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

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

He sat down by the side of the road to wait for the man to die.
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CHAPTER 1
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You must, at all costs, avoid women,” said the old man. “Pay attention! Their exhalations will turn your bowels to water and wither your genitals, change your seed to dust and the breath of your lungs to—”

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

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

“Just give me the artifact, please.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Brother Mornan …”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He looked into the polished square of metal again.

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

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




CHAPTER 2
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What happened next was that someone attacked him.

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

Oh bookless hells.

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

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

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

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

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

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

What … what happened?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The first bandit stepped on his fingers and Edmund shrieked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The third bandit, heretofore silent, muttered a curse.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

No! Did it break? No, please!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Do angels say things like that?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The angel blinked at him.

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

And then, at last, he fainted.




CHAPTER 3
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The Dervish looked down at the young man at his feet, unconscious and already shivering with cold, and thought, Ancestors be praised, this is the first good luck I’ve had in a century.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His conscience twinged again.

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

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

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

He’d always been terrible at waiting.

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

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

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

The boy gave a drawn-out, semiconscious groan.

Are you a seraph or an archangel?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Then you’ll simply have to wait.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nothing happened.

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

The mule didn’t move.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Heh.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

What kind of angel are you?

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Dervish stared down at his new wielder for a little longer, and then he sighed, a deep sigh that came from the bottom of his soul, and went to gather wood for a fire.
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The Dervish collected the wood, built a fire up, unrolled the bedroll that had been strapped to the mule, and dragged his wielder onto it. All right, now what?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Probably.

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

“No, no, I quite understand.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Forests are stupid.

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

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

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

The mule snorted at him.

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

The mule snorted again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It had been a long time since he had actually fallen asleep, instead of simply going back into the sword. The weariness crept up on him and he dozed off, sitting up, with the man’s pulse beating against his hand.
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He dreamed. Of course he dreamed. Inside the sword he dreamed in silver, and it had seemed that he had dreamed for a very long time since the last wielder. But the dreams of the sword were different from the dreams of a sleeping mind, and he could never remember them afterward.

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

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

The Dervish screamed.

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

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

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

 … chain.

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




CHAPTER 4
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In the morning, the man wasn’t dead. He wasn’t awake either, but it looked like sleep and not like unconsciousness. Unconscious people didn’t snore, did they?

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I haven’t decided yet.”

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

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

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

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

“Stop that. I haven’t lost my mind.”

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

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

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

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

At last he fell into a kind of half doze, not quite awake, his thoughts slowly unspooling, one to the next. He thought of wolves in the woods, and that led to the protector dogs who used to guard
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