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			To Garrett. It’s your fault for
 filling my head with ideas!

		

	
		
			Part 1

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			The drumbeat thundered through the sandstone streets, cleaving the air and piercing through Askaran’s bones. People stopped in the red canopy shadows, assessing the rhythm.

			In Askaran’s mind, the demon sharpened its attention, identifying the signal instantly—Danger. An intruder in their territory. A chance for, perhaps, a bit of freedom.

			The early-morning workers pulled their shawls low and retreated into the nearest buildings, no one checking which home they entered. It did not matter when the alarm sounded.

			“A demon?” a light voice asked. At eight years old, the young seer holding Askaran’s hand had not yet lost her wide-eyed curiosity. Her dark eyes stared up at him like a newborn ranna calf’s, unafraid. “You need to go, Askaran.”

			“Get inside,” he told her, leading her to the nearest door. After knocking on the post, the hide door flap pulled wide, and one of the baker families welcomed the seer. Askaran received a nod of understanding and respect from the father of the family.

			“I’ll meet you at the Sandstone Gate when you’re done,” the seer told Askaran. “Then we can go outside. We must go outside today.”

			The door fell shut, lashed against the wind, the sand, and the drums’ warning.

			“Never occurs to you that it might kill me,” Askaran muttered. “Maybe you know it won’t.” No one else was around to appreciate the irony of that hope. The streets stayed deserted under the beat of the drums.

			He swapped his earlier meander for a run, aiming for the nearest gate as required to present himself. It was the Sandstone Gate.

			Askaran was second to arrive at the gate; a hound shifter by the name of Maurn was already atop the parapets overlooking the Sandstone Gate. The younger shifter stared at the figure on the edge of the Last City’s surrounding pasture, his muscles tense despite how still he stood, making his white ink tattoo prominent.

			Askaran joined him there, his eyes handling the distance better.

			“Tusked demon,” Askaran said, seeing the four long tusks extending from the maned head of the demon on the horizon. The beast swung its barbed tail, catching the low sunlight in a warning glint.

			Askaran’s own demon growled. Askaran consciously suppressed his desire to do the same.

			Maurn swallowed audibly. “Nice to have you join me,” he said. Two more shifters arrived—Berro and Morton—and Maurn relaxed further. In addition to the wool shendyts around their waists, both new arrivals wore woven collars of leather extending down their chest to act as light armor. A hound demon tattoo in white ink looked at Askaran from Berro’s arm and from the shadow of the Heart Hall tattoo on Morton’s back. Somewhere buried in those depictions were the original scars that had made them into shifters.

			“Tusked, eh?” Berro asked, his voice gravelly from too much pipe smoke. “Arrogant bastards and rightly so. Where’s Yarr? We’ll need more…” 

			Choran’s arrival silenced Berro, and the three hound shifters gave the other veteran space to join Askaran at the viewpoint.

			Unlike Askaran, Choran carried no weapons. A hint of gray streaked the shifter’s plaited hairstyle, mirroring Askaran’s own. The scar from the winged demon that had wounded him stretched from his left hip, across his stomach, and to the middle of his ribs. As thick as a finger, the line of white looked like a turbulent river cutting through the dark forest of pale vines and leaf tattoos. A dozen smaller scars, souvenirs from other demons, decorated his chest and legs, leaving little skin bare. True to tradition, he had a small winged demon hidden in the foliage, but it was hard to make out.

			“Good to see you, Choran,” Askaran said, his eyes going back to the tusked demon that had taken its first steps into the irrigated lands around the City. “Going to need you on this one.”

			Choran squinted into the distance and harrumphed upon seeing the monster. He took to unlacing his sandals, then removed his shendyt. Nearby, the other three shifters stripped as well.

			Askaran did not join them, but he did place his sack down on the wall walk.

			“If it’s tusked,” Choran said, “we’d do well to have the rest of the—” The bellow of the monster passed through the City, sounding like an entire herd of ranna with one voice. Dust kicked up behind the demon as it lumbered out of the sands and into the farmlands closer to the City.

			For a blink, Askaran’s demon surged to the front of his mind in objection, and he saw red. Askaran focused on thinking like an Ennead and forced aside the rising rage; the closer the tusked demon came, the more the City was at risk. He could not allow a demon to jump the walls. Only shifters could resist the blood of demons.

			“We can’t wait for the others,” he declared. The others heeded him and quickly left the vantage point.

			Soon, the five stood outside, the sand-iron gates sealed at their backs. Each of the others had left their clothing behind and stood naked, Askaran alone in his shendyt, sandals, and kukris. The grip of the weapons was all too familiar.

			Runners gathered with the watchmen on the ramparts above, having been called in from their duties outside by the drums. They lifted flags and banged the bone shafts against the walls, chanting, as the shifters passed through the gates. The thumps of their beat matched the stomping steps of the approaching demon, one beat for each footprint in their toiled lands, one beat for every second it drew closer.

			Berro and Morton, old enough to be filled with anticipation of the battle and young enough to catch the excitement, shot each other a glance and hurried to shift.

			The shifters’ bodies changed, their normal ebony skin hardening to crimson scales and black fur. The head of the hound demon had no fur or skin but was an exposed white skull with a long snout and razor teeth. At the neck, the hackles along the spine came in as bone-white, like teeth set on each vertebra. The eyes glowed red within their sockets, the hallmark of a demon.

			The runners above cheered, the chant becoming the names of the two who had shown their demons.

			With a bark, both hound shifters trotted forward, their shoulders brushing close to Askaran’s hip.

			Choran shrugged, then shifted. The winged demon weighed twice as much as the hounds and had more scales than fur. Petrified bone, thinly covered by scales, stretched around his head in a fan angled to defend the demon’s neck. Similar plates covered all the joints from the broad shoulders to the individual links of the tail. Two mammoth tusks extended on either side of his head. The faint lines of vines and leaves could still be seen tracing up the legs and thick-scaled torso.

