald, middle-aged man in a brown robe, cheeks round, dark eyes hooded. He had needed to speak to a druda and been too proud to seek one out, and now here one was unexpectedly right on his stoop. 

He opened his mouth, although he didn’t know what he meant to say. On the one hand, he wanted to warn the priest that an Azhkan Soubir was here in the Cities, in the flesh, and on the other hand, there was that pressing question about defying Da and getting a job. The druda interrupted him. “Pinchlin son of Poler? Your father had an accident, I’m sorry for your loss. There, there,” he added in a flat voice, patting Pinchlin’s head.  

Pinchlin felt dazed, as if he were rushing forward very fast. “How did he—” Asking what had happened proved unthinkable. “What should I do, Druda?” He wasn’t sure what he meant by that, and the look of astonishment on the druda’s face made it seem like he was just as baffled.

Then his plump lips drew back in a disgusted moue. “Why should I—” The druda stopped speaking. Pinchlin waited for him to say something that would cause this to make sense, the right kind of sense. “You have no family, no one to go to? Just wait. It will take a few days, but wait, and we will come take care of you.”

The druda left at this point. Without his presence, his knowledge and holiness, understanding was able to get close to him. We’re sorry for your loss, he’d said, but this wasn’t loss. Mother had been loss, Mother had been grief and pain; this, this was the apocalypse. Da had been the only person he had left, which meant Pinchlin was completely and utterly by himself. 

Hugging himself against the loneliness, he sank onto the bottommost step. 
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EPHREM SIDLED UP TO THE CORNER, shoulder pressed against the wall. He peered out, scanning the steamy distances. His anxious raptor’s gaze pierced every shadow, penetrated each cloud of mist. 

He released his pent breath in a long sigh when he decided he was alone. One last nervous sweep of the room confirmed its emptiness, and he allowed the rest of his body to move from the protection of the corner’s concealment. Clutching his linen robe about him, he dared step forth.  

His previous patron had just died—of a pox, so rumors said, which did his reputation that little extra bit of no good—and until he could find a new one, Ephrem couldn’t afford the baths he favored. There was only the one he could visit free-gratis, and if anyone ever, ever discovered that Ephrem of Eukrate was using the University Baths, he would be a laughingstock for all eternity. He would never find another patron then. 

Still casting nervous glances over both shoulders, he let go the robe and grasped his bar of soap, lathing it with frantic haste against the washcloth. No one but students used these baths, and he had been sure beyond sure this must mean no one used them at all until almost noon. His heart thundered as he washed his underarms, amazed by the risk he had taken. He could hardly believe it of himself. 

He soaped his hair and face before stepping beneath the fountain nozzle and pulling the lever that would release the shower over his head. Ephrem had a weakness for bathing. He grew to maturity in the bosom of a nomadic tribe roving the arid area south of the Frees, where water was too precious to dispose of wastefully. Water was for drinking, occasional ceremonial purposes. 

He vividly recalled his first sweating. He had thought he was dying, sloughing off layers of skin and dirt that had an almost painful poignancy to him, at a time when he had needed to be reborn symbolically. He had learned since then to luxuriate in the pure sensual pleasure of it, but he took a spiritual satisfaction in it that had little to do with how the experience felt. In being rebirthed, he had become a truer version of himself, and he never ceased to be moved when he revisited it. 

Clean and rinsed, Ephrem eyed the steaming pool nearby as the last of his suds gurgled down the drain. He had washed himself so quickly, only a minute or two had passed. Quivering at his audacity, he hurried over and plunged in. Too fast: he wheezed as the water scalded every submerged inch of him.

The last echoes of his gasp had not yet faded when the soft slap of sandaled feet on stone sounded in the distance. Ephrem squatted until only his nose and eyes remained above the water. Too late, he remembered his robe, towel, and shaving tackle on the bench by the fountains, where anyone could see them. Ready to prove witness to the annihilation of his professional reputation. 

The soft footsteps swelled suddenly, then fell off as the person entered the chamber with its great arching ribs of ceiling. The fellow who emerged from the mists was Khrong, a janitor who didn’t know or care about scholars or their reputations. Ephrem was shaking fit to rattle his limbs apart; he was so relieved he almost sat right down on the pool’s floor. 

He watched the fellow saunter by with an armload of clean towels, taking his sweet time about it. As soon as his footsteps faded, Ephrem heaved himself out of the water and scrambled for his towel. Not bothering with the robe, he toweled himself off as he quit the room in haste. 

