
        
            
                
            
        


	Tally the Betrayers, in summary

Returned to the capital with the war at an end, Sefan is ready to move forward with Marseviks’ plan to wrestle the destructive, selfish aristocracy into check. Step one: tempt fate by accusing their enemies of bribing crooked bureaucrats to make use of the royal seal. It’s a risk because Sefan owes his authority to the same dodgy tactic; all of them are guilty of treason. They expect to be called on it, but instead, their enemies step back, allowing the courts to behead the man who assaulted Horus for publishing a fake arrest warrant targeting his prince.

Alia and her companions arrive in the aftermath of the parade celebrating Feinzad’s triumph. The prince is delighted to accept their help, but Kairfir has no sooner finished a fraught reunion with his family than he and Mar clash, insulting each other viciously. Rather than wait for the antagonism to spiral, Sefan offers Kair a job taming the city of Asret as its mayor and waging war against the homicidal nobleman whose job he took. Alia goes with him; she’s the reason locals will accept him. A recent ancestor of hers was Feinzad’s queen, and people still remember her fondly.

Mairid is chasing the band of marauders on his soil, and it takes a while to catch up to them; they had mark-days to massacre his people before he knew the threat existed. His secter catches up to them eventually, but he doesn’t feel secure that he can turn his back on his protectorate. Rather than head back to the frontlines, he goes to Vangred, where he learns there’s a mysterious ship filled with mages parked off his coast. While preparing for the journey to Sancretz, he has a strange conversation with his own doodle but dismisses the experience.

In Famrisha, Sparud continues to dance a careful line, investigating his father’s villainy without revealing his disaffection. When his father returns unexpectedly, high on what he styles good news, Sparud realizes he can’t go on playing it safe: the Gorol’s mages have manufactured a Mage-Killer. The two of them wrestle over it, and Mage Pritchar stabs his Haimar in the back rather than let him win. Mage Tisann kills Mage Pritchar, but Sparud winds up with the Mage-Killer accidentally. The little talisman is stuck to his hand, a part of him.

Ramsu has recovered from his run-in with a mob, but he might as well still be concussed, so confused is he by the dramatic about-face of his secter. Everyone’s just nice now. Happy. No longer interested in judging one another. Everyone but the Kwentaro, who is profoundly disillusioned when they learn Anyimar has a new king, and the first thing Danvri Chastuveran does is evict the secter.

They head across the river into Noelmene, where the remnants of the Gorol’s army surrenders to the secter eagerly. Only the Ultan finds this unnatural or worrying. The Ultan and Ramsu, who has problems in addition to the increasingly disturbing tenor of his Haimar’s self-image: the strange behavior of his gifts is growing harder to ignore. Especially when some mechanism he doesn’t understand drops him repeatedly into a snowy forest halfway across the world. On one of these jaunts, he encounters the Gorol and runs from him. He does not know, but you do, that the Gorol is dead.

Boden and Dameth fit into their new career as teachers like a hand in a glove. They love teaching and they love their kids but keep their distance from Horus for fear of giving his detractors a fresh reason to discount him. With their advice, he hatches a plan to put Jos in his place, but there isn’t time to learn what may come of it: Falair’s little brother is murdered. Horus kills the patriarch of the family responsible, then lets the civil guard arrest him rather than wage a battle on the streets of Kar Tadrinel.

On the frontlines, Dyafer and the Vriomeh face down the Gorol’s forces. They suffer a terrible setback when Mage Gupredrez dies, but they’re winning every battle decisively. If only the war itself would make sense.

The Famrishan secter vanishes. When they reappear, they’re tormenting their own people, driving a flood of refugees across the border onto Rhynan soil. The secter runs off again, and the Gorol – who ought to be dead, although Dyafer doesn’t know that yet – escorts the refugees back across the border. That night, the enemy army is attacked by a thing that chases people up the slope to Dyafer’s camp.

It’s Kitru, but twice as tall as he ought to be, mutated monstrously. When Dyafer confronts him, he shrinks back into a person, one who seems stunned. Before she can put any questions to him, her mages behead him. Convinced that the army is the lesser threat than whatever forces are afoot in Famrisha, Dyafer decides to abandon the front and push west to investigate.
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A Prologue 

depicting a shady meeting in a bar

As the last of the sun’s light faded from the western sky, a young woman walked down a street where the leaves had just begun to turn, the occasional trendsetter fluttering down upon her dark hair. She moved swiftly, glancing over her shoulder every time she went around a corner. What she might have considered cause for worry wasn’t clear; the city around her teemed. Crowds were thick on the streets, people making their way home from work at the day’s end squeezing between folks standing around gossiping. Men with broad sandwich boards who had spent the day sitting on the sidewalks were packing up, trading places with the entrepreneurs who worked the evening shift: in pairs, a fellow with a guitar and a woman with an extra tier of flounce to her skirts. 

But look she did, as if something might be closing in on her. She had begun in a more affluent neighborhood, passing quickly into a district where the frontages were simple brick, the roofs missing shingles here and there. There were no trees to drop leaves upon the streets. 

Here, there were no buskers, either, but plenty of people in evidence. Folks hanging about on their porches while they chatted with their neighbors. Through open windows, the sound of people cooking dinner and children gabbling. In the midst of all this cheerful normality, the young woman scowled. 

She stopped before a door letting onto an interior space that was too loud to be a private residence. She had walked a distance of several miles by then, but a furious energy burned in her, as if she could keep going indefinitely, propelled by whatever made her angry. She paused with one hand on the handle to look warily over her shoulder one last time. 

She let herself into the room beyond, a big open space overcrowded by people, choked by pipe smoke and alcohol fumes. When the door swung closed behind her, she lingered on the threshold, eyes running back and forth across the crowd. Her gaze went several times to a pair of young men with a table to themselves, the object of much hostile interest from their fellow drinkers. No one was being shy about casting hateful looks at them, and they hunkered over their drinks defensively. 

One more quick circuit, and her eyes went back to them. Before she could move forward, the door opened at her back, and a boy several years her junior made to enter, then lurched back. He ducked around her with a mumbled apology and made for the corner, looking frankly terrified, although whether it was her, the locale, or the angry looks he was now receiving too wasn’t clear. The young woman followed him, which he only noticed halfway there, flicking frequent glances over his shoulder so that he bumped into several chairs. 