			The crowd screamed his name in building thrill, their beat accelerating.

			Snorting, the winged demon loped forward, leaving Askaran and Maurn for a moment behind.

			Askaran felt Maurn’s eyes on him. “You’ll warn us before you shift, right?” Maurn shouted. He looked nervously at the runners above. Some had reached a frenzy, hammering the bones without rhythm, as if their energy could lend strength and fortune to those chosen to fight. A runner’s greatest asset was their speed; every last one was young. Naïve, Askaran thought.

			Maurn became more agitated as the voices above grew in strength, not inspired but intimidated. His fear was obvious in his trembling.

			Askaran gripped his kukris, knowing the runners would not call his name unless something went very wrong. The familiar wood of the weapon handles fit his hand perfectly. Within his mind, he placed a foot against the cage he had built around the colossus demon soul and held it firmly. “I’ll give my usual scream,” he said aloud. Seeing the younger Ennead’s eyebrows lift, he added, “Ask Choran about the last time I shifted. Let’s go.”

			Maurn crouched, saying, “Shall I walk, so you can keep up?” By the time Askaran could answer, the hound shifter had taken the full form of his demon, and the young Enneads above swapped their chant to his name.

			“Let’s see who has to work to keep up,” Askaran replied, sprinting off.

			Maurn joined him, lines of white marking the tattoos on each of his legs even in shifted form.

			They caught up with the others, forming a pack of four demons and a single Ennead with blades. Once close enough, the tusked demon gave a thunder of challenge, ducked its head, and charged. Its target was Askaran.

			Kept in a corner of Askaran’s mind, a colossus demon bellowed in answer. The pressure inside Askaran’s skull intensified, the strength of the colossus demon stretching the bars of the mental cage containing it. In his ears, Askaran heard the roar of frustration.

			The tusked demon was beneath him and would pay dearly for its arrogance in entering his territory.

			He set his sights upon the encroaching demon and shoved against the cage in his mind, holding the door shut as his body rushed the enemy.

			The pack split, leaving Askaran as the target. Seeing the blind eagerness of the enemy, Askaran skidded to a halt and let the others get ahead of him.

			All demons existed to kill Enneads. Despite the substantial threat of the shifted demons surrounding it now, the tusked demon struggled to pull its attention off Askaran, slowing in conflicted indecision. When Choran and Maurn were within pouncing distance, the tusked demon finally acknowledged the greater threat, but the delay had allowed the other shifters to get behind it. In facing the winged demon shifter, the tusked beast opened itself to the two other hound demons, and to Askaran himself as he resumed his run.

			Maurn ducked and bolted from the charging tusks, his scales too thin to resist the impact. Choran deflected the blow across one plated shoulder as Berro, followed on his heels by Morton, landed squarely on the tusked demon’s back and bit down.

			Their teeth were not long enough to cut through the plated scales, but the jaws crushed into muscle and bone. The tusked demon bucked, and both hound demons were tossed from their perches. Berro bounced off the barb of the tusked demon’s tail in his fall.

			Choran lunged in, his horns catching the tusked demon’s neck and sinking into the softer scale of the underside. As the tusked demon lashed down with his hooves, battering Choran’s plated throat, Askaran had his opportunity.

			Skipping over the tail and up onto the back, Askaran slashed between scales with the thin edge of the kukris. He cut the tendons of the tail, dropping it flat into Berro’s maw when the younger shifter bit down on it. Black blood seeped from the wounds on the tail and along the spine.

			Another flick of Askaran’s blade mid-back collapsed the hind limbs, dumping the ruddy monster into the pasture. The monster bellowed and snapped at Choran as the winged demon skidded clear, but in extending its neck toward the shifter, it opened a gap in the spine at the top of its head above the thick mane. Askaran’s kukri slid off the bone on either side—the gap was as thin as the blade itself—but it dug deep enough to sever the spine.

			The creature gave a shudder and crumpled.

			In Askaran’s mind, the persistent press of his demon lessened. The threat was over. The colossus demon went back to the dark corner of Askaran’s skull.

			Askaran leaped from the tusked demon’s back as the body, no longer maintained by the energy of the demon, crumbled to dust. Only bones, instantly sun-bleached, remained when the wind stirred loose the ashes of the body and dispersed them across the field.

			The other shifters assembled, Morton limping on a broken limb from his fall. When the Ennead shifted back, he held his arm tenderly to his chest. His black skin now glistened with purple and red bruising.

			Once the blood had dried and flaked from his kukris, Askaran sheathed them. Maurn checked Morton’s arm and reported no external bleeding. They each took turns being examined, but no one had been cut. The blood of the demon itself had turned to ash. Satisfied they could all return to the City, they headed back.

			“You ever think about shifting to scare them off? You know, so we don’t have to get beaten up?” Maurn asked. He glanced at Morton’s broken arm pointedly.

			Askaran took a long look around him, suddenly struck by how much the company he was keeping had changed over the last few years. “Illum’s blessing,” he cursed, “when did I become the oldest here?” 

			Choran, picking at his teeth with a small twig of zahra grass as he sauntered nude at Askaran’s side, answered, “When Joban walked into the sands last year, Askaran. You want me to answer that young idiot’s question?” 

			He had never thought of himself as old, but seeing the younger men around him, some of them half his age, made Askaran sharply aware of his years. Askaran had been born the last child of the original shifters over three hundred years before. Now he was the last of that generation, his many cousins gone. Choran was closest to Askaran’s age, but there was a century between them.

			“You want that one going back to tell the others where to find us?” Askaran answered Maurn.

			“Demons don’t talk,” Maurn replied like a child told a folktale he did not believe.