Only once he was back in the relative armor of his clothes and several blocks away did he feel the pace of his gamboling heart begin to slow. He turned onto the Road of Orange Blossoms and walked past a Pundit; the man shouted yesterday’s events from here and abroad but made no mention of Ephrem of Eukrate using the University Baths. He’d had an adventure and even gotten away with it!

A few blocks further on, the euphoria wore off, leaving a brittle sensation in its wake. He wasn’t afraid anymore, but he wasn’t triumphant either. The thought preyed on him: he hadn’t been caught today, but what about tomorrow? Ducking into the nearest bakery, he bought a sweet bun and strolled back into one of the great pentangles of the University. 

He settled himself behind his desk and turned to the stack of new documents that had been delivered in the night. Shuffling through the pile, he saw first that there were no responses to the correspondence he’d sent to local nobles, describing his research. He needed someone to take an interest; the university didn’t pay so well a scholar could live and research off the teaching stipend, and a scholar who wasn’t producing new research was rarely wanted as a teacher. 

The only correspondence of any note in the entire pile was a brief memo from the Dean, informing him his last three students had resigned his course. 
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ANOUSH KEPT HER HEAD BOWED but drank in the sights from the corners of roving eyes. She was being punished, a penance that would be revoked if the Brethren realized how she reveled in it. Humming with industry like a great stone hive, the Cities swirled around her: guards changed shift before the Havlsburg to the brassy shouts of an officer who clearly thought they couldn’t manage without his input. A crowd of waist-high children all leashed to a rope with nurses fore and aft were squealing, noblemen’s carriages rattling, a steady stream of shoppers gossiping as they passed in and out of shops. 

Most hurried past, too busy to see anything but the pavement before their feet. Perhaps too accustomed to the bustle to pay it any mind, like they’d ceased to appreciate how incredible it was. The idea amazed her. 

She had been in the Cities for several months now. In that time, she had been allowed out of the Guildhall only once. The trip had been brief, as short a journey as her first through the Praxis Port when she came to the Guildhall. 

None of the descriptions she had heard or read had been remotely adequate to describe what a city was. Sibastian was a village squeezed into the shadows of a castle and bore no resemblance whatsoever to this metropolis. She had yearned to experience this vibrant thing called urban living, and they had sentenced her to it!

If she maintained a chastened attitude and concealed her jubilation, she had half of Comox to enjoy this freedom. 

Some of the citizens she passed noticed her, craning over their shoulders to keep her in sight. Others sneered. She couldn’t tell if it was the crimson surplice of the Brethren or her equally crimson hair: none of them spoke to her, so she couldn’t ask what about her bothered them.

She came to the bridge she had been told to find, long and wide, lined with statutes covered with actual gold; Virtues, she decided after inspecting a beautiful angel with its sword upraised. These Revisionists made a great pride of their humility. Ahead, where bridge met land again, the way continued broad and straight far, far into the distance. She turned to her right and went still. The rest of the Cities lay opened before like the buffet table on Saint Mawn’s Day. 

Matron Nimorn had allowed her to look at a map when Anoush said she feared to lose her way. It had been a lie, but that was between her and Re. She had looked at a map, but now she found it had earned her almost nothing. She knew St. Peleponse’s lay furthest downstream of the bridges within Tamren. She knew that it crossed the Anander at almost its widest point in the Cities, where the great river bulged like a snake that had just eaten a fat rat. She knew this was where she must pass her days in penance.

What she didn’t know was everything important. What were those huge buildings along the riverfront to her right? The spires and steeples, the minarets and gilded domes scattered before her, a mountain range of glory, whose temples were they? What strange gods did they worship? What did they look like inside and what incense did they burn? 

With a sigh, she shrugged the leather satchel off one shoulder, dropped the rolled mat she carried under the other arm. She unrolled her mat on the sidewalk and knelt upon it. Doing her duty meant turning her back on that magnificent view: downstream, the grand buildings gave way to hamlets and farmland. The Havlsburg loomed to the left, appearing almost black in silhouette before the rising sun. 

As she began removing items from the satchel, her eyes strayed to a small, brown-skinned man wearing a funny hat like an overturned cup and a white robe that billowed as he kicked it, multicolored ribbons tied at his elbows that fluttered with the wind of his haste. Wondering where in Halurál he hailed from, what gods he prayed to, and why he wore those flamboyant ribbons, she realized she would still have much to look at and think on. Best penance ever, she said to herself. 

