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      Imagined worlds are intricate, alluring and often demanding places. The usual rules no longer apply. As readers, we are confronted with new geographies and new creatures, with magic systems that operate under their own set of rules. So if you need a quick refresher on people, places and things in the Fourth Element universe, I’ve included a glossary at the end of this book.

      I also thought it made sense to tell you that now, because there’s nothing more annoying than finding it after you finish and thinking, oh, that would have been nice to know when I was struggling to remember what a satrap is!

      Anyway, thank you, dear reader. Without you, none of it would matter.
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      The wound is the place where the Light enters you.

      ―Jalaluddin Rumi, The Masnavi
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          TIJAH

        

      

    

    
      She stretched out flat on her belly in a fold of earth, the late afternoon sun beating down on her bare neck. Goddess, she missed having long hair. Myrri used to braid it each night before bed. Her gentle smoothing and tugging always made Tijah sleepy.

      The memory would have brought angry tears to her eyes if she had any left to shed. But after the things she'd seen, and the nights weeping silently so she wouldn't wake the children, Tijah's heart was cold and heavy as a stone.

      Oh, sister. I'd give anything to have you at my side again.

      Anything at all.

      Myrri didn't answer, but that was because she'd never spoken a single word aloud in her life. Also because she was dead.

      The silence managed to be more accusing than any imagined response. If Tijah had gone down into those tunnels with her, Myrri would still be alive. She could have saved her with the bond, the way Nazafareen had saved Darius. Or they could have died together, as they were always meant to. She'd never for a moment considered that she might be left behind. Alone and consumed with regret. It was the cruelest fate imaginable.

      Tijah squinted through the waves of heat rising from the white, cracked earth. Beads of sweat carved a slow path down the side of her nose. She hadn't moved a muscle in an hour. Hardly so much as blinked. She was watching the village below for any signs of life. There were none.

      It looked like the other villages they'd passed in the last four days crossing the Great Salt Plain—a dusty collection of mudbrick houses with rounded roofs and narrow slits for windows to keep out the desert heat. Except this one wasn't a charred slaughterhouse.

      Why?

      Tijah knew what the necromancers and their Druj did when they swept through a village. She had seen the aftermath a dozen times so far. The first one she'd known was coming because they could all smell it from leagues away. When little Abid saw what had been done to the sheep in their pens, he'd gotten sick to his stomach, vomiting right on Parvane's bare feet. At that point Tijah had ordered Achaemenes to take the five children and give the village a wide berth, cursing herself for not doing it earlier. She was the only one to enter. She'd hoped to find survivors.

      Tijah heard the buzzing of flies in her dreams now, on those same nights when she woke with a scream trapped in her throat and the image of faceless men standing over her with knives. So many horrors, all congealing together. So many bad men in the world.

      She'd made herself count the dead at each village. At first to honor them, to remember the lost. But that's how she came to suspect the Druj weren't killing them all. Oh, there was no lack of burned and tortured corpses. But Tijah could see it wasn't enough. That meant the necromancers were taking fresh slaves at each stop. Maybe the wights too.

      Afterwards, when the culling was finished, they would put the place to the torch and carve up every last living creature that remained. From what she could tell, the Undead didn't eat the animals. They killed for the pleasure of it.

      But either this particular village had been spared—highly unlikely—or overlooked. Well, it was a stroke of much-needed luck. They'd run out of food and water a day ago. Since the succession of ghost towns, Tijah's priorities had radically shifted. She no longer expected to buy horses or provisions. Her only goal at this point was keeping everyone alive.

      She'd thought about turning back. Not herself, but Achaemenes and the kids. She should have tried harder, the moment they came to that first village.

      "Do you care so little for them?" Tijah had demanded. "This plain is a battlefield. Not even that! A charnel house."

      "We can handle a few Druj," Achaemenes replied.

      "Can you?" She stared at him until he looked away. "Did you know the necromancers use fire? They're not stupid. They know how to deal with daēvas. And they're hard to kill, much harder than the Undead."

      She could see from his face that in fact, he had not known about the fire. Very few did. Tijah only knew because she'd fought them once before, but the so-called Antimagi had not crossed the mountains in generations. Until now.

      Still Achaemenes dug his heels in. "We're going to Gorgon-e Gaz," he said, iron in his voice. "And we're going to find our parents and let them out." He glanced at the children, sitting blank-eyed in the dirt, waiting to be told what to do. "They need to know who they are. They need to know they're not Druj. You've no idea of the things that have been done to them. The lies they've been told."

      Tijah had nothing to say. If Myrri were here, she'd agree. So on they went.

      And Tijah found herself warming to the stark, forbidding landscape. The perfect emptiness of it, the silence. She didn't think she could have stood being in a city, with its teeming multitudes and staring faces. That made her remember Karnopolis and what had happened there. But the Great Salt Plain had an austere beauty Myrri would have appreciated. Scorching during the day and cold at night, but oh, the stars! More than she had seen since leaving the golden, shifting dunes of Al Miraj all those years ago.