Once, it almost started a fight, but when the man who had been jostled thrust himself from his seat, the young woman put a hand in the center of the chest and pushed him back down. “You’ll get over it. You’ll spill more on yourself as the night goes on, and you know it. Yeah?”

The fellow stayed in his chair, hands raised, and he had forgotten the youth who jostled him. “Hey there, sweetheart, you looking for a friend?”

“Do I look sweet to you?” she retorted. Not waiting for an answer, she moved on. The younger boy had joined the others, and all of them turned startled gazes on her when she pulled out a chair. “Don’t say something stupid,” she told them sharply. “I know who you are, and you know who I am.”

The younger one was still alarmed; one of his companions simmered with rage that made the muscles in his jaw quiver, while the third man was more calculating. He was the one who spoke: “Please. Have a seat.” Only after she had dropped into the chair did he go on. “So you are the one who contacted Ehranith? I know who you are, I did my research.”

“Bully for you.”

“A suspicious man would be inclined to assume this is a trap.”

“To what end? Already knows full well who his enemies are, he don’t need me to find them.”

“Entrapment, then.”

She leaned forward, slinging her arms onto the table and lowering her voice, although all of them were forced to use a tone closer to a shout to be heard over the crowd. “Guess you’ll just have to trust me.” 

“Thank you, no.” He pushed his drink away and made to stand. 

Her hand snapped out and caught him by the wrist. “I can tell how scared you are. All them dirty looks are putting a twist in your underpants, and you can hide that behind a sneer, but I know anyway. Me, I’ll know if you lie to me, and all you can do is guess. You don’t think it’s worth a gamble to learn how to do it yourself?”

The tableau held, him halfway out of his chair, her holding onto him, eyes locked. Then he returned to his seat. “What do you want in exchange?”

“You bargain like a whore.”

“I am not the one selling myself.”

There was a motion, swift enough the three young men were only just lurching back in alarm when their companion settled back in her chair, twirling a knife lazily. There was blood on her interlocuter’s face. Just a tiny line along the bone under his left eye. “You’ll not say something like that to me again. I ain’t asking, let’s be clear.”

The third man, the angry one who could match the woman for inner fire, said, “Why are you doing this?”

“Maybe I want you to remember me fond one day when it all works out for you.”

“This is your family, your own blood, why would you—”

She slammed her knife tip-down into the table, and all three of them jumped. “The only question on the table now,” she gestured at the wobbling knife, “is, Do you want what I can give you, or not?”

The man in the middle cast a glance at his angry friend. Another at the nervous, sweating kid. Then he said simply, “Mage, we have a deal.” 

“Don’t call me that,” she snapped. 




Chapter One 

in which we kill the Gorol another dozen times

Famrisha, near the Rhynan border

Dyafer didn’t sleep in what remained of the night. She had a plan to implement, one made more difficult by the crowd of thousands, mages and strangers both, that had just stampeded in a panic through their camp. Possessions had been scattered, a few fires started by objects that got knocked into what cookfires had been burning at that late hour. She meant to leave the bulk of it here anyway, their tents and heavy bedrolls. Most of their food. She had everyone pack a backpack and fill a canteen and that was it. 

The Un- she was abandoning didn’t have an army to protect their border, but nothing was preventing them from changing that. All they must do was take a knife or fire-iron and step out their door. Whether that thing last night had been an apparition summoned by the Vision or the projection of some malignant power the Gorol had taken upon himself, people had been killed by it. It fell to Dyafer to deal with it, because only mages could use magic, and that was what this was. 

As the sun broke the plains to the east, they put their backs to it and set off down the hill that had protected them. The refugees and deserters in their camp watched them go, and no one dared to call them back. Sentries in the army had taken note of their presence by the time they were halfway down that gradual slope, walking on the highway because it was the better surface, and because Dyafer had no desire to cross the trap-infested hillside and discover for herself just how many people had been killed by it accidentally. 

She could hear the frantic orders chasing one another through the enemy camp, and lines formed up behind the barricades, braced for assault. She could See their bafflement from fifty yards away when her people passed them by. A few halfhearted arrows chased them, but no pursuit developed. If the Gorol had ever actually been present, it didn’t seem as if he was anymore, and she wondered how long his soldiers would sit there waiting to be told what to do before they came up with a plan of their own. Whether to go on or go home. 

This concerned her, but she had made up her mind. It took a while to reach the height of the next hill, where the refugees had first appeared days earlier. For the whole of the length of this stretch of road, they encountered freshly-dug graves, where the people who had been cut down as they fled had been buried since. It must have been done by the army, trying to maintain some semblance of decency in a world that had come untethered. 

They pressed on into a day that grew increasingly hot, all of them wilting beneath the unrelenting sun. Dyafer reserved the horses for the injured, and for those mages she sent to scout, searching after information or the unit of mages she had sent ahead into enemy territory days ago. She was terribly afraid for them, although she wasn’t sure what precisely it was she feared. That something strange had happened to them, something as strange as what happened to her. 

She sent the scouts in bands of ten, because she didn’t care that they be noticed, only that they make it back to her. She was afraid for them for their own sake, but also because she feared that every mage she lost was a block taken from the bulwark holding this nightmare away from the world. She didn’t know what it was, but she knew it was bad. Only mages could put an end to it. 

The rest of them were on foot, but she let them stop only a few times over the day’s march, when they chanced to find a patch of trees where they could sit in the shade while they chugged water by the canteen. They saw no other people, which stood to reason; where had the refugees come from if not here? It made sense that Famrishans of Mhandranian descent would be thick on the ground in this part of the country, right on the eastern border in territory that had once belonged to Mhandrania. Still it was disturbing to pass communities with wash flapping on the lines, every door standing open, fields full of birds eating their fill of the grain no one was left to defend. 

Before, she had felt it just that some of the horror Kitru brought into the world be inflicted on his people. Looking on it firsthand, she saw something other than justice. She saw cancer. Dissolution. The falling-apart of a plan so catastrophically that other things of greater value might be swept apart along the way. 

The sun was nodding toward the horizon in the west when something appeared along the road ahead. Too small to be a tree but similarly proportioned, slender and upright. As they drew closer, it resolved into a scarecrow, pitched right at the verge of the road without a field in sight. Dyafer shaded her eyes, thinking uneasily that, although it remained motionless aside from fitful dancing of its clothing in the wind, it looked like a man and not a construction of sticks. A familiar man. A man she had last seen just last night, right before her mage lopped off his head. 