***
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EPHREM SHUFFLED MOROSELY THROUGH HIS NOTES, not taking in a word of his own research. He was wondering what the point of any of it was anymore. He had no students, no patron, and soon, all too soon, his enemies on the faculty would call for his resignation. What glory did he bring to the University, this has-been, this washed-up scholar resting on wilted laurels and draining their limited resources? Why should he retain a lectureship in which there remained no interest?

A decade gone, his work had sparked a fury of attention. Publication of his studies on the Malisaat had coincided with the arrival at court of a Malisaat diplomat, and for more than a year, he basked in the adoration of a fascinated populace. Booksellers couldn’t keep his book stocked on their shelves, there was a waiting list on his lectures, nobles around the Cities contracted him to speak at their salons.  

His fame had since evaporated. He didn’t understand how curiosity could be a vogue, but there it was. What were the Malisaat, after all, these Gash savages asked. Barbarians with heathen gods, petty bourgeoisie, hardly an object of romance and fascination. The court’s fickle eye had passed over the locus of his knowledge, his entire career a mere waystation toward the far west. 

At this point, his choices were to accept defeat and abandon his life’s work to chase after the capricious curiosity of the public or trade his lectureship for an inferior sinecure within the library. Possibly seek employment as a tutor to some wealthy family. He could always return to Cabidas, where he would be taken in warmly, a position found.

The latter was certainly the best of his options, but it wasn’t what he wanted. Southern Halurál was no longer his home. Like a seedling, he had been transplanted to the Cities, and his roots had long since sunk deep in this foreign soil. 

Knuckles rapped at his door. Ephrem had closed it behind him when he entered his office earlier that morning, because he had no desire to witness the gloating visages of his colleagues. Now, it prevented him from seeing who had come to disturb his glum reveries.

“Come,” he called, trying for manful firmness. 

The man who entered wasn’t one of his enemies on the faculty, or anyone he knew at all. Middle-aged and rather paunchy—as he was himself, alas— beneath a brown woolen sack of a garment. Head shaved bald as a tortoise’s back. A priest or penitent of some sort, which was surprising in the extreme; the clergy kept well away from the scholars at the University. 

The monk turned to shut the door behind him, but when he turned back, Ephrem took note of the color of his skin, the peculiar bone structure visible beneath suety cheeks. A druda, of all unlikely people. The man could be a Rehaddeline monastic, but the Malisaat were notoriously disinclined to convert. Even the Menawri, who demanded conversion to their orthodox Rehaddeism the way other governments required licenses, to trade, to receive an education, to buy property, probably only succeeded in acquiring the appearance of faith. 

In any event, the overwhelming majority of Malisaat who left their homeland came to the Cities. Here, if they were despised and their faith distrusted, their commercial value as citizens, however second-class, generally eclipsed their strangeness. Aside from the occasional zealots and visionaries, the Gash rulers tended toward arrogant insularity. They cared little for the affairs of the non-Gash population, which meant most of their subjects. 

The Mayor ran the Cities, under the dual mandates that plentiful taxes be harvested and a degree of peace maintained. The job attracted people of a ruthless but pragmatic cast, people who would tolerate anything that didn’t threaten to draw the current ruler’s attention beyond the palace walls and anyone who brought in revenue. This venal practicality had, incidentally, made the Cities a magnet for immigrants seeking their fortune and a bit of freedom in which to enjoy it.

“You are the scholar Ephrem of Eukrate?” 

Ephrem gestured, inviting the man to sit on the unfortunately low and uncomfortable stool before his desk. In the ordinary course, only students visited his office; more dignified individuals corresponded or sent intermediaries, and he met his colleagues only upon the battlefield of departmental meetings. The druda didn’t appear insulted and lowered himself onto the stool without complaint.

“We have admired your scholarship.” 

Ephrem nodded in appreciation, less for the compliment than in relief; the terrible thought had just occurred to him that the priest had come to complain. Where other people might be flattered to find themselves the object of a scholar’s curiosity, the druda were among the most secretive of a remarkably closed-mouthed people. 

“We understand your patron has recently passed away,” the druda continued, examining his fingernails. He added with delicacy, “You have yet to acquire a new one.”

Ephrem would have liked to ignore this impertinence, but the man kept his gaze fixed on his hands, denying him the meager dignity of a silent nod. “True.” 

“As I said, we admire your scholarship. We find ourselves woefully ignorant of our own more ancient history and would propose to take on that role.”