      They had walked and walked, and seen many strange and wondrous things that eased the other horrors: spires of pure white crystals thrusting up from the earth like half-buried palaces, and rivers of salt driven by the wind to look like hair, and a dry lake pitted by some ancient hailstorm that turned out to a morass of sticky mud. They had almost gotten stuck in that one. Afterwards, Tijah was careful to avoid anyplace that didn't have a thick crust of salt.

      Most of the villages had an oasis nearby, so Tijah managed to refill their water skins until the last one, where she'd found corpses stuffed into the well. That was yesterday.

      Now it was far too late to turn around. And Tijah wanted to go to Gorgon-e Gaz too. Needed to go. It was the only way she could think of to avenge Myrri's death and if it cost Tijah her own, she could accept that.

      In fact, she was counting on it.

      But the kids…. She still planned to leave them somewhere safe. Tel Khalujah, maybe. There were Water Dogs there and a high wall. Garrisons of soldiers.

      So why haven't they been sent here? Why haven't you seen a single red or blue tunic among the dead?

      Tijah shifted the tiniest bit to avoid a pebble digging into her right hip. This wasn't the first time that little voice had asked unanswerable questions. The people of the Dasht-e Kavir were helpless as goats staked out for a pack of hyenas, abandoned by both their old King and new. And if none of the eastern satrapies had sent aid either, when news had surely reached them of the massacres by now, that meant….

      Tijah didn't want to think about what that meant.

      She watched the village until the sun hovered just above the peaks of distant mountains. The one good thing about the Great Salt Plain was that no one could sneak up on you. It stretched flat and featureless in all directions, with nowhere for an army to hide itself. Wherever the Druj had gone, she felt reasonably certain it wasn't here. Besides the lack of bodies and flies and stench, the ground around the village wasn't churned up the way the others had been. The necromancers and their minions were foul, unearthly things, but they left hoof- and footprints just like men did.

      Tijah crawled back to the clump of scraggly brown bushes where Achaemenes waited with the children. Like a crucible, the desert had both reduced and hardened him, boiling away any spare flesh along with the last shreds of innocence. His eyes were haunted, but then so were her own.

      "Nothing moving down there," she said.

      "Someone must have warned them," Achaemenes said, the kids clustered tight around him like ducklings. "They got lucky and ran."

      "Probably. Or they're hunkered down. Hiding."

      Tijah did not mention Ash Shiyda, the village she'd been called out to with the Water Dogs several years before. A merchant caravan had reported possible trouble in the area. When her company arrived, Ash Shiyda appeared to be deserted. In fact, the Druj had been waiting for them, holed up in the empty houses. That's when she'd killed her first revenant. She remembered the eyes like mirrors, the terrible wounds on its body, squirming with maggots. It held its longsword with cracked, raw hands. The weapon had been nearly as tall as she was. If Myrri hadn't distracted it while Tijah snuck around behind….

      "Listen up." Tijah braced her hands on her hips and gave the kids a hard stare. "What do you know about the Undead? About Druj?"

      They shuffled their feet. Pegah glanced at Achaemenes for his consent to answer and Tijah wanted to shake her until her perfect white teeth rattled.

      "Come on," Achaemenes said, scrubbing a hand across his jaw. His beard was coming in and he had an unconscious habit of stroking the wispy hair when his authority was invoked. "Remember your lessons with the magus. Let's start with liches."

      "Like shadows," Parvane said promptly. "If they touch you, you're dead." She poked Abid, who giggled, stuck his tongue out and pretended to sag to the ground.

      "And how do you stop them?"

      Most of the kids chimed in with the answer, all except Anu, who, when she wasn't bickering with the others, usually refused to speak at all. "With air!"

      "What about wights?" Achaemenes asked.

      "Cut their heads off!" Pegah said, eyes shining. She was only four years younger than Achaemenes and worshipped the ground he walked on.

      "And revenants?" Tijah said.

      "Undead soldiers, returned from the grave," Parvane chanted. Words she'd memorized by rote. "You have to behead those too. When they're born, they come out of the ground."

      "Stinky old Druj!" Abid jeered, collapsing in laughter. It had been two days since he saw the eviscerated sheep in their pen, entrails draped across torn bodies, eyes staring glassily into the sun. Only two days. But with the resilience of children, he'd managed to erase the scene from his mind.

      Ordinarily, Tijah would envy him for it. Sometimes she wished she had the same amnesia. But not today. Not when all their lives depended on staying alert and afraid.

      "You think it's funny because you've never seen one," Tijah said quietly, but with a touch of menace. "Never felt the air whistle past your face as you try to keep them from chopping you to pieces with their iron swords."

      Abid's grin slid away. Small and scrawny for his age to begin with, he suddenly looked a lot younger than six. Tijah felt a little bad for scaring him but it had to be done. The Druj were no fairytale ogres. Maybe it had been a mistake to keep the children away from the villages. Maybe they needed to see.

      "You listen to me," Tijah said. "If we come across any liches, feel free to unknit them with air. That's what daēvas do best. Did the magi teach you how?"

      The older kids nodded firmly, the two younger ones a bit more uncertainly. Achaemenes just watched, his face unreadable.

      "Now wights are fast, really fast," Tijah continued. "A good friend of mine lost her sister to a wight. I've seen them. They look like a person, except for the eyes, which are all black." Tijah touched the corner of her eyelid. "Once they take you, it's over. There's no coming back. So if you see something like that, don't hesitate for a second. It's not a human, not a daēva, and it will kill you in a heartbeat. You run, understand? Same for revenants. They're even worse. We see any of those, you let me take care of them."