When they drew abreast of it, all of them stopped. It was Kitru, but he wore an odd ensemble of loose and threadbare clothing faded by the sun, which would have been appropriate on the scarecrow she had thought he was. He hadn’t moved in all the time since he first came in sight, not a stir, not a twitch. She was sure of it; her gaze hadn’t strayed from him longer than it took to blink. But now he frowned. 

His eyes turned onto her, seeming puzzled. She could See that Seth was right: his aura was there, but it didn’t speak to the expression on his face. She had no idea what emotions it conveyed. As if it were a rendering of a visage by an unskilled artist unable to depict a message to their audience. “Dy?” he said, and it was his voice, but was it? 

“What are you doing?” she asked, because what did you say?

His eyes flicked across the setting around them, the rolling grasslands, the setting sun, the thousands of mages at her back. “Waiting for you?” He didn’t sound as though he was certain of it. 

“To what purpose?”

This seemed to be an easier question for him to answer. His face brightened as if he had caught sight of something. “Because I love you, and I believe with every particle of my being that I have the right to take whatever I want.”

He took a single step toward her, but that was as far as he got before Mage Kuralt stepped in front of her and stabbed him through the heart. Again, the body vanished rather than melt the way it should have done, while it was still settling to the ground. Seth was the first to find his voice: “I could get used to doing that.”

“Let someone else have a turn next time,” Mage Toreg said testily. 

“Is he sending these images of himself to search for you?” the Vriomeh suggested. 

“Why? He already knew right where I was.” A thought struck her, and she laughed bitterly. “Anyway, ‘I believe I have the right to take whatever I want’? It’s true, the last few years have made that clear, but I can’t imagine he’s ever admitted to it.”

“I see what you mean. A sentiment that speaks rather more to the perspective of someone who judges him and finds him wanting.”

“That was my thought.”

“Someone who isn’t you?”

Startled, she replied, “Would I not know if I was doing it?” 

They kept on for another hour and called a halt when a large body of people approaching from the south proved to be Mage Tesopris’s unit returned from their scouting expedition. Her people had found them like she hoped. They pitched camp along the banks of a narrow, slow-moving stream sunk low in its undercut banks. 

It was only when she was alone with the other Haimar, each of them eating a handful of dried meat, that she said in an undertone, “I don’t know what’s causing these lookalikes, but it can’t be me. He was my friend for years. I trusted him. These arrogant, destructive versions of him aren’t the ones I fear. The day we encounter one of these copies of him that says something charming and fond that doesn’t inspire my people to murder him before I can even respond, then we may ask if this nightmare was my conjuring.”

“You have terrible taste in men,” Mercuria said sympathetically. 

“Excuse me?”

The woman pretended not to notice she was insulted. “So the secter is several days’ travel south and west, according to the scouts. You mean to go for them?”

“What choice do we have? They have to be the ones responsible for this. We have to wipe them out before they cover the world in a million copies of the evil mage they serve.” 

Mercuria raised her canteen in toast. 




Chapter Two 

something everyone had come to assume would never happen does

Feinzad, Kar Tadrinel

Marseviks had only just fallen into bed when Falair woke him in a panic. He’d had more than a few drinks that night, first in a festive mood, then toasting this mage’s young brother’s untimely death. He blinked at the man looming over him, struggling to pull meaning from his words and wondering, more than anything, why Horus wasn’t the one giving him this report. 

“But where is Horus?” he muttered, feeling as though he had said this more than once already. It wasn’t just that Horus was more skilled than his fellows: he understood. He obeyed orders Marseviks hadn’t gotten around to giving him yet, as if he had a privy channel into his thought process. 

Falair scrubbed both hands through his hair like he needed to do something with them or he would be strangling him. “He was arrested.”

“You said that,” he complained. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“It was the civil guard. They tried to arrest the entire Mage Corps, and Lieutenant Menek gave himself up. To avoid bloodshed, I think, but there wasn’t any chance to talk.”

“You were supposed to be avenging your brother,” he mumbled, rubbing a hand across his face. 

“We did. We killed Lord Kanheidrallein, then the civil guard showed up and tried to arrest us for it.”

Marseviks looked up at him, and still the situation failed to make sense. Falair could tell he wasn’t getting through, his aura was as strident as the wail of a brass horn. He opened his mouth to repeat himself and voices rose elsewhere in the palace. Urgent shouting, hurrying footfalls that grew louder and then faded as several people ran along the corridor that intersected with the one on which his bedroom lay. Marseviks sat up, fear washing the fog away. “What’s going on?”

“I told you—”

He flung up a hand. “You brought our people into the palace, that’s them running around the halls shouting?”

Falair was taken aback, as if he hadn’t even been aware of it. “I left them out front in the roundabout, in case you needed us. To get him out.”

Since Falair was determined not to take a hint and go find out what was wrong, Marseviks tossed the covers back and pushed past him, making for the hamper. He dragged on yesterday’s pants and got to the door in time to collar a servant hurrying past with his arms full of towels. He looked harried and had dressed in a hurry, his shirt buttoned up crookedly and one leg of his trousers tucked into the sock. “What’s happening, man?”

The servant stopped in his tracks, so suddenly he rocked back as if he’d collided with something. Then he just stared. It was a moment before he shook his head and attempted to drop a bow around his stack of towels. “It’s his majesty.”

“What about him?”

“He’s having another attack.”

Marseviks took off running, aware that the mage was charging along at his heels, unwilling to lose sight of him until he was certain his message had been delivered. A scheme in the works to free his hero from the clutches of their enemies. Marseviks, however, had no room in his mind for his lieutenant; the only thing Horus had ever needed from him was permission to be, he wasn’t the sort of person who required rescuing. The fact that he had allowed himself to be arrested suggested he understood the situation. He could sit in a jail cell for a couple hours being bored while this crisis ran its course. 

He skidded to a halt before the double doors letting onto Siral’s bedchamber. For the first time since he arrived, they were ajar, too many people flowing in and out for the chamber to be secured. The truest threat was one no strength of arms could defend against. 

Sefan must already be within, because the number of menacing older men in black was too great to account for just one of their bodyguards. Although his friend had never asked him to keep his distance from the king, he had taken measures to ensure they were never in the same room. It was possible that no one would have cared, but Marseviks chose to remain in the hall. 