			“Not with words, maybe,” Choran pointed out. “But you wouldn’t want them organizing another demon army, would you? Bring all those demons here under the leadership of a colossus demon or two?” 

			This time Maurn looked like a child who believed the monster under the bed had come to life. He stiffened his jaw, ready to declare he was not afraid of such mysteries in a voice that showed he was terrified.

			“I heard stories of the demon armies from my mother,” Askaran said, his eyes on the sparkling hues of the walls as they returned to the City. New mud and sand mixes patched the rotting wood around the gate, and the mural tiles along the walls had cracked or disappeared. The carvings had been replaced by mosaics, panel by panel, and even those were chipped by time and sand. “We do not want to see that on Nanterac.” He looked around once more, seeing the youth accompanying him. “Do not underestimate demons. They are not the mindless beasts we’d like them to be.”

			Ahead of them, the fluttering of the canopies died down as the heat of the day settled in. Sand-iron gates, decorated with glass and gold, gleamed in the dawn, their surface speckled by the passage of previous sandstorms. Now that the demon was ash and bones, the gate opened. The first out were the runners, bolting to their assigned markers with whoops of delight, their shendyts flapping against their legs. Some patted the shifters on the back or shoulder, but none touched Askaran.

			With their belongings brought down, the shifters dressed while the farmers and herders slunk out. From the east gate, the herds of ranna were led out to graze, their shaven coats short.

			Standing at the center of the gateway with the last three of the Last City’s shifters behind her was the Youngest Seer, a sack slung over her shoulder. Yarr, the imposing man a head taller than even the other shifters, tilted his head toward Askaran over her. Askaran nodded to the other shifter to take custody of the seer. With a shrug, Yarr then took the three shifters with him, too late to contribute to the defenses. The monster was dead.

			Askaran watched them disperse, counting in his head. Eight shifters. Himself, two winged, one tusked, the rest hounds. Each of the others was a grandchild of the first generation and less than two hundred years old. Despite limited resources forced upon the Enneads by the dry climate, shifters never wanted for anything, and each of the new generations had grown taller and broader than Askaran. Yarr had even been bold enough to seek a tusked demon to key himself to, something no other shifter dared repeat. The next generation, without a doubt, was stronger than their predecessors.

			With gray hairs on his head, Askaran felt decidedly old as he presented himself to the little seer, who beamed up at him. “Now can we go?” she asked.

			“You got a date today, Askaran?” Choran laughed. “What happened to our after-demon drink?”

			The tradition was now almost a hundred years old; after a demon lay dead outside the City, Choran and Askaran went to the drinking house and got drunk on qileeo spirits. The practice reduced their aches from the shifting and, more importantly for Askaran, lulled the demon in his mind to sleep.

			“This fine young lady has asked for my protection today.”

			“It has to be Askaran!” she said. The seer skipped up to his side and waited as he adjusted his sandals to wrap up his legs against the sand.

			“Oh?” Askaran asked. “Why me?” 

			The seer shrugged under her jellabiya, one shoulder coming clear of the simple garment. She had recently been given a larger one but needed to grow into it, and was at risk of slipping on its long hem. As a desert seer, she wore no scarf or beads with the simple white garment. “Nihai is already out on a hunt. Cirtus is passing judgment today. Berro and Morton are heading north hunting. Yarr doesn’t like me…”

			“Doesn’t like you?” Askaran asked. He glanced at Choran, who paused as well to listen. “He tell you that?” 

			“I think I scare him,” the seer replied, her voice shy.

			Choran grunted and finished adjusting his shendyt. “You?” he said. “The Youngest Desert Seer? Is the mighty tusked shifter scared you might beat him up?”

			She smiled sadly up at Askaran, her eyes glassy. “Scared of what I might see,” she said.

			“Then he shouldn’t do things he’s worried a desert seer might see. You need not worry about that.” He looked pointedly at Choran. “Choran can help the Eldest Seer sort that out. Those who obey the laws of the City have no reason to fear a seer. And you are too young to be having visions.”

			Askaran pulled his sand-cloak out of his bag and fastened it quickly. Once he had tossed his bag over a shoulder, he extended his hand, and the seer took it.

			“I will see you tonight for the drink, Choran,” he said. He would have to apologize later to whichever lover he had been assigned today. If he could not blind his mind overnight with alcohol, nightmares would haunt him. That would make for bad company.

			“Take care of yourself,” Choran called after them. “And her too!”

			“I can take care of myself,” the seer told Askaran. A moment later, she squeezed his hand. “But I’m glad you’re here to help.”

			Although there were thirteen desert seers in the City, the value of each was emphasized. They lived short lives, often making it only into their thirties. He could not allow anything to happen to any desert seer while he was on duty.

			Besides, the Youngest Seer had a joy that made him smile. After over three hundred years of duty, the happiness she brought made her more precious than the Heart Hall itself.

			[image: ]

			They called her a desert seer. At her birth, she had been “Youngest Seer.” Growing up, she had moved from “Second Youngest“ to “Third Youngest.” As years passed and older seers surrendered to the early death of their kind, her name had changed. Now she was the Second Eldest Seer of the Enneads. She was given access to the Heart Hall and the secrets of the City. She was brought to meetings as an advisor, and the powers contained in her mind blossomed. The visions came in torrents.

			The Eldest Seer did not tell her everything because he did not have to. She had seen the dirty basement of the City and knew of the poison of the waters it leaked into the dry lands.

			After nearly a hundred days of absence, she stood atop a dune with the desert stretching all around. The Ennead City lay ahead, the bones of a freshly killed tusked demon standing like a fenced yard in the pastures. The army with the Second Eldest Seer had spent the night at the last of the oases and would soon pass into the watered grounds surrounding the City. The eight-day journey was coming to a close, something she knew would satisfy the Berintan archon following her. His army was tired and thirsty but ready to take the City. Then, with the Eldest Seer deposed, the Second Eldest Seer could seek out the portal beneath the City and break it. Whether the Enneads remained on Nanterac did not matter to her; she only cared that the fastening destroying two worlds was broken.