      The kids stared at Tijah, at the hilt of the curved sword she wore across her back. Pegah looked on the verge of rolling her eyes, but Tijah's expression made her sigh and brush an invisible mote of dust from her tunic instead.

      "Abid can make a crack in the earth," Bijan whispered. He was almost as quiet as Anu, and always had a worried crease across his forehead. At seven, he was the closest in age to Abid, and the boys were friends.

      "Want me to show you?" Abid asked, bouncing on his toes.

      "Not right now," Achaemenes said firmly. "And not without permission. You all know earth can break bones. It's easy to draw too much."

      "We don't need anyone's permission to use the power," Anu muttered under her breath.

      Achaemenes ignored her. Nothing seemed to ruffle his calm. Tijah almost snapped back at her—it wouldn't do to have a mutiny on their hands—but thought better of it. She'd talk to the girl later. They only had a few hours of daylight left, and she wanted to get in and out of the village quickly. They'd yet to see any actual Druj, only the aftermath of their passage across the plain, but she knew they were out there. A whole army of them.

      Tijah climbed to the top of the low rise where they had stopped to rest. A series of arid foothills hemmed the village from the west. Otherwise, the Great Salt Plain stretched in an uninterrupted sheet of parched earth as far as the eye could see. Tijah figured they were two or three days from the Khusk Range. Gorgon-e Gaz lay on the other side.

      She shaded her eyes with one hand, sweeping her gaze along the flat line of the horizon, where the sky grew soft and fuzzy, as though someone had smudged their thumb along it. It was a trick of the heat, she knew. Just like the shimmering quicksilver pools that looked like water. In the Sayhad, travelers died chasing those pools, which always floated just out of reach.

      "So the village is safe?" Achaemenes asked.

      "I didn't say that. I said it looks safe. See the difference?"

      "I only meant⁠—"

      "I know what you meant. Too bad daēvas can't sense Druj. That would make it simple. But we have no choice. I doubt there's another water source for fifty leagues. So in we go."

      The sun touched the tops of the hills, painting them reddish gold. A flock of birds winged past in ragged formation overhead. They must be migrating. No place was worth stopping at for long in this wasteland. Tijah imagined them going somewhere green and wild, an island in the middle of the ocean surrounded by wave-beaten cliffs echoing with the roar of the sea. The thought made her wistful. How pleasant to be able to simply fly away….

      "Everyone stay close," she said, taking the bridle of their mare. The animal barely responded to her touch. Its head drooped, dark eyes fixed on the dirt. The horse had been intended for Myrri. Tijah stroked its muzzle. "There's water down there, old girl," she murmured. "Half a league more. If I can do it, you can do it."

      They all needed fresh water, desperately. Tijah herself came from the Sayhad and had a high tolerance for dry heat—more than for cold, that was certain—but even she couldn't go forever on a gulp of piss-warm water.

      They picked their way down the hillside, Tijah in front with the horse and Achaemenes and the kids trailing behind, to the rutted road leading to the village. Parvane held her brother Bijan's hand. She was tall for an eleven-year-old, almost as tall as Tijah, who could look most men in the eye. Pegah had taken charge of Abid. As usual, Anu held herself apart from the others, although Tijah noticed she didn't stray far from Achaemenes.

      As they neared the village, she saw the tops of walled gardens inside. The people who lived there would have to be self-sufficient to survive out here. They would have wells, and some kind of irrigation system. Tijah scanned a stone pen with a crude thatched shelter that offered protection from the elements. It smelled faintly of manure but the animals were also gone, which Tijah took as a good sign. No bloated bodies rotting in the sun.

      The wind whistled across the plain, whipping a fine grit into her eyes. Tijah wished she still had her Water Dog qarha, which was easily the most useful item of clothing she'd ever owned. A long scarf that wrapped around the head, it served in rain and snow, dust and wind. But she'd left her old life behind. Now Tijah wore a plain tunic and trousers, once white but scoured to a dingy grey from their journey across the plain. The children still wore the blue of daēva slaves. That color alone would mark them out, if there were anyone within five hundred leagues to see it.

      Tijah felt Achaemenes' eyes on her but kept her own straight ahead. He'd finally lost the limp in his right leg, she noticed. His infirmity had vanished the moment Nazafareen freed him from the bond but his mind hadn't accepted it for days.

      How we cling to our old ways even when they no longer serve us.

      When they reached the opening in the low wall where the road passed into the village, Tijah turned and gave the kids a stern look. Most of them hadn't a clue. They knew, but they didn't really believe. They wouldn't, until they faced their first Undead. But she wouldn't tolerate foolishness.

      "Food and water," she said. "Don't touch anything else."

      Tijah went into the first house alone while the others waited in the street. The bottom level had served as a stable, with bales of hay stacked against the walls and extra tack. Good news for the horse. She unsheathed her scimitar and slowly scanned the shadows until she felt certain the room was empty. A dark, steep flight of stairs led to the second floor, the stone worn smooth from the long passage of feet. Tijah peered up it, then began to climb, pausing on each step to listen for any sign of movement.