At first, it was just him and Falair, dancing anxiously at his shoulder. It was maybe a quarter of an hour before Nanna arrived, vanishing within. The majordomo Karlis stood nearby, conveying a sense of composure so compelling you could almost believe that nothing was going wrong. 

But something had. Marseviks knew it when the room outside which he waited went still. No one was moving inside, no one speaking, a paralyzed hush that spread out into the hall. It lasted for the length of a minute before several people quit the room, not pausing to explain themselves. They looked like servants, he thought, or maybe professionals, all of them only partially dressed in modest, somber garb, as if they had been roused in haste. 

One of the Hijal poked his head into the corridor, eyes searching for and finding him. The man jerked his head over his shoulder but didn’t linger to explain himself. Marseviks made to follow, then checked. In an undertone, he told Falair, “I’m not dangling any of you in danger’s way again tonight. Can you wake his valet? Send the fellow down to wherever the civil guards are keeping him and tell him Siral had another stroke. We need him to sit tight, I’ll get him out as soon as I can.”

Falair wasn’t happy to be put off but left with a single curt bow. Through a lavish sitting room with a set of glass doors in one wall that must let onto an outdoor area, Marseviks found himself standing in a space even more deathly still and choked by shock than the rooms beyond. Nanna sat in a chair beside the hearth, hunched forward, face shrouded by both hands. Sefan sat on the side of the broad bed, motionless, holding the hand of a cadaver. 

Marseviks stopped in his tracks. The king looked ancient, desiccated as a mummy. Skin pallid and seamed by lines that spoke, not only to age, but suffering. One need not possess the Sight to perceive that he was dead; he looked as though he had been for years. 

The minutes dragged by, and Marseviks just kept standing there being stunned. The king had been having shaking fits for years, ever since the first catastrophic seizure that made Feinzad what it was in the modern era. Marseviks had come to assume, he realized as he stood there immobilized by his astonishment, that this state of affairs would continue until he and Sefan were both old men. 

It was the appearance of a newcomer in the doorway beside him that roused him from his stupor, and he turned to find an older man with his black hair mostly gone to gray, a substantial mustache of purest white. He had no idea who the fellow was or why he was here, but the reverse wasn’t the case: the man paused on the threshold, gaze weary but sharp with intellect. When their eyes met, he approached. 

He gave Marseviks a bow, so Marseviks bowed back. “My lord,” the fellow said in an undertone. “It’s a pleasure to meet, although I could have wished for less tragic circumstances. Chief Magistrate Erantes Bakar, at your service.”

Now he knew who the man was, Marseviks bowed to him again. No wonder he had showed up here with all the right lies on his lips, aura golden as a peach with hopefulness. Siral’s debility was unfortunate, and he probably hadn’t deserved it, but it had created a grim state of affairs for his nation. The first meaningful step in rectifying it had always been his death. Asked to speculate, as recently as an hour ago, Marseviks would have guessed that he would feel the same, provided he need not admit it to Sefan. Now the moment was upon him, he felt nothing but overwhelmed. 

“I should not thrust myself into the family’s grief,” the Chief Magistrate continued, still speaking quietly. “When his grace is ready to discuss the details of the coronation, I am at his disposal.” That said, he showed himself out. 

He might have wondered why a man of Bakar’s age and station had taken the trouble to travel all the way to the palace at this unholy hour to tell them the sky was blue; it was his job to officiate the ceremony, and they already knew he would perform his duty to the letter. He hadn’t needed to remind them he was competent or promise his allegiance after they’d gone over the ground so many times recently. 

Over the ensuing hours, though, every notable in the country who was close enough to make the trip put in an appearance. Anyone who had the credentials to talk their way past the gate guards came to gawk at their dead king, out of morbid curiosity or a need to be part of this pivotal event. Only the foreign dignitaries kept away. 

Through all of it, Sefan didn’t move or take his eyes off his father’s face. 

Marseviks kept his vigil at the door, so that anyone who felt they simply had to say something could say it to him instead of bothering his friend. It must have been several hours after midnight when bells began to toll beyond the palace walls. Like they had on the day when first he entered this city, but then they had been doleful, and now the sound struck him as uncertain. Several slow, steady tolls in a row, then a pause before they started up again. He wasn’t sure whether he was reading the rhythm rightly, or whether the impression owed more to his privileged vantage at the entrance to the death-chamber, where he could study every person who appeared. 

Everyone’s eyes were fixed, not on the king who had just died, but on his son. They would stare at Sefan for long minutes, rarely cracking their teeth to offer their condolences before departing. He found their silence ominous. 

The sun had risen by the time the messenger reached them. The room was almost empty by then, as the tide of mourners ebbed. A page hovered in the doorway, looking frightened, wide eyes on the dead man in the bed. When Marseviks noticed him, he beckoned the boy over. A soldier had come to see them with a dispatch from his officer, the boy told him. Marseviks quit the room while he waited for the fellow to be brought to him, so he need not interview the man within. 

Maivers had sent him, it turned out, and Marseviks stared at him after he had delivered his message. So here was his alternative, the scenario he hadn’t been able to coax from the shadows: their foes weren’t fighting back because they had come to the conclusion that it was futile. They believed the dispute had passed beyond the point where civilized conduct could repair it, and this left only one response available. He wasn’t certain why it had taken them so long to act on it; maybe they had needed to nerve themselves up to start a civil war. 

Whatever the case, they weren’t waiting anymore. 

“I assume he took the time to make certain before he sent word?” 

The soldier chose to stick with a salute. 

“Very well, if you would thank him for the warning. We may not be able to pay him a visit until after the coronation, but tell him to dig in. Trenches around the encampment, pickets to the inside.” A thought crossed his mind. “If he could get a message to Hailar on the frontlines?”

“Saying what, my lord?”

“He has a new king, and his new king says sit tight and hold the border. No matter what anyone says.”

The man swallowed visibly when he heard that, like he was contemplating how many things could go wrong. He left with nothing more than another salute, stretching his legs. 

Sefan was still sitting on his father’s deathbed, holding his hand as if Siral had been a father who deserved a tribute of such magnitude. Marseviks looked at him, and a breathtaking sense of guilt stole over him. Attacks had been made against Marseviks, against his mages, against their families, but they had left Sefan alone. They had chosen to hang back, show restraint, give the man every opportunity to meet them halfway, which, a year ago, he would have done. Before Marseviks walked into his life and handed him a weapon and urged him to find out what exactly it could do. 