			Her visions, powered by the hekau of her mind, had taken her to the Ennead homeland Terac, the jungle behind the portal stone, and the draining lakes there. For each drop of water that fell into this world providing for the City, less remained on Terac. Here, there were thousands of Ennead lives relying on the water. There, millions. The Eldest Seer seemed to think nothing of it, but the Second Eldest Seer understood the imbalance the Enneads and their presence on Nanterac had created. The portal had to be closed.

			Unable to find sufficient support among the Enneads, her search for a solution had taken her across the desert without shifter escort, a great transgression. She had followed the sense of life, surprising herself when she located another people across the desert. These were Berintans, golden-skinned and brown-eyed, but otherwise Ennead-like. Their leader, Grand Archon Amadi, had heeded her pleas and sent an army back with her to free the City and, at any cost, close the portal. The Grand Archon’s fiercest and strongest archon, Archon Farai, marched at the head of the army. With the Second Eldest Seer at his side, he and his forces remained unseen by the City’s seers on their approach.

			But as the Second Eldest Seer glimpsed the first hint of morning smoke from the City, new visions crept into her mind. Demonstrating powers the Second Eldest Seer had not known Berintans possessed, the Grand Archon had spoken to his general from afar. The plans were changing.

			Archon Farai arrived at her side atop the dune, surrounded as usual by his ark members. Seeing him, she knew he had come immediately here with the new orders, expecting her to be aware of them through her hekau. The bright-skinned man loomed over her, his lizard skin armor and weapons glittering in the new light of the desert. Midday heat would render the dunes impassable to the army; they would have to be on the pasture circle by then, or the siege would have to wait for another day.

			The seer saw the raid in her mind with perfect clarity, but the details were changing, modified by the Grand Archon’s orders. The seer had allies within the City ready to make the attack swift and avoid bloodshed. The Ennead people did not know about the portal and could be spared. They were not warriors; they would not stand in the way of the army once the gates opened. Only the liars at the Heart Hall needed to be imprisoned. Then she could find her way into the underground of the City and seek out the…

			Where she had seen herself lead the way through twisted tunnels, now the visions showed Archon Farai in her place. Opened gates were closed, and a barrage of invaders assaulted the sandstone walls of the City. The Enneads panicked, their warriors cut down. Blood spilled into the streets. There would be no sparing of the common people. A demon appeared by the gate, horns lowered in charge. The Berintans cut the monster down, only to see the scarred form change into that of an Ennead, one she knew was named Choran.

			The seer opened her eyes, her sight blurred by tears. Glancing to her right, she found the archon at an easy stance overlooking the same dunes, but her psychic energy perverted the view, and now she saw him coated in blood. He held an Ennead khopesh in his hand, although she knew he did not own such a thing.

			Yet.

			His smile, white teeth as bright as his gold skin, chilled her.

			“Why?” she asked.

			He snorted and turned to look down at her. The smile remained. “I do as I am commanded. It seems my Grand Archon lied to you.”

			She heard the words he did not speak; he had been surprised by the Grand Archon’s order, not the content but by how it had been delivered. Words in the darkness. A voice he recognized, but without a face. It had frightened him, although he would never let such a thing be known.

			But he was happier now. He preferred a full attack, a chance to flood the streets with his warriors and cut down an enemy that, until the Second Eldest Seer had arrived in their jungle in the south, he had not known existed.

			Fires burned through the City in the Second Eldest Seer’s mind. She stifled a mournful cry to see the bodies of those she knew caught in the flames. Little in the City could burn, except cloth and flesh.

			“The City of the Enneads is too valuable,” the archon informed her, his voice factual. “The glass itself is worth a fortune. But Grand Archon Amadi wants the portal taken and controlled, not damaged. We will not help you close it.”

			She felt weak, lost for a long moment in the many visions that assaulted her. A howl sounded in her ears, pained and yearning. Another shifter died. As strong as her hekau was, she could only watch, not change, the future now.

			“You do not understand,” she whispered. She saw him walk the tunnels around the aqueducts proudly, his warriors at his side. Their feet trampled the moss, leaving troughs in the growth. “There is no treasure worth—”

			“Glass and gold are one thing, little thorn, but you have told us of another world.” His grin mocked her when she regained her sight. “You will fulfill your role today, and the riches of the Enneads will be mine. You will tell me what I need to know, or more people will die.” 

			At the archon’s wave, the army resumed its march to the west. The seer did not immediately follow but, now surrounded by the ark members, turned her eyes once more toward the City in the distance. Her throat felt thick as she swallowed.

			The cry she gave was not heard by any ear, but it was strong enough to reach the City. In plea, the Second Eldest Seer called out a warning, begging any who heard her to flee from the City at once, lest they fall victim to the death arriving dressed in thick lizard-skin armor.

			A single vision answered; a man wearing a tattoo over his left shoulder walked out the west gates with a child as the army advanced from the east. The child wore the white jellabiya of a desert seer and, glancing back, met the seer’s eyes in the vision.

			Only one mind had heard the warning call, and the Second Eldest Seer of the Ennead people knew it was not enough.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			In the pastures, the Youngest Seer ran after the chez beetles, which abandoned their perches atop the scraggy shrubs to fly. The ranna herds had been taken north, where fresh pasture awaited them. The fields where Askaran led the seer had been grazed forty days earlier and were starting to regrow. The chez beetles scavenged the last of the crumbs from dried ranna dung.

			When they reached the edge of the pasture, the seer ran ahead to examine the white post marker, then peered beyond.

			“The grass is advancing,” she remarked, checking with Askaran over her shoulder for permission to cross beyond the pillar. Askaran joined her at the marker first.