      The gods only knew how long this village had been here. A thousand years, maybe. The people of the Dasht-e Kavir were descendants of the pastoralists who had once roamed free with their flocks. She remembered the magus at Tel Khalujah explaining about it in their history lessons while she listened with half an ear, daydreaming about one of the handsome young soldiers in the satrap's personal guard. What had his name been? Farhad? Or was it Farbod?

      When Tijah reached the top of the stairs, she waited for a full minute. Just the wind, and the faint voices of the kids outside.

      She cautiously began to explore the second floor. As soon as she saw the bedroom, her shoulders relaxed. She rolled her neck and was rewarded with a satisfying crunch. It was not like Ash Shiyda, everything perfectly intact except for the people. No, this had been a planned exodus. Clothing spilled from cedar chests as though a few favorite items had been hastily grabbed. She could see the dust-free spots on dressers and tables where sentimental keepsakes had been taken. Likewise, only the smallest, cheapest rugs remained. Most of the food was gone too, although she found half a loaf of hard bread and some shriveled onions.

      Tijah gathered up the food and returned to the street.

      "I think it's okay," she said. "Let's check the other houses."

      "I'm thirsty," Abid whined, pushing the offered bread away.

      "There's an aquifer beneath the hill," Achaemenes said. "They use it for irrigation." He tilted his head back and closed his eyes. Finding the nexus. Letting it guide him to water. "The well is in the middle of town."

      Tijah hesitated. Goddess, she was thirsty. "All right. Lead the way."

      They followed Achaemenes through the cramped, dusty streets. Some of the houses had been carved straight out of the slabs of sandstone that erupted from the plain. They looked like giant termite mounds, with irregular windows and pointy roofs.

      The sun sank behind the hills. Deep shadows cloaked the alleys between the buildings. The dark, cave-like doorways and perfect absence of sound, except for their own footfalls in the dust, had a subduing effect on the children. No one spoke until they reached a central courtyard. Sure enough, it had a deep stone well, with a bucket on a rope.

      The water was good and cold. Most of all, it was wet. When they'd all drunk their fills and Tijah had tended to the horse, she explored the houses fronting the courtyard. Most of the food was gone, but she had better luck in the rear gardens. A small orchard yielded a walnut tree and a few hard green pears. Tijah squatted in the shade and ate one. It tasted bitter and chalky. She'd probably have a stomachache later, but she was too hungry to care.

      "You never told me what happened to your face," Achaemenes said, dropping down beside her.

      Tijah looked up at him. The pain was better than it had been a few days ago, although her jaw still ached where one of the Al Miraji mercenaries had punched her. She wiggled a tooth with her tongue. It felt loose.

      "Someone asked me too many questions," she said, chucking the core over a stone wall. "You should see him."

      Achaemenes raised an eyebrow but let it go. "I'm going to look around," he said.

      "Make yourself useful then. We'll need provisions. Warm clothing, blankets. This might be the last village standing before the Khusk mountains." She glanced at Abid, scuffing around in the dirt with his big toe. "They need shoes."

      Achaemenes nodded.

      "Don't go far."

      "I won't."

      After the kids devoured some scraps of dried meat and part of an old wheel of cheese Tijah had discovered in a cupboard, their spirits picked up. Parvane pretended to be a lich and chased Abid and Bijan around. Anyone who got touched was declared to be out of the game. They moved so fast Tijah could barely follow. Pegah, who was thirteen, obviously considered herself too old for such silliness, so she sat against the well and watched the others with an indulgent air.

      Tijah almost put a stop to it, but it was the first fun the children had had in days and it seemed clear the village was long deserted. So she left them with Parvane and went inside one of the houses looking for anything useful. A few minutes later, Tijah heard raised voices outside. Not in alarm, but in anger. When she reached the courtyard, she found Anu and Parvane going at it. Anu gave Parvane a hard shove, knocking her on her bottom. After a moment of shocked silence, Parvane leaped to her feet. She was lunging at Anu when Tijah stepped between them.

      "Knock it off," she said.

      Anu spit in the dirt at Tijah's feet. Unlike Parvane, who kept her hair neatly combed, Anu's was wild and knotted. She had the Bactrian look, with pale skin peeling from the sun and light green eyes that now settled on Tijah with open defiance.

      "I warned her not to touch me," Anu growled. "I warned her."

      Tijah turned to the other girl, who crossed her arms defensively. "Why, Parvane? You know how she is."

      "It was an accident!" Parvane protested. "Bijan pushed me. I didn't bump her hard!"

      "What's going on?" Achaemenes emerged from the mouth of a dark alley. He carried a cracked water jug in one hand and a stack of blankets in the other.

      Parvane cast him an appealing look. "Anu's like a wild animal, she always has been, you know that," she said, all batting eyelashes and reasonable tone. "There's something wrong with her. She likes to fight. No one can talk to her without getting their head snapped off. She never wants to play. She just sits there with that mean look on her face." And then Parvane did an uncannily accurate imitation of Anu, clutching herself and rocking back and forth with a sour, blank-eyed stare.

      "That's enough," Achaemenes said wearily. "I don’t care who started it. You're the older one, and this isn't the place for childish squabbles."