None of this would be happening had Marseviks not chosen to take a stand against the Complex for reasons of his own. When they met, he could have told the man that matters along the northern border were settled and everything was being taken care of. Sefan might have despised him, but he would have accepted it. 

So well did Marseviks remember the moment when he encountered what felt at that time like the one human being in the world who could possibly be trusted to understand how tomorrow ought to look. He had driven the man headlong down a path of his choosing, based on what he thought he saw in him and the potential of the people he had wished were his. Nothing he did or didn’t do could have had an effect on Siral’s illness, but if not for him, what might the king’s death have meant? The end of an era, certainly. The cessation of a set of circumstances that enabled the well-to-do to sport at will with the crown’s authority. There would have been those who didn’t want to let the license go. 

Absent his intercession, though, would it have come to this? Sefan had spent years wrangling with his nobility, but now he wasn’t their scapegrace prince, he was king. If not for Marseviks, what were the odds that several of the most powerful families in the country would not already have left the capital as the sun was rising, taking their retainers with them?

He left on the soldier’s heels, returning to his bedroom where he splashed cold water on his face before shucking the disreputable getup he’d tossed on still half-drunk. While he pulled his clothes on, he sent a page to the chambers where the last king died, requesting that one of Sefan’s Hijal attend on him. He didn’t ordinarily attempt to command them and was grateful when one of them showed up at his door as he was toweling off his chin. 

He told the fellow where he needed to go, adding, “I don’t want to get in a fight, it’s why I want to take you. Make it nice and clear I have authority. I was thinking one or maybe two of you to give people fair warning I’m acting in Sefan’s name…”

“He told us to give you what you need. He trusts you to carry things for him while he gets his head around all that’s changed.”

It took only minutes to finish dressing and brush his teeth. He encountered the old mages just outside his door, as if they had been coming for him. When they heard that he couldn’t stick around and listen to their condolences because he was off to spring his lieutenant from the clink, they exchanged a glance. 

“I mean,” Resten shrugged, “we can do it if you want to stay with your friend.”

“I appreciate the thought, but it’s all gotten complicated. Up to this point, people have associated you more with the Complex than anything. You were outsiders, you weren’t on anyone’s side.” 

“Sides matter more than they did yesterday, when Sefan didn’t have the authority to do anything he’s done in the last six years,” Orten said slowly, as if he understood what Marseviks was getting at, but not why it was the case. 

“I’m afraid so. I’d like for you to be able to walk the streets without being attacked. If you’re the ones who go bust Horus out of jail…”

They exchanged another look, then Resten shrugged again. “Still. If you want.”

These mages had quit the Complex because they no longer wished to belong to it. They had chosen Feinzad because it was a place the Complex couldn’t reach. A place where they could put their feet up and be provided for in luxury with minimal exertion on their part. They had been pretty upfront about that. He hadn’t anticipated they would ever be willing to endorse him in this manner and was moved. 

He only considered their offer for a heartbeat, though. “I appreciate the thought. More than I can rightly express. But this is my job if it’s anyone’s.”

“As you wish,” the other mage replied. “Just let us know if there’s anything we can do.”

He made to thank them again and be on his way, then rethought. These men were ancient and experienced, the Mage Corps weren’t the only people who might learn from them. “I’d like to increase security around the palace. It’s time for our mages to start pulling their weight. If you have any thoughts on how best to organize that?”

“We’ll put our heads together, come up with some ideas,” Resten promised. “Now go get our boy back!”

Assuring them that he would take care of it, he made for the front of the building. Outside, he found the rest of his party waiting for him, mounted up on the gravel before the gates. The mages were still too angry their leader had been arrested to be glad they were going to get him back, and Marseviks took note of that. 

The streets beyond the palace were packed with people, many more than ought to have been out and about this early in the day. They’d heard the bells and come outside to ask their neighbors what was happening. When they heard, they’d stuck around to speculate on what came next. People watched them pass with hooded eyes, and there were a few cheers, but uncertainty was heavy on the air, along with a thin mist lingering amidst the buildings at the base of hills. 

Their destination lay only a mile or so west, down toward the water. The central station of the civil guard was in Avomere, a neighborhood of intermediate quality crammed between the high-heeled digs in Big Clock, the poor district Thrushes, and the terrifying slum that was Silverfish. It was a block of a building, bars in most of its windows, lanterns still burning out front in defiance of the rising sun. 

His appearance in the stationhouse generated a defiant fear in the men on duty; they seemed confused when he told them he wanted to speak to their prisoner. When he consented to leave his entourage in the foyer, he saw the guardsmen exchanging nervous looks, wondering why he was being so agreeable. They would find out soon. 

The cell they took him to was at the back of the building. In the basement, but you couldn’t have everything. It stank of sweat and urine, and he saw that most of the metal-bar-walled rooms along this single long corridor were full. Literally full, not merely occupied. People were sitting up as he passed from the length of floor that was their bed. He was conscious of the weight of their eyes and found himself wondering how many of them had done something that was wrong, how many of them had simply gotten in the way of someone powerful.

Horus was at the end, in a cell by himself, with a tiny grate high up in one wall letting in a bit of the day’s growing light. He’d been sleeping up against the wall but woke up when Marseviks stepped foursquare before his cell. “Mage,” he said muzzily. He was a little grumpy, as anyone would be having spent the night in this smelly, vermin-ridden place. “Can I come home now?”

The guardsman who had led him down here didn’t want to move away and give them space to talk in private, but Marseviks had been so polite and accommodating since he got here that the fellow didn’t feel as though he could refuse. Once he had gone a way back down the corridor, still keeping an eye on them but too distant to hear, Marseviks said, “I wish it were so simple. No one gave you any trouble?”

Horus pushed himself to his feet against the wall. “Few of them were thinking about roughing me up for sure. That’s why I did that.” He nodded at Marseviks’ right shoulder, where three of the solid iron bars that made the walls of this cage had been bent for the whole of their length into undulating lines like an abstraction of waves. “They got a look at that and didn’t no one want any part of me.” He added, “There’s rats down here.”

“Horus, Siral is dead.”

For a moment, the man was too shocked to react. Then he approached, clasping the bars in both hands. “So his grace is king now and I’m free to go?” His tone made it clear he already knew the answer was no, but it seemed as if he was less clear why this was the case. 

“The incident you were arrested for occurred before Siral died. And Sefan isn’t king until he’s crowned, at the moment no one’s in charge.”

“So I got to stay here for a day or two.” 