			The white post, the height of Askaran’s waist, had been set as part of a hundred markers to outline the borders of the land. When first they had been placed, the sand of the desert had been on the far side. Now almost a dozen strides of weak, clumped dran grains extended into the dunes. Beyond that stretch, sands took over.

			Taking her hand once more, he checked, “You brought water?” 

			The seer nodded proudly, hefting the waterskin slung over her shoulder.

			“Cover?” he asked.

			“One desert wrap,” she confirmed.

			“Knife?” 

			She pulled out a tiny kitchen paring knife, and he had to smile. In her hands, it was huge, but certainly too small to be of any use except in slicing fish.

			“I think we’ll use mine,” he replied. His two kukris sat on his hip. He had another knife, one for skinning, but thought he should wait for her to grow into the blade a little before offering it in substitute. As small as her kitchen knife was, it suited her. “How about cooking shields?” 

			She again nodded proudly. “Food too,” she reported.

			Leading her beyond the pillar, Askaran shrugged. “The desert will provide,” he said. “You’d better put on that wrap. Let’s go.” Askaran supervised as the little seer donned her desert wrap to protect her from the beating suns and the whipping sands.

			The dunes were quiet under the clear sky, Ero and Mour in slow rotation around each other in the sky. The light of Ero was red tinged in the dawn, but the paler beams of Mour beat down white and hot. Askaran wrapped his sand-cloak around his front. The wind was cut by the tight weave of the cloak, and the many light layers insulated him against the heat. The seer’s wrap provided a similar service, if less well.

			“Will we hunt today, Askaran?” she asked, following him along the ridge of a dune. He slowed his pace to allow her to keep up.

			Askaran scanned the surrounding dunes. Most of the animals of the desert knew to cover their passage, but he could not detect even a hint of any of them.

			To the east, the flatlands stretched as caked sands for blind miles. A low cloud of dust lingered over it, telling him that the native herds of tauran were moving at a slow pace. A predator would panic them into a stampede, so he assumed one of the lead females had recognized the tusked demon’s presence and decided to lead the flock away. They were too far for today’s hunt. If he could take a few days away, he might be able to find them at one of the oases, but his company forbid such a journey now.

			“I see no game trails yet. I thought we should fish,” he replied.

			To the west, the dunes rolled on endlessly, but he could trace the route in his mind to the first of the chain oases. Unlike the animals of the dunes, the fish would not flee from their limited pond, and they had even been recently restocked. That was the direction they would go.

			“I brought hook and line!” the seer announced, her grin huge under the cowl of the desert wrap.

			“Did you know or know?” he asked.

			The smile was pulled from her face. “You told me once it was important for the kit. You said that the desert provides, but only to those smart enough to have the tools.” He suspected those were his exact words. Seers were known for having excellent memories. “But no visions, Askaran,” she said sadly.

			His hook and line was wrapped around his bag’s strap. All of his tools for desert travel lived on him or in the little sack he kept slung over his shoulder. He never knew when a request would come for fresh meat out of the desert, and he liked to be ready. Any excuse to leave the City was welcomed.

			It almost gave him a sense of freedom.

			Askaran followed the arch of the suns along the dunes, reaching the first oasis as the suns turned at their plinth.

			He let the conversation—the seer asking questions about everything she could think of—drizzle to a stop as he put foot to the rock nearest the water-filled valley. Without the filtering sand to drain the water away, roots found purchase and trees rose out of the wastes.

			The seer went silent, like a calf heeding the mother’s warning grunt. She brought herself into his shadow, and he drew his kukris.

			There were five oases in the chain set, five sources of unlikely life in a wasteland. Control of the water was fiercely contended. More than once, Askaran had been forced to challenge a demon for the privilege of filling his waterskin. The seer knew that now was the time to be quiet and follow closely.

			He came to the oasis from the top of the ridge, putting himself in a position to look down into the oasis valley. A flock of piper lizards, nothing more than tiny specs in the farthest shallows of the pool, drank and played in the waters. Flying reptiles called scavengers circled above them.

			“Askaran?” the seer whispered, her voice tight. “Why are we—?”

			“Listen to the other animals,” Askaran told her. “The pipers are avoiding the better shallows at this end, and the scavengers are anticipating a kill. Something is—”

			The crunch of crushed stone interrupted him, and Askaran spun to face it, shoving the seer behind him. Sure enough, a winged demon slunk out of the cover of the valley, pulling itself up the cliff to his left with the barbed fingers atop the winged forelimbs. It growled, teeth bared, and the tail flicked behind it as it took a place atop the cliff.

			Askaran’s instincts flared to see the demon, and the monster within him roared to life. For a moment, Askaran saw red, and the strength of the demon pulsed in him, threatening. His mind fell into the blind hate, and the scar on his shoulder, the wound that had keyed him to the demon, ached.

			He fought back, drowning the monster in his meditative memories of cool water and silence. His vision cleared. He could think enough to assess the threat.

			The presence of the seer made the choice for him. He shielded her now, but she could not outrun a winged demon. Fighting atop the cliffs risked pushing her back, potentially down into the valley. And he could not allow the monster close enough to harm her.

			What foul luck brought him two demons in one day?

			Unwilling to take any chances in defending the seer, Askaran chose to shift for the first time in more than three decades.

			He slapped away his kukris and dropped the weapon belt with his bag. With one hand, he unclasped his sand-cloak and let it fall. His eyes fixed on the demon before him, Askaran shifted.

			Physically, it felt like being stretched in all directions, an unsettling sensation that had become tolerable but could never be considered pleasant. His attention turned inward, to where the thoughts of the demon were released from their cage. The furious creature reared in Askaran’s head, for a moment overwhelming him with fury and frustration. Mentally, Askaran created a leash for the monster and tethered the vicious presence.