“Why me?” he asked bluntly. “Why not one of your own? I’m not ideally situated to investigate...” He hesitated, wondering whether this man was Malisaat or Penpedoci. Only they could tell one another at a glance. He settled on, “Your homeland.”

“Some claim the homeland was once much greater than it now is,” the druda said slowly, picking over his words. “We find what there is to learn of Soubrál, but we require a scholar of your skill to discover what might be found beyond our borders. In Golgalesse, for example.”

Ephrem stared at the man, no longer seeing him. He was thinking furiously: this was exactly the opportunity he needed. The question itself was fascinating. A Malisaat Empire predating the Kula Ze Ahn, he had never considered it. He’d never heard it posited, but written history north of the Halu dated only to imperial expansion. To make a discovery of this magnitude...

He had always refused to research under these circumstances, though. Everyone he knew who had made the attempt had come to regret it. A scholar must always strive to please their patron, but that should control only the quality of the work. When the patron had a personal interest in the history itself, inevitably what you learned would fail to satisfy. Then you’d be forced to choose the lesser betrayal, of scholarly ethics or of the patron whose favor wouldn’t stretch to embrace the sordid truths their coin had unearthed.

“You worry we will wish to censor you? Learned sir, we have lost our own past and wish to recover it. We accept that not all you discover will be flattering. We ask you provide us a manuscript before publishing, but publication will not depend on the contents of the manuscript, only its quality. The quality will surely be as high as that of all your work.”

He nodded in response, thinking privately that everyone said the same thing. It was the eternal optimism of the human species; no one really believed their ancestors could have committed acts worth burying in a deep grave until some well-meaning scholar resurrected them. The druda was wrong: Ephrem would find something, something, the priests couldn’t stand to have revealed. 

A truth of history, as immutable as laws of nature. He would discover some dire, shaming fact, and the relationship between scholar and patron would sour because of it. If he hadn’t been desperate, he would have told the man no. But he was desperate. 

He stood at a crossroads. Every path open to him had been loathsome, rocky with humiliation and diminishment. Now a new road presented itself, which led in the general direction he wished to travel. With the stipend a patron would provide, he could continue at the University. Even though he had no students, a patron’s interest would wrap him in a protective cocoon against the slander of his colleagues. He knew it would go sideways eventually, but this was Now and that was Later. 

“Very well, sir, what particularly interests you?”
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ONCE THE DRUDA LEFT, Ephrem bent his thoughts to his new project. The mandate was as simple as it was challenging: the Malisaat druda desired a better knowledge of ancient history, predating Kula Ze Ahn expansion across the Halu. Very little scholarship addressed that period, partly because so little remained by way of primary resources; even stone buildings had mostly been deconstructed as a ready source of building material. 

He cast his mind across what he already knew, scattering his knowledge out like an upended sack so he could paw through it. The druda wondered if the Malisaat civilization had once spread more expansively across Halurál. The best source of answers would be the old imperial records—the Kula Ze Ahn had been mad for recording its own deeds—but his new patron wouldn’t be willing to fund such a lengthy and expensive journey. Not unless he had already provided solid intelligence proving the putative trip would produce further results. So, for now, a dead end.

He stared blindly out his window. Not a dead end, he decided. Obviously there had been people living on the central grasslands before the advent of empire. The Cities had already existed then, in embryonic form, although the Empire birthed them into greatness. 

It was known the Malisaat had been present, in Soubrál at least, concurrent with Kula Ze Ahn expansion, because their mineral wealth had been one of the primary factors that drew the Empire north of the Halu in the first place. It had later wasted decades and tens of thousands of lives trying to root the mountain folk from their rocky fastnesses. The attempt proved fruitless, and some scholars argued that the damage done the imperial army and the subsequent shake-up of its command structure put the first cracks in the Empire’s foundation. 

The Empire hadn’t been in the habit of killing kings unless they made too much trouble, trading their crown for a governor’s baton and the support of the imperial army. Most judged it a worthy exchange. The Malisaat found it wanting. They were the only people in Halurál who had successfully resisted the call to enlist in the imperial program; the Empire never crossed the Fourviels, but it hadn’t ever tried to, either.

He wondered whether they ever regretted the decision of their forebears. It wasn’t only the improved trade and other hallmarks of civilization that the Empire had carried on its back like a peddler wherever it went. It marked a right of initiation. Unity under the Empire remained a community from which some were firmly excluded. Even the Burrisaumm and these Gash, johnnies-come-lately, had built their barbarian hordes into civilized societies on old imperial lands, atop imperial ruins. It was enough; it made them part of the club. Souvrag had only an honorary membership; it had at least traded with the Kulahn. 