“We can’t, it isn’t safe.” Seeing him about to protest, Marseviks pointed out, “They can poison you if they want to, how will you defend against it? Anyway, I need you now, it can’t wait a couple days.”

“Isn’t it all over now? Before, he didn’t have the right to tell all the people making trouble to fall in line, but now he does.”

Marseviks heaved a sigh. “If only. Everyone close enough to make it to the palace and with the clout to talk their way through the doors came to stand over the body and stare at Sefan. They were content with him when he was just a prince, wrestling with them over the dregs of his father’s power, but they aren’t willing to kneel to the king he’ll become. I watched them last night, Horus, I Saw the adamant, and Maivers sent a message an hour ago: they’re quitting the city. Nobles are taking their households out of Kar Tadrinel, making for their family’s holdings in the country.”

“Did we know this was going to happen?” Horus asked dubiously. 

“No. No we didn’t, it took me completely by surprise, and I’m scrambling now to deal with it. I need you back in the Hazetherine, if for no other reason than to keep your people in line. They are pissed you got arrested, and we can’t afford to have them act on it.”

“Okay…”

He cast his eye at that grate high up in the wall. “If you would just let yourself out? None of these people have the pull to barge into the Hazetherine while Sefan is mourning to bitch at him. By the time they get a chance to complain that we’re harboring a fugitive, he’ll have the authority to pardon you. If you don’t mind being on the lamb for a day?”

Horus grinned. “Kind of glad that’s your answer. Been sitting here all night thinking how stupid it is I got to pretend I’m a prisoner.”

“If you’d give us a couple minutes’ head start, so we aren’t still in the building?” When he nodded, Marseviks said, “I’ll see you back home.”

He turned away, rejoining the guardsman at the end of the corridor. The fellow didn’t know what to make of the fact that he’d left his mage where he was without even attempting to argue for his release. No one was prepared to question him, and he had the impression that the person or persons whose idea it had been to challenge the Mage Corps had long since gone home. Being forced to stand watch on Horus was bad enough, and Marseviks himself was way above their paygrade. They weren’t so curious about his strange behavior that they were willing to waylay him to ask him to explain. They couldn’t wait to shut the door on his back, which was fortunate. 

Outside, he mounted up and set off for the palace at a brisk pace. He had warned their people on the way here that Horus wouldn’t be walking out the doors with him, and although he could See their reluctance, no one tried to balk when he led them away. They had only put a block between them and the station house when he heard the explosive sound of masonry sundered violently. He picked the pace up to a canter as a shadow flashed past overheard and outpaced them, heading toward the Hazetherine. 

By the time they made it back to the palace, he was feeling the strain of a sleepless night filled end-to-end with stress. The only thing worse than a hangover was being awake to welcome one in, and the last eight hours had been filled with a mark-day’s events. Horus was waiting for him inside the gates, looking as though he’d aged fifty years since last they spoke because his hair was filled with masonry dust. It wasn’t clear that his uniform would survive its adventures, and Marseviks found it welcome to be reminded that there were problems in this country that weren’t his to fix. 

Within, there was a message waiting for them: Sefan wanted to see them both. They made their way back to the king’s bedroom, Marseviks shambling with weariness, his lieutenant leaking dust and coughing occasionally into his fist. 

There was no one in the room now but Siral’s immediate family and their bodyguards. Nanna hadn’t moved; she was taking the death of her son harder than expected, given how she had spoken of the man. Sefan was in the same place, too, still holding his father’s hand. Marseviks went to stand behind him, resting a hand on his shoulder, while Horus claimed a patch of wall that didn’t already have a Hijal leaning into it. 

No one spoke at first, but the thought that had been in his mind all night refused to remain behind his lips: “This is my fault. I wanted to help and all I did was make it worse. They wouldn’t be rebelling if not for me, I took what was only a potentiality and breathed life into it.”

Sefan drew a deep breath, but it was a moment before he responded, and his eyes never left his father’s ravaged face. “That may be true, Mar, but I would not take back anything I’ve done since we met. All I was ever trying to do was hold on to what I had. Show my father I could be the man he expected of me. You showed me I could do so much more.”

For the first time, he looked up, and his black eyes blazed even in this grief-shrouded room. “You did not usurp our problems or our people to pursue agendas of your own. You showed us your vision of what we might become, and we were moved by what you saw in us. If we must war against those few who wish to cling to a bygone age, so be it. 

“Now go get your head down. Get what sleep you can before I have to wake you up, you look like shit. And you,” his eyes went past Marseviks to the young man leaning against the wall, “wash your hair, for pity’s sake. We have a coronation to get out of the way as quickly as we may. Gentlemen, we are at war again.”

 




Chapter Three 

a singular storm ushers in a vision of the future

Noelmene, south of the Alsaland

The last band of traitors was a long way east, not quite to the coast, and it took a while to reach them. Giloren’s mages watched the woods, scouts always out to guard their flanks and learn their path. They seemed to be in good spirits, in spite of the fact that they must safeguard two thousand prisoners. The prisoners themselves caused zero trouble, performing whatever chores were asked of them without protest and devoting all their energy to being quiet, as if hoping the world would forget about them. 

Giloren mostly left them to themselves. He had told them he meant to punish them so that they could move past their guilt but still had no idea what that ought to mean. He didn’t want to hurt them; they had suffered enough. Everyone had suffered for their actions, but he couldn’t see how hurting them accomplished anything but to make the world a more dismal, hateful place than it already was. 

He mused on this idly while he walked amidst his people, who remained cheerful, dutiful, patient, and deranged. Tar skulked around the outskirts, keeping his opinions to himself. He rarely spoke, and when he did, it was about mundane things that had no bearing on the troubled thoughts that clearly occupied him. Giloren watched him with one eye at all times, wondering when the questions would reemerge. 

On an overcast and drizzly day, they entered a region where the forest fell back, revealing grass in large swaths. Giloren was walking through such a stretch, at his side, a Towtielan girl in her teens who was regaling him with her frustrations. If the Sight was part of her like he said, why couldn’t she find it anywhere? 

A pair of mages burst from the stand of pines ahead: Merick and Kath, two of the mages serving today as forward scouts. The speed at which they were moving suggested panic, but the mages were puzzled rather than alarmed. As if they weren’t sure how he would respond to their news or even how they wanted for him to. While Merick bent over and rested his palms on his knees, the other man said, “We found them, Haimar. Only about two miles on now.”