			When next he looked out, he was towering over the winged demon, which had shrunk back and lowered its winged limbs. With a yelping howl, it bolted into the desert, abandoning any hope of holding the oasis against Askaran and his demon.

			But he could not allow it to escape.

			Curling up on two enormous limbs, Askaran pounced. His bulk landed on the fleeing demon, crushing its bone into the soft terrain. Through the burst of sand, he clamped his jaw over its chest. The head was too strong to crush, but even these monsters died when they bled out. Tearing out a heart required finesse his form did not have. Instead, he ripped the ribcage apart, assuming he would tear into the heart at some point.

			The sound, part growl and part squeal, steadily dwindled as Askaran held the bite. With a final moan, the flesh released. The dust of the demon settled into the sands.

			Standing tall, Askaran surveyed the desert, red eyes seeking more invaders to his territory, eager to butcher another. Finding none, Askaran dragged the demon in his mind back to its cage. His body responded by returning to its natural form.

			His shendyt was gone, ripped to shreds, but he retrieved any useable scraps around his waist. Even certain that he had sustained no injury, he checked himself over. From his discarded bag, Askaran retrieved a new shendyt and sandals. The wrappings from the sandals covered his lower legs to the knee. With the sand-cloak, he would be fully protected from the blown sands, but less well protected should there be another fight.

			The seer’s eyes were wide when he faced her, and she seemed briefly sad. He had worried he would see fear in her eyes, but she seemed apologetic as she said, “He was bigger than I expected.” 

			She had never seen him shift before. She had not even been born when he had last shifted.

			Askaran flung the bag onto his back. The strap lay across the snout of the tattoo now exposed on his left shoulder and chest, gagging the snarling face of a colossus demon. The fiery ache of his scar, buried under the tattoo, faded as the demon settled.

			“I’m going to need that drink tonight,” he replied.

			“How come?” the seer asked, following him down into the valley’s slope at the north end. Promptly, the piper lizards flittered to the shallows, recognizing the departure of the winged demon threat. By the time the two Enneads reached the waters, a game of chasing fry had ensued, and the pipers had little remaining attention for the intruders.

			“Because otherwise, I won’t sleep,” he explained. “He gives me nightmares after any fight, and they’re worse after he’s been allowed out. But if I get him drunk, he forgets about it. So we need to be back in the City early.”

			The seer nodded, then rushed to the water’s edge ahead of him. While the seer gently lowered her hook and line, without bait, into the shallow water among the pipers, Askaran set up a shelter in the shadow of three boulders. Years ago, hunters had arranged the stones to create a fishing hide, but it required a cloak to canopy it. In the shelter of the trees, which served to break the wind and keep out the sand, the seer had dropped her desert wrap. Askaran used it to complete the hide.

			“It’s deeper,” she said, and he realized she had not been fishing; she had been measuring.

			“The waterline looks higher to me,” Askaran agreed. “I’m surprised you noticed.” He scanned the skies again. The scavengers caught a new up current and drifted away, disappointed.

			“I think the desert is getting smaller,” the seer said, returning to him and sitting in the shade of the hide. She let him tie the colored threads to her hook, then cast the line into the waters expertly. Once he baited his line with thread, he cast it in.

			He considered the observation. The grasses that surrounded the City had expanded beyond the marking pillars, and each of the oases seemed to be expanding. If all the areas of grass and life were spreading, the sand and dunes must be feeling squeezed. “I think you may be right. Now hush. Fish won’t come if they hear you talking.”

			She nodded sagely and went back to wiggling her line, doing her best to mimic a larva for the fish to eat.

			[image: ]

			Of the ten gates of the City, only one was open when the army charged. Frightened herdsmen and farmers rushed through, fleeing the initial wave of Berintans, but were easily run down by the tauran riders. After a long hike, the reward was battle.

			Unlike most archons, Funanya used her spear in place of her precious sword of rank. Among her warriors, she ensured she was the fiercest, and her ark was first through the open gate. With her ark, she drove back the Enneads and kept the entrance open for the rest of the Berintans to follow.

			In battle, the face-paints of the warriors were vital; at a glance, she counted the members of her ark, accounting for all but one, and commanded them on. Goading her people with song, she headed deeper into the city, still over forty strong despite the initial battle. She was joined by another ark, Adeban’s. Like Funanya, Adeban was from the city of Douran and served the city’s highest-ranking archon, Sizwe.

			“Fine day for a slaughter!” Adeban called, bowing his head in passing to acknowledge her slightly higher rank. The third clan’s face paints were patterns of red and brown, but more than one was spattered or smeared. His sword—like the one she had on her belt—was edged with obsidian pieces and had been bloodied. Both were less grand than Sizwe’s obsidian and wood blade.

			“Keep up, Adeban,” Funanya called back, hefting her spear. “Let’s see who draws Farai’s attention!”

			They charged on, Funanya keeping herself surrounded by her warriors. She noted Adeban did the same. Pitched battle was a fine way of getting killed in a manner no one would suspect. Sometimes it was impossible to tell who had thrown the spear that ended an archon’s life.

			The Enneads provided little resistance but fled into their homes and lashed flimsy hide doors against the invaders. The warriors stormed the houses easily, and the rumors of the black skin of an Ennead being stronger than Berintan’s were proven false. Only the swift avoided spear or sword in the chaos.

			Adeban was still a fit warrior despite his more advanced age, and combining his warriors with Funanya’s was devastating to the helpless Ennead peasants cowering in their homes. Funanya thought it would be a simple victory until she saw the monster.

			The hound demon appeared from behind a home, the arm of a Berintan scout hanging like a chain of gold from its mouth. Seeing Funanya and her warriors, the demon snarled wide, spat the meat onto the glittering glass road, and lifted its bone hackles. The muscles under the crimson scale rippled as it lowered its head and stalked toward them.