      Anu kept her eyes on the ground, refusing to defend herself. Tijah had seen it before. The kid just shut down.

      "But—"

      "I said, enough." He turned to Anu. "You okay?"

      No response. Achaemenes sighed, addressing Bijan and Abid, who had stopped playing to watch the outcome of the fight. "Tijah says the mountains we have to cross are very cold. Pegah, take your brother and check out the houses on the left side. Look for food and clothing mainly, but also weapons, needles and thread, anything useful. Parvane and Bijan, you're with me." Achaemenes stepped up to Anu, careful not to get too close. "Why don't you go with Tijah?" he said gently.

      Tijah suppressed a scowl but held her tongue. She could see the wisdom of keeping Anu and Parvane apart for now, but she didn't relish the strange daēva girl's company. She didn't relish any of their company.

      When the two of them were alone, she looked Anu up and down. The girl was still staring at her own feet like they contained the secret of life. "Don’t want to talk, huh? Well, you're in luck because neither do I." Tijah turned her back and started toward a crooked house at the end of the square. A moment later, she heard the whisper of bare feet behind her.

      The place was little more than a mud-brick hovel, with a narrow doorway leading to three rooms on the ground floor. The owners had packed in a hurry, leaving little behind. A crude wooden doll with no arms. A comb with half the teeth missing.

      "You want this?" Tijah held it up. "Your hair looks pretty ratty. You might want to give it a comb sometime. No?" She tossed it aside, glancing at Anu out of the corner of her eye. "I could teach you some hand signs. That way we can communicate without talking." Tijah hooked her middle and ring fingers together, palms up. "That means go fuck a herd of camels. You can use it on Parvane anytime you want. I don't care."

      Anu's lips bunched together as she tried not to smile. It made the girl look more like an actual person.

      "I don't know about you," Tijah announced, "but I feel weird and kind of sad invading people's privacy like this, even if they're never coming back, so let's just get it over with, shall we?"

      Anu didn't reply but she snapped out of her trance, helping Tijah search the place and piling whatever seemed worthwhile on the living room rug. Along the way, Tijah taught her a few of the more useful signs she and Myrri had devised when they were kids together.

      "This one means stop talking so loud, I'm just mute, not fucking deaf," Tijah said, rapidly touching mouth and ear with a gleeful flourish. "This is yes"—a closed fist—"and no"—first two fingers of right hand tapping left palm.

      Anu tried the last two out, her face intensely focused.

      "Very good." Tijah grinned. "And this one means you're going bald from ringworm, you flaming son of a pimp."

      An hour or so later, they all reunited in the square and made a pile of everything they'd found. Some of it was desperately needed—woolen jackets, a few pairs of sturdy leather boots, pickled vegetables in clay jars and salted mutton—while other items had simply caught the younger children's eyes. A toy chariot complete with horses that you could pull behind you on a string. A carved wooden cat.

      Pegah took charge of sorting through it all, directing the younger children to pack the most practical items in a little cart they could hitch to the horse. She and Parvane chattered away, admiring this or that treasure, as Bijan and Abid dutifully followed instructions. The only one who did nothing was Anu. She'd gone off in her own world again, sitting in the dirt near the well and picking at her bare feet.

      Tijah took Achaemenes aside, pitching her voice so low she doubted even a daēva could hear it.

      "What's the story?" she whispered, flicking her eyes at Anu. "Was her amah a monster?"

      Achaemenes shrugged. "No worse than the others. She's always been like this. Different. Awkward with children and adults both."

      "Is she slow?" Tijah asked, doubting it. The kid had clever eyes when she bothered to look at you, and she'd picked up the hand signs quick enough.

      "The opposite. Anu has a brilliant mind when she wants to use it. She was top of the class in lessons."

      "Did the other kids resent her for that?"

      Achaemenes shrugged. "Some did."

      "So she got it on both sides then. That can't have been easy."

      Achaemenes gave her an appraising look. "She could use a friend. I don’t know if Anu has ever had one."

      Tijah didn't like the way he looked at her, with pity in his eyes. Like he could see inside her. Like he thought maybe Tijah was the one who needed a friend. It made her angry. He couldn't possibly know what she felt.

      "Well, she can look elsewhere," Tijah said, and her voice had a nastier edge than she'd intended. "That’s not what I signed up for."

      Achaemenes's mouth thinned. Tijah felt a surge of petty triumph that she'd finally gotten to him when a prickling sensation made her look across the square, through the thickening shadows, to where Anu crouched by the well. The girl was staring at them. She'd probably heard that last bit since in her irritation, Tijah had forgotten to lower her voice. Goddess-cursed daēvas.

      "Shit," Tijah muttered.

      "Do we stay here for the night?" Achaemenes asked. She could tell he was disappointed in her.

      "Might as well. We'll move on at first light."

      He grinned. "You mean I actually get to sleep in a bed?"

      "I didn't say that." She pointed down the street. "There's a building over there that should do nicely."