“Why is this not good news?”

The other mage straightened. “They’re under attack.”

“Under attack? From who?”

“Has to be a couple hundred people all told. Un-. As many armed with scythes and pitchforks as bows and spears.”

Giloren received this news in silence, wondering how to react. The mages were the aggressors, there was no question they were in the wrong; if the people of Noelmene had banded together and attacked them, still they were defending themselves. He had made a commitment to these people, though, to take them in and help them make amends. When he came to that decision, he hadn’t intended to save only the lucky ones he found before consequences started catching up with them. 

Choice made, he closed his eyes while he drew the other scouts to him. While he waited for them to come in, he assembled everyone along the river’s sandy bank. A boat went past, and its Anyimari crew watched them fearfully. Half his people, he detailed to remain behind and keep an eye on the kids and penitents. The rest would be coming with him. 

The other scouts came in, and they had nothing new to report about the area. Leaving the winded scouts to rest, Giloren kept on east with his crew of two hundred seventy-five. Tar elected to come with him, wearing the watchful silence he had donned when they crossed into Noelmene. 

The pinewood reached to the margin of the village they were aiming for, depositing them in a field of squash. As they picked their way between the rows of vigorously-growing vegetables, Giloren reassessed: this wasn’t a village but a decent-sized town. They could hear the din of battle long before the combatants came in sight. The mages and their converts were up on the roofs of the buildings chucking rocks and household items down at the people whose ‘attack’ consisted of banging their impromptu weapons against the buildings and hollering at them like they were trying to scare off a herd of deer. 

“Stop this!” Giloren shouted as he approached. 

The people up on the buildings fell silent. The farmers settled down more slowly, and the way they bunched up as they turned to face him made it clear they were sure he was their enemy. They didn’t seem to realize that the choice was theirs. 

“There’s no need for this,” he told them, coming to a halt. “I understand these people have caused a lot of trouble, but I’m here to take them off your hands.”

“After everything they done?” This from a fellow in the front row, with ginger hair and a missing tooth. 

“You think shouting at them is accomplishing something?”

“They got to pay!”

“They will. Just not at your hands.”

“Don’t see what right you has to make that call. Might be you’re one of them!”

“If I were one of them, wouldn’t I have been here?”

“Precious little difference between you, from where I stand.”

Giloren took several steps closer, laying both hands on the hilt of his sword. “One important difference is that they are up there, while I am down here.” He fell silent, then added, “I feel like that ought to be meaningful from where you stand. Which is right in front of me.”

“Giloren,” Tar said. Giloren should have predicted that the man would try to interfere; the warning in his voice was the next thing to a restraining hand. 

He chose to keep his eyes fixed on the man in front of him. “I’m asking them nicely to retreat. And you might remember, these aren’t the Un- folk I swore to protect. I don’t see why I ought to feel a greater obligation toward some random foreigners than the fellow mages they’re threatening.”

“But what can they do? Is it a ‘threat’ if it has all the force of the wind?”

“You wouldn’t ask if you’d ever seen the storms we get where I grew up.”

“I thought you liked the idea of letting the Un- carry out justice against the people who wronged them.”

“That was before it became my job. I’m taking care of it, their input isn’t necessary. What exactly is your alternative, anyway? Do you want to stand here and watch while these people—”

At this point, the ginger fellow with the scythe got sick of their sidebar and spun away with a roar. Seizing the torch from the woman standing next to him, he flung it at the closest building. It was a good throw and smacked right into the house’s wooden face, but Giloren doused it before it hit. All it did was leave behind a tarry smear on the wood beside the door. 

The man who had thrown it was still staring at the place where it struck when Giloren closed the last of the distance between them and cut him hard across the back. When the farmer dropped to his knees, Giloren decapitated him. Most of the vigilante mob screamed when they saw that and ran away, but some were too outraged to care about the odds and charged. His people rushed past him, swords free, while Giloren turned to face the mage standing at his back. “Do something like that, I was going to say,” he finished, gesturing furiously to the torch. 

“And that strikes you as excuse to murder him?” his friend demanded. 

“This is a battle, Tar.” He nodded to the impromptu skirmish taking place around them. “That isn’t the word.”

A man with a pitchfork stepped up to them, raising his weapon with a snarl on his face. He was run through from behind before either of them reacted. Giloren would admit it was a sordid business, but it only went on another minute. 

He chose not to participate again, putting up his sword. His people had been working hard, improving their Vechodya, this was an opportunity to let them show him what they could do. Tar stood beside him, aura distraught and confused. He kept looking back and forth between Giloren and the battle, mouth open, like he was having trouble comprehending what was happening. 

The Un- militia figured it out before he did: in the time it took to kill half of them, they changed their minds and fled. There was no communication before it happened; they just spun away in a movement so concerted they might have practiced it and took off south. Giloren’s people were unharmed, and he ordered them not to pursue.

Then he took a couple steps back and turned to face the nearest building. “Well? Are you ready to come down now?”

No one seemed prepared to speak, and they filed down from the cluster of homes where they had been cowering, emerging nervously onto the street. They were filthy, even by the low standard he had come to expect, their faces streaked by ashy tracks as though they had been weeping. It was curious that they had been at bay on top of the houses when they could as easily have stayed on the ground and fought their assailants off themselves. None of this was surprising by now. 

Giloren ignored them, turning in a circle as he surveyed the town. It was a nice place. He had seen for himself that their fields were abundant, just waiting to be harvested. “I think we ought to stay here for a bit,” he declared, feeling cheerful. Giving his friend a clap on the shoulder, he moved past him to greet the new people and give them the spiel. 

As he walked among them, he laid a hand on each in turn, crouching down to touch them reassuringly. He cupped the faces of Towtielan girls, stroked the cheeks of Pathmelonin boys with their first growth of beard coming in, chafed his hand across the hair of mages of all nationalities. “You’re safe,” he told them quietly, “you’re safe, you’re safe.”

The rain petered off and the sun moved out from behind its screen of clouds, but the day grew darker rather than brighter as the sky was obscured. They came in slowly at first, in twos and threes, then in their hundreds, then in a multitude that choked the air: butterflies. They were of moderate size, their velvety wings colored blue and black and indigo. It was hard to say what was more wondrous about this sudden storm, the unexpectedness of it or its silence: the only sound was the rushing of the hidden river and a rustling noise. 