			The warriors gathered at once, forming a pack to face the creature as it advanced. Funanya positioned herself at the front, joining the line of spears meant to keep the monster at bay. Adeban’s warriors came in at the left, forming a similar, but distinct, block. Neither trusted the other enough to stand side by side.

			The demons of the desert were known to her through the briefings Archon Farai had given all his archons. Before the march, it had been forbidden to leave the jungle canopies, and for good reason. To see a demon awed her. For a moment, she wondered why the monster was loose in the city.

			She corrected herself in the next thought. They had been warned about Enneads that could take the form of demons. This was one of them: a shifter.

			She saw the glint of intelligence in the monster’s eyes as it paused, unwilling to charge the line of bristling spears. With a final growl, it retreated, step by step, until it had again disappeared around the corner.

			“Gone?” Adeban called. “That was—”

			A cry went up, and Funanya spun around. Another hound demon landed among her men, having jumped in from the rooftops. Either the creature was unnaturally fast, or two had teamed up against them.

			The following scramble was a blur. Funanya’s warriors rotated around her, reforming the block correctly to face the enemy, knowing that to stand together was to stay standing. Adeban’s ark was less organized and was quickly targeted by the demon. While the other ark scattered, Funanya’s reformed the wall of spears, and, together, the line rushed in. Although the scales of the demon turned many of the lunging spears, a few found spaces between the scales and pierced deep.

			A howl rose from around the corner, and sounds of battle erupted there as well. Funanya grinned to think the second monster, on its way to pin them, had been waylaid.

			The wounded monster among them thrashed, pulling the spears, and two warriors stumbled forward into the teeth and claws of the furious demon.

			Funanya gave the shout, and the spears surged forward again. The demon skipped back. Another howl sounded, and the demon looked toward the corner where the first had gone. In a blur, the demon was atop the roofs once more, then gone. Funanya assumed the howl had been a call, and that one demon had gone to seek the other. She steadied her spear-arm, calling for her ark to return to her.

			The demon had leaped atop the building in a single bound after two spears had stabbed at least a hand’s breadth into the body. If a pierce to the chest could not slow the monster, she did not know what would. She pitied the party who would meet both.

			Three wounded and two dead were the final counts from her ark, and she thought herself lucky. Adeban’s ark had lost a third of their numbers in a few breaths.

			Hoping not to meet any more shifters Funanya left Adeban to sort themselves and treat his wounded, gathered her warriors, and headed deeper into the city.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Sitting silently by the oasis waters proved impossible for her; the seer continued to ask Askaran questions. By the end of the afternoon, they had caught two fish, both from Askaran’s line and both landed by the seer. Two others had escaped the line after he had given it to the child to work with.

			The first fish was a spiked hagfish, whose meat tasted like mud no matter how it was prepared. One fish would feed one person; Askaran thought he should give it to one of the cooks for stock or soup. That would feed many more mouths and could be seasoned heavily.

			The second fish Askaran could not give to anyone except another shifter. The thick-scaled silver fish was a poisonous white ruin fish. He could use it as bait safely, but it was no good to eat. It seemed a shame; they had caught a large white ruin.

			He wrapped both in wax-coated leather and placed them at the bottom of his bag next to his waterskin to keep them cool. The afternoon heat was abating slowly as the sun touched the horizon, and they made their way out of the oasis.

			Clouds hovered to the east as they left the valley for the dunes, dark and imposing. Askaran was surprised to see them. Rain this time of year was unusual, and with the winds moving in from the south, he should have spotted the clouds when choosing their direction that morning.

			The seer was quiet until they were clear of the oasis and again among dunes, where demons were unable to sneak up on them.

			“Do you like the desert, Askaran?” she asked.

			“I like the quiet,” he admitted, his eyes on the dark clouds ahead. Walking wet through a desert was not a bad thing, and they were not in an area at risk for flash floods, unlike the flats in the east. But he wasn’t sure how the seer’s desert wrap would hold up. If the storm broke early over them, he would have to make a shelter. “I like the solitude. It’s hard to find space in the City sometimes.” 

			“Enneads need Enneads,” the seer informed him. “No one in the City would be alive without the others. We all have to help.”

			He lifted an eyebrow at her, but he wasn’t sure she saw it under the cowl of the sand-cloak. “You been taking to the Eldest Seer?” he asked.

			“It was Historian Belker,” she replied proudly. “He was telling me about Nanterac. He asked me to watch the desert, see if it was changing. He thinks it’s getting cooler and wetter. He says we’ve had more storms too, more rain. He says it will make living here more easy.”

			“Easier,” Askaran corrected.

			“Easier,” she agreed. “Askaran, if living in the desert is so hard, why do we live here?” 

			The wind shifted toward him, and the cloud twisted slowly. Askaran saw no haze of rain beneath it, and it moved a little too easily on the wind.

			“Because here is where we are,” he replied absently.

			It wasn’t a cloud. The black hovering above the City was smoke, and it was rising quickly.

			He stopped where he was, and the seer stumbled to a halt. They stood, the seer prudently silent, as he considered the sight.

			For him to have thought it was a cloud, it had to be new, fresh, and wide. That meant multiple fires throughout the City simultaneously, else he would have seen a plume, not a cloud. The City would not burn easily; too much was stone or glass. The shades set above the streets might catch, but the rods holding them were bone or metal. He expected the people would retreat to the pastures and keep away from the fires until they abated. Nothing they had was valuable enough to waste water on fighting the flames.

			He continued their walk, now wary. The seer remained at his side as they crossed through the valley of the dunes to approach the City from the west. Askaran avoided the crest of the dunes now, his hackles raised.

			Once they could smell the smoke, Askaran paused again. He could hear strange noises, the sounds of metal on stone and people shouting. Somewhere in the distance, the howl of a hound demon sounded, and a chill ran down Askaran’s spine. Even the demon in his mind fidgeted uncomfortably.