But the Malisaat? Their only connection to the Empire had been to defy it. 

Avenues of Inquiry: he wrote at the head of a clean sheet of paper. Who lived on the Golgalessahn pre-imperial annexation? The area had been populated by someone: temperate but far enough south to retain a relatively long growing season, the Golgalessahn received all the precipitation southern Halurál lacked, and its soil was a fecund combination of volcanic ash from old eruptions in the Omcotons and silt from the Anander. 

He penned the first, obvious answer: Liath. The people who lived in the hamlets on either side of the Anander when the Gash arrived were Liathm. This didn’t close the line of inquiry. How long have the Liathm lived in the region? Where did they come from? Who are they? Were they here before the Empire? If he went into the countryside, would he find men with broad, carved cheekbones, women with skin the color of honey? Were the Liathm relatively new émigrés to Halurál? If not, had they traded of old with their neighbors in the mountains? He rapped his pen impatiently on his paper.

The first place to look would be the Imperian Logran for this region, the old logs kept by the governor’s chronicler. These records wouldn’t include the first arrival and subjugation of the area, which was what primarily concerned him, because there had not been an imperial governor to make records. Still, he might find some useful information. That meant a trip to the Havlsburg; these Gash insisted on keeping the imperial chronicles in their own palace, as if they were the Empire’s chosen heirs and not merely its successors. 

As he closed his door behind him, it occurred to Ephrem that he would need to review his own scholarship. If he was to seek Malisaat influence, he would need to have its imagery, its styles, what he knew of its pantheon firmly fixed in his mind. But it was a beautiful day, perfect for a walk, and he had another task that needed doing.

He poked his head around the open door at the end of the hall before the stairwell. The old man sitting behind the desk was so small and wrinkled his porphyry robes looked more a shroud wrapped about a disinterred corpse. His pale eyes twinkled with energy. “Youngest son of the desert! I hear you had a curious visitor this morning.”

“Curious, grandfather?” Ephrem made a moue of contemplation as he settled himself in the chair across the desk. “I suppose so: he had an interesting question for me to pursue.”

The ancient cackled, clapping his tiny hands together. It sounded like someone hitting a roll of parchment with a stick. “Curious indeed, youngest son! Oh, I’m glad to hear it.”

And soon, every last professor at the University would have heard it, too. Between his remarkable scholarship and superhuman longevity, Koreed was a legend in his own time. His fame placed him at the top of the University’s hierarchy, although he had never involved himself in the University’s bureaucracy. In academe, such glowing brilliance spawned jealousy, even hatred, but Koreed’s rivals had long since died. The younger generations viewed him as a living icon, beyond reproach. 

In the constant jostling for position that was University politics, it would be unthinkable to pass by the perpetually-open door of a scholar so famous without stopping to greet him. If one was fortunate, one might be able to pass on an ingratiating piece of gossip. Men from other departments came all the way to this pentangle simply to happen past his door. So far as Ephrem could tell, it had been years since the old man made so much as a gesture toward scholarship. He had turned from his former interests to a new realm of inquiry, as obsessive as all its predecessors: the small social cosmos of the University’s denizens in its every minute and dirty detail. 

Ephrem’s enemies would know by lunchtime that he had a new patron.

“I don’t know, youngest son,” the old man said, suddenly grave. “Be watchful. These druda...”

“You know something of them, grandfather?” 

“Only dark rumors.” It was obvious his ignorance frustrated him. “They’re remarkably accomplished at excluding outsiders. Holding secrets close.”

“Perhaps they’ll be more forthcoming with me: it’s themselves they asked me to research. Pre-Kula Ze Ahn expansion,” he clarified when he saw Koreed’s expression.

If anything, this drew the wrinkles into a tighter pattern of concern. “Did they tell you why?”

Ephrem was baffled by the question. “They’re interested in their own history?” 

Koreed smiled faintly, looking pained. “This seems right to you, but you’re talking about priests. People of their nature aren’t curious, they already know. They’re drawn to answers, not questions.” He made a dismissive gesture. “Not a universal truth, obviously, but one you should think on. Always be wary of the intentions of priests. They’re your natural enemies, and most of them know it better than you.”

He grunted, because he didn’t like to have doubt cast on his salvation. 

“Are these curious druda Malisaat or Penpedoci?” 

Ephrem had to admit he hadn’t asked, although how the druda might have responded was another thing. His researches into
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