Everyone had gone motionless, staring at the butterflies flowing past like the fiercest snow, obscuring the buildings and blocking out the sky. Giloren had straightened in its midst, breathing deeply as he savored the beauty of the experience. The strangeness of it. 

It felt as if it went on for a long time, but perhaps all of them were simply too enthralled, immobilized by wonder. The butterflies cleared off as suddenly as they had come, silent and inexplicable. Everyone turned to watch the stragglers vanish into the trees to the east, eyes shining. At first, no one spoke. 

It was Tashit who broke the silence that cloaked them: “It’s a sign,” he said. 

Giloren turned to look at him; everyone did. “A sign of what?”

“That we are blessed,” the mage said dreamily, abstracted eyes locked on the place where the last of the butterflies disappeared. “Following this path will lead us to our destiny.”

“Taking these people in is righteous,” someone else chimed in. “Saving them was the right thing to do. The sprits of the air would not have blessed this place where we shed blood in their defense if it weren’t true.”

“The Kwentaro has showed us the way.”

“It will be a new Way,” Tashit answered, and you could hear the capital. “Better in every way than the Code because the Way is love. It teaches us to care about our neighbors and ourselves.”

Giloren looked at the mages, then turned back to look in the direction the butterflies had gone. The Dsiaborese, to whom he had been born, were a spiritual people; probably most peoples in the New World were. At the Complex, however, neophytes were taught that the world they had believed in was a credulous myth, that the natural spirits and minor gods inhabiting the environment around them didn’t exist. He had accepted what he was told, because mages had taught him so many amazing secrets, and he assumed that they knew better than he could. 

But what if his people were right? What if his grief and anger, his desire to shield his people, had seemed to come alive more than once because the spirits were responding to them? Perhaps Tashit was onto something.

He glanced at the sky, where clouds were piling in as if pursuing the butterflies. If he meant to linger here, the timing was good; he had nothing to rush toward now he’d found the last of them. It would give him a chance to get the new people settled and figure out what came next. 




Chapter Four 

our heroine executes two daring heists in a row

Feinzad, Asret and further south

When the moon rose at midnight, it found Alia crouched upon the roof of a large, flat-ceiled building down along the waterfront. She wasn’t alone: she could have done this by herself, but Kairfir had wanted to come along. It was a meaningful move in his campaign to take this city back from the criminal elements that exploited its citizens’ desperation to make themselves rich, and it was one he could never take credit for: of course he wanted to participate. Both of them wore dark, comfortable, concealing clothing borrowed from the servants, scarves across their faces to hide their features. 

“I’ll get the roof,” she whispered. “If you want to take care of the noise?”

A brief pause, then he said quietly, “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“I’m going to make a lot of noise. If you could make sure I don’t?”

“Um… how?”

“Just imagine it’s silent. Probably it would help to concentrate on the noise that’s already here, the waves and the wind and all that.” 

“Okay.” He cleared his throat. “Just give me a minute…”

“Take your time. Touch my arm when you’re ready for me.”

It was a couple minutes before he did, while they squatted side-by-side on the tarred roof of this warehouse. The ambient sound of the city washed over them, the ceaseless crash of waves and hiss of wind, the raucous cries of distant carousing. The strum of guitars and beating of drums, the occasional call of patrolling guards. 

When a hand landed on her forearm, Alia bowed her head. “On the count of three,” she said quietly. “One. Two.” A heartbeat’s pause, then she ripped the roof open in front of them, peeling the shingles back like an orange rind. 

They were directly above the confiscated oil, and she picked it up. She did it slowly, just a couple barrels at a time, because she didn’t want to make a bigger hole in the roof. Kairfir didn’t want to leave proof that magic had been in play; the damage she had done could conceivably have been made by a couple of enterprising crooks with crowbars. And pulleys and ropes. And several mark-days uninterrupted in which to accomplish it. 

She stacked the barrels up again on the nearby roof once she had liberated them. It shouldn’t have supported them; the first dozen, but not the forty-eight she added after that. She wanted the roof to hold, so it did. 

Once she had it all, she gave Kairfir a nod. It hadn’t been part of the plan that he should clasp her by the back of the neck and press their lips together, but she considered it a great improvisation. Both of their faces were covered by lengths of gauzy black fabric, but it was just as well they couldn’t deepen the kiss; it wouldn’t do to still be sitting up here making out when the sun came up. 

When he pulled back, she could see the glitter of excitement in his eyes. Together, they rose into the warm, salty, trash-stinking nighttime air, their cargo following. Before that night in Verelin, Alia might have doubted she could do this – that she should do this – but after their flight from the Complex, her doubts had been laid to rest. 

She had once feared the consequences of making use of her powers, but what she did saved the lives of two extraordinary people. Centuries of experience had failed to be snuffed out by a misunderstanding or a tragic accident. Now all that wisdom was devoted to teaching an entire generation of mages who were forming a new society. The fact that she had accomplished this was something to be proud of, not ashamed, and if there were those who deplored her actions, to hell with them. You couldn’t please everyone, and she was done trying. 

When the wall along the border came into view a couple hours before dawn, Alia was astounded by her first sight of it. She had envisioned it a modest thing, and it had been fashioned from what materials were to hand, hastily, by people who had no expertise in fortification or masonry. The scope of it was awe-inspiring, though. From the height at which they flew, she could see the shadowed line of it stretching from the margin of the sea into the horizon. 

She had followed the coast south but turned them east now, tracing the path of the wall. It must have been another half an hour before a patch of light on the horizon resolved into watchfires. It looked odd from a height, a thousand men sleeping or walking the wall without a foe across the way opposing them. She could get why Sefan wasn’t ready to assume he was safe and send these men home with the war brought to so informal an end, but you had to wonder how long he would keep them here. Watching for an attack that continued not to come. 

They touched down in a field to the north, near where the horses were picketed. Alia set her stack of barrels on the ground, making sure they wouldn’t come crashing down and crush someone the moment she stopped holding them. Kairfir caught a sentry standing watch on the horses and sent him off in search of the person in charge. 

The man who appeared only five minutes later was younger than expected, with a crooked nose and a couple of scars on his face, still blinking the sleep out of his eyes. “You come from his grace, they said?”

“In a sense,” Kairfir replied. “I’m the new mayor of Asret, and this fine olive oil fell into my hands. I thought you might find a use for it.”

The soldier’s eyes went to the stack of barrels, but it took him a moment to take in the scope. Then he
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