			Something was very wrong.

			“You know how to use a sand-cloak?” Askaran asked the seer as he unclasped his cloak and handed it to her.

			She nodded. “Roll once to collect the sand, then lie flat or on your side beside a dune or move slowly. Shake it out when you get up.”

			He took her desert wrap and replaced it with the cloak. The extra cloth dragged behind her until he pinned it up in an improvised hem using the fish hooks.

			“You hide here,” he told her. “Right here. I’m going to investigate this. I will come back for you.”

			Her eyes welled with tears, but she nodded. When he pulled away from her, her hand caught his arm.

			“You promise?” she asked.

			“I promise,” Askaran replied. “Just hide here.”

			As he began his cautious climb up the dune to view the pasture ahead, he glanced back and was satisfied to see her properly collect the red sand on the cloak. With a slight wind—a constant in the desert—she was invisible under the sand instantly.

			He crawled over the dune, then the next one. Atop the third, he finally had a view of the pastureland around the City.

			An army had trampled the pasture to the south, and some of the forces still occupied the flattened grasses there. The screams of the people floated now on the shifting winds, and the closer he drew, the more piercing they became. A shriek—a woman panicked—seemed to call to the demon within him directly, making Askaran flinch.

			He held the demon in check, knowing that even the invaders on the pasture were numerous enough to kill the demon he harbored, and he did not know how many of the attackers had already made their way into the City.

			He had a promise to keep.

			He slunk closer, hiding in the shadows of the white markers as he traced a path to the south along the edge of the pasture. Once he reached the largest south pillar, he was close enough to see the attackers.

			They were not demons. That alone made him pause. He had believed Nanterac devoid of sentient life. There was plenty of reptilian life hidden in the dunes, but nothing beyond. His mother had once spoken of parts of the world that were lush, but the Eldest Seer had never permitted exploration beyond the desert. Once, it had been to save their connection with their homeworld. Askaran did not know why it mattered now, but the rules had not changed.

			At first, he thought the invaders were reptiles themselves, although they had round skulls and little snouts. But those that marched to another gate walked like Enneads. The scales he had seen were armor wound with cords of leather in collars and around their joints. Their shendyts were cloth, as were the shoes they wore laced up to the knee. Their faces were painted in repetitive patterns that seemed to be associated with the group they were with. Considering the amount of clothing they wore, he could not imagine how they could march in the heat.

			The Mirror Gate had been smashed in, and now dozens of the armored people guarded it, each with spear and tauran-hide shields. The demon in Askaran growled, and Askaran mirrored the sound; intruders had entered his territory.

			His eyes were drawn up, and the demon nearly slipped his grasp entirely.

			Enneads built low-lying houses, but one section of the City rose higher above the rest, the Heart Hall. There, the Eldest Seer guided the City. And there, hanging from an upper window in a chain, hung ten unadorned, white jellabiyas.

			Thirteen desert seers lived in the City. Ten had been killed and stripped of their robes.

			Askaran took a step forward unwittingly, feeling the demon rise to the surface.

			Three must yet live, he realized, and he knew where one was.

			A new roar sounded over the City, and Askaran’s heart skipped.

			Choran, fully shifted into his winged demon form, cleared the wall in a bound and landed atop the invaders. The tusks on either side of his maw thrashed left and right, crashing into the attackers and throwing them. Hissing a challenge, he faced a new squad and charged, goring two in a single strike. Tossing his head, he threw the bodies clear over the walls once more.

			One eye was squinted shut, the skin around it scalped clear from the surrounding bone. More than one spear jutted out from flesh on his back and belly, but most of the strikes from the soldiers landed on plated joints. The bone defended him, but the thinner scale overlying it was shredded. Black blood oozed from every surface, and, upon seeing it, Askaran felt his heart stop.

			The enemy swarmed in, long spears stabbing. One lucky strike cut between the ribs and sank into Choran’s chest.

			The demon thrashed, trampling and slashing. The tail, the end like a mace, killed the man with the spear instantly, but it was too late. With the deadly blow, Askaran had no doubt that Choran had lost control of the demon.

			The kills were no longer clean; Choran smashed his way through a dozen people with a single run but took another dozen wounds. He crushed another pair of warriors under his forefeet, thrusting out his horns to gore two more. There, pinned by a dozen new spears, he sagged and stumbled. In collapsing, he crushed another invader, but he did not rise.

			As Askaran watched his friend be cut down, the demon in him seethed at his inaction, but the cage remained closed. The seer expected him to come and get her. Charging into the army was fated to fail. He could not defeat so many. No one could.

			Feeling a push on the cage door of the demon in his mind, Askaran withdrew.

			She had to live. The little seer he had left hidden among the dunes had to be spared. He did not know where the other surviving seers were. Should no seer remain, the Enneads would perish on Nanterac, or so an ancient seer had said. The others could be facing death at any time.

			Askaran turned his back on the City and made his way into the dunes.

			The seer shook free the sand from the cloak as she stood before him, for once, without questions. Her black eyes peered at him as if viewing his soul, and he felt the demon in him quake. He was not sure what she saw, but he had no doubt that she was, for the first time, truly seeing. He understood suddenly why Yarr had feared her.

			A single tear fell from her black eyes, glistening like the flecks of gold he could see in her irises.

			“Ten robes,” she said, and he, seeing no way or reason to deny it, nodded. “So one other lives.”

			He cocked his head. “Two would yet…” He trailed off, seeing the truth in her tears.

			“Only one other,” she said. “The Eldest Seer has given his life to deny them their prize. This, I know.”

			Askaran let out a long breath. He had never known a seer’s visions to come so early to a child.

			“But Choran shifted by the City,” Askaran said, taking the seer’s hand and leading her away, “and he bled there. Maybe others did too; they must have been forced into their demons. The City is
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