      It was the tallest in the village, four stories and solid stone mortared with lime. Tijah had seen it while she was searching a cluster of nearby houses, and had immediately marked it out as an excellent vantage point. The circular style was different from the other buildings, and the stones were much more pitted and weathered, as though the structure predated the village itself. Who had built it was a mystery, but Tijah guessed the settlement had eventually grown up around it. She thought perhaps the tower had been a lookout, dating back to the days when raiders from the hill tribes of Bactria would harry the herders of the Salt Plain.

      Whatever it had once been, the villagers now used the tower to store grain. A ladder led to a windowless loft with bales of hay, and then a timbered roof that commanded a clear view in all directions. Tijah tied the horse to a post and gave her a handful of feed. The last faint glow of daylight was fading at the rim of the western horizon as Tijah and Achaemenes reached the top of the rickety ladder. Tijah sat on the edge of the roof and let her feet dangle down. She had never been afraid of heights, although Myrri hated them.

      She pushed her sleeve up and touched the gold cuff that still circled her right wrist. If only Myrri had been afraid of enclosed places too. Then she might have stayed with Tijah and the horses by the bridge. The mercenaries wouldn't have snuck up on her and Myrri wouldn't be a greasy scorch mark in the tunnels under Karnopolis.

      The soft voices of the children drifted up from the loft below. To Tijah's eyes, it was pitch black inside, but daēvas could see like cats in the darkness and the kids had no trouble scrambling up the ladder and making themselves little nests in the hay.

      "How much farther to Gorgon-e Gaz?" Achaemenes asked, settling in beside her.

      Tijah let her sleeve fall back down, concealing the cuff. "Two more days to the mountains, another two to cross."

      "Do you think we'll make it?"

      Tijah looked at him. "We'll make it."

      He nodded, but not like he believed her. Just because it was the polite thing to do. "Why don't you get some rest? I'll wake you in a few hours," he said.

      Tijah slipped down the ladder and curled up in the straw. The kids were already asleep. She listened to their soft breathing for a few minutes. All her icons—Mami Natu, the fertility goddess with her pendulous breasts; Innunu, Tijah's fierce patron, half woman, half falcon; and Kavi, the nine-headed, nine-armed deliverer of justice—had been lost in Karnopolis. But they lived in her heart.

      Bring us safely across the Plain, she prayed. That's all I ask. What happens on the other side is for you to decide.

      She felt as though she'd just closed her eyes when Achaemenes was saying her name in the darkness, softly so as not to wake the others. He didn't touch her, which she appreciated.

      "You sure you're up for this?" he asked, as she blinked owlishly and let out a jaw-cracking yawn. A pale trickle of moonlight from above let her make out the sleeping mounds of the children. "I can take the next watch too, easy. I'm not tired."

      "It's my turn," Tijah replied, stumbling for the ladder.

      She sat with her chin on her knees, eyes fixed stubbornly on the eastern horizon. Not even a hint of sunrise yet. She probably had a couple of hours to go at least. That was okay. She could handle it. She'd gone without sleep plenty of times.

      The plain stretched ahead of her like a black ocean.

      We'll make it. Achaemenes doesn't believe it, but we will.

      She sat for a while, then paced the perimeter of the tower. Sixteen steps. It grew cold, the moon set, and she sat back down to huddle for warmth. Whenever her chin would nod toward her chest, she'd pinch herself and get up. Pace some more. In the hour just before dawn, a vision stole over her, clear as if she were seeing it.

      Myrri. In the stern of a small boat on that black ocean. Beckoning. Too far off to see her face, but Tijah would bet she's wearing that wry smile, the one that only came out when they were alone together. Tijah is standing on the shore and she understands, even without signs, what Myrri wants.

      I'm coming, sister. One way or another, I'm coming….
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        * * *

      

      Tijah woke to the first lukewarm rays of dawn hitting her face. She stirred, realized what had happened, and cursed fluently and with great feeling. It was the first time she'd ever fallen asleep on watch.

      She jumped to her feet, shading one hand against the low angle of the sun. A moment of blindness as she squinted past the village to the desolate plateau beyond and Tijah came fully awake, heart pounding like she'd just run a footrace through the Sayhad at noon.

      "Achaemenes!" she yelled, trying to keep the panic from her voice. "Get up here. Now!"

      Moments later, a tousled head of brown hair popped out of the hatch. Achaemenes pulled himself up and then he was at her side.

      "Holy Father," he breathed.

      A huge cloud of dust obscured the plain not a league from the village, and it was moving fast, from west to east. The same way they were headed.

      Along the road that passed right through the village.

      "That’s not a sandstorm," Tijah said, feeling sick and scared and guilty all at the same time. "There's no wind."

      "That's an army," Achaemenes finished.

      They looked at each other. Then they were running to the ladder. He said nothing about her falling asleep, neglecting her duty, and she didn't either.

      Tijah dropped the last few feet from the ladder to the loft, Achaemenes behind her.

      "Wake up," she barked.

      Sleepy faces, blinking eyes. Pegah shot her an accusing look, like she was being a bitch just for fun.

      "There's Druj coming," Tijah snapped. "A lot of them."

      That got everyone moving. Bijan let out a whimper, clinging to Pegah's leg. Achaemenes snatched up their blankets and wadded them into a ball that he tossed through the hole in the floor.

      "I'll get the wagon hitched," he said.

      "We still have time to get out, but just barely," Tijah said, herding them toward the ladder as she did a quick head count: Anu, Parvane, Bijan, Pegah…

      "Where's Abid?" Tijah demanded. "Where the hell is Abid?"
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      They gawked at her like a bunch of chickens watching a fire juggler.

      "He was here last night," Parvane said finally. "When we fell asleep. He was next to Bijan."

      Bijan crumpled under all the stares. "I didn't see him go, I swear!"

      "No one's saying you did," his sister said, pulling him closer and glaring at Tijah.

      Tijah turned to Achaemenes. "Get them out of here. Just go! Head east. I'll find Abid."

      "But—"

      Tijah set her shoulders, cocked her head back. She knew how to threaten. Even Nazafareen used to back down when Tijah put on her mean face. "Just go! There's no time."

      "We're not leaving Abid." Achaemenes's hair crackled with static electricity as he gathered the power around him.

      Idiot.

      Tijah thought she could hear them coming now. Feel it too, a subtle vibration in the bones of the old tower. The thud of hundreds of boots hitting the ground in unison.

      "Then help me find him," she said, knowing if they argued any longer, no one would get out of the village alive. "I'll take Anu. The rest of you stay together. He can't have gone far."

      "We'll check the well. Maybe he got thirsty," Achaemenes said, face tight. "When I find him, he's going to be in serious trouble."

      Tijah didn't comment on the ridiculousness of this statement. She was too terrified. Not as much for herself as for the kids. They would fight, but they were hopelessly outnumbered, and she knew exactly how it would end.

      They raced down the ladder and fanned out into the empty streets, calling Abid's name. It was a beautiful morning, clear and crisp with a hint of autumn in the chill dew. On any other day, Tijah might have felt glad to be alive. To be rested and fed.

      But she didn't notice the way the dawn brought out the seashell-pink of the sandstone or the deep blue of the sky. All she could see was the bodies from the other villages, what had been done to them before they died. And she was glad then she hadn't let the children see it too.

      "Abid!" she called, spinning in a circle. Panic bubbled up inside her, urging her to run, run, run. Tijah swallowed it down. "Come on out, honey! No one's mad at you, I promise."

      At least Anu kept her head. She stuck close but made sure to check any hiding spot that might attract the curiosity of a small boy. The problem was there were too many. The village seemed small from a distance, but when you had only minutes to find a single kid, it suddenly got a whole lot bigger.

      "Something's happened to him," Tijah muttered, leaning on the doorframe of yet another empty house. "Why else wouldn't he come out? He must be able to hear us. It's enough to wake the…. Oh, no."

      The breeze shifted, tugging on Anu's snarled hair, and that's when Tijah smelled it. The dusty stench of old corpses and rotting leather. Of urine and feces and other body fluids. It drifted through the village like an invisible fog, making Tijah's eyes water.

      A flash of movement across the street, next to the wagon they'd loaded the night before. Abid, looking shamefaced as he climbed out of the cellar of a weaver's shop, something mewling in his hand. Anu ran over with her own mean face on, wagging a finger and scolding him.

      Didn't she smell it?

      But no, she was focused on the little ball of striped grey fur now. A kitten. They were petting it, cooing over it the way people do with kittens. Even ill-tempered Anu helpless to resist. Tijah took a half-step forward and froze, her feet going heavy and cold.

      A shadow, darker than midnight, drifted along the adjacent alley. She had about ten seconds before it rounded the corner. If Tijah crossed the street, the cursed thing would see her. It had no eyes or ears, but it would know her and they would all die.

      Look at me, kid. Look over at me, please Mami Natu, make her look…

      Anu looked. Her smile of triumph at finding Abid slipped when Tijah emphatically signed no and pointed at the mouth of the alley. More frantic signing. Please understand, Anu. Be a smart girl.

      Stop talking so loud, I'm just mute, not fucking deaf.

      Anu slapped a hand over Abid's mouth and dragged him behind the wagon wheel just as the lich swept into the street between them, trailing fingers of raven-wing smoke. The sight of it was paralyzing. Tijah's head spun like she was staring through a trap-door into a bottomless abyss.

      Oh no. You're not fainting here. No, you're not.

      She tore her eyes from the lich and eased back inside, pressing her back against the wall until the wave of dizziness passed. Then she crept to the window and peeked out. Anu's pale face peered between two of the spokes. Part of Abid's blue tunic. He must be mushed against her. It was pathetic cover. Tijah would have given anything to trade places with them.

      Please goddess, let Achaemenes and the others find a good place to hide.

      And don't let Anu panic and reach for the power.

      Tijah bit her lip until she tasted blood, her breath shallow in her throat. How the hell could she have fallen asleep on watch?

      Boots drummed on stone. The first line of revenants appeared, nine feet tall, broadswords as long as pikes. Tijah wanted to close her eyes but she couldn't be such a coward. So she watched as they marched past, Anu and Abid frozen behind the wagon wheel a few paces away, Tijah praying hard to her patron to help those kids hide, don't let them move or sneeze or anything at all, don't don’t just don't…

      Strings of dry, brittle hair hung cobwebby across faces that didn't bear looking at too long, especially not the eyes. Stains on leather armor, some of them still wet.

      Tijah jerked her head back just before a wight turned its onyx gaze on the window she'd been spying through. Revered Mother, they were worse than the revenants somehow, weren't they? A travesty of the humans they'd once been. Scuttling along disjointed and graceless but with a startling rapidity, like beetles.

      The wights grinned mindlessly as they passed. Men and women, a few children, even an old grandmother, sun-wrinkled and covered in clotted blood to the elbows. Their heads swung from side to side, scanning the empty windows for any sign of life. A few were gnawing on hunks of flesh, making Tijah revise her opinion on whether or not they ate. She knew the bodies were still alive, even if their original occupants had been forced out. Figures they had to feed on something.

      Bile crept up her throat and she turned away to swallow, wincing at the acid in the back of her bone-dry throat. Then Tijah made herself look again.

      Keep watching. Keep an eye on those kids…

      Tattered shreds of darkness drifted here and there among the wights and revenants. The liches. They had no real form, not that you could stab or behead. But if one got close enough to touch you, you'd be dead within half a minute. She'd seen it happen before, right on this very plain.

      Tijah didn't know what the liches truly were. Maybe what a wight looked like when it wasn't inhabiting a human body. Or maybe liches were something else entirely. She wasn't sure it even mattered. The only thing that mattered was that hundreds of the things were now passing three paces away from Anu and Abid.

      Not to mention all the others.

      Mami Natu, protect them too. Hide them from the sight of these creatures.

      Tijah had never seen so many in one place before, but she knew the histories. Before the daēvas were bonded to the cuffs, the Druj had overrun the land in a red tide. One by one, the city-states fell. And then the Undead army reached the walls of Karnopolis. The ancient stronghold of the magi. The final stand of humanity against the Druj.

      And the daēvas had turned them back. Sent them howling into the sea.

      Human soldiers had fought and died too, but Tijah knew without the daēvas, they wouldn't have stood a chance.

      Now the Undead armies marched again. Except this time, there was no one to fight them except a young king with a tenuous hold on his new empire and a handful of free daēvas who'd decided not to hold a grudge.

      We are well and truly screwed.

      Tijah wanted to sign something to Anu, to give her courage, but then she heard voices—human voices—and was glad she hadn't taken the chance.

      "…search it house by house?"

      Two necromancers appeared astride enormous black stallions, their blank-faced captives lolling behind. Neither looked particularly frightening if you'd seen them in passing on the street. Their faces glowed with good health and vigor—all of it stolen by the chains running from the necromancers' wrists to cruel iron collars around their victims' throats.

      "Why bother? It's a waste of time. The people are gone. Their herds are gone." The speaker had long brown hair, neatly combed, and the build and eyes of a ferret.

      "But our orders⁠—"

      "Are clear: to scour the plain. And so we shall. But if we don't make haste, all we'll find are the leavings of the other legions." He smiled horribly. "Don't you want to see a little action, Baradin?"

      The second necromancer gave his chains an idle yank, knocking a woman from the saddle. She grasped the collar, toes hammering in the dust, as the huge warhorse dragged her along. The lack of reaction from the other captives as she choked and flailed chilled Tijah's soul.

      "We do need fresh meat. This lot is almost worn out," he said musingly. "So be it. I say we ride straight for Tel Khalujah."

      They both spurred their mounts to a gallop. Tijah methodically squeezed and released her fists.

      If you'd tried to help that woman, even just to put her out of her misery, you'd be writing a death warrant for all of us.

      The truth, but it didn't make her feel any better.

      For a moment, she thought about what would happen if she just went out there and started hacking at them with her scimitar. Tijah figured she could kill a decent number before they got to her. If the kids weren't around, that's exactly what she'd do. Then she could join Myrri, where she belonged, and this whole sorry mess would be over.

      But if the necromancers caught her instead of killing her…. If they made her talk….

      Well, then they would tear the village apart, stone by stone, until they found the others. She couldn't risk it. And there would be plenty of time for justice later. Plenty of chances to die killing Druj. Her mouth twisted in a bitter, silent laugh. It sounded like they were all going the same way.

      The last of the revenants lumbered past. All the dust they'd raised drifted through the street like brownish-red smoke. The rumble of boots grew distant. She caught Anu's eye through the haze and nodded once, her hands shaking with relief.

      Tijah waited another few minutes, then stepped into the street just as a necromancer rounded the corner. He had no captives but he wore their grisly attire, a tunic and breeches of human skin. His face looked hardly older than Achaemenes. His eyes were another matter. Old and reptilian. They widened slightly when they saw her, not with fear or surprise but with anticipation, and she understood this was why he'd hung back from the main force. Looking for stragglers.

      One smooth motion and his chains dangled from a pale hand.

      Tijah staggered back, reaching for her sword. Too slow. He closed the space between them in a single stride and seized her by the throat.

      "Pretty boy," he murmured. "Pretty, stupid boy. You're mine now. I won't share you with the others." He laughed. "Not unless they ask nicely."

      Her fingers curled around the hilt. She snarled in defiance. And her arm went numb, as if it had been plunged into an ice bath. Pain exploded behind her eyes. A starburst of white agony so bad she thought it would kill her.

      Metal clinking and clanking next to her ear.

      Still alive then.

      That terrified her worse than anything.

      Run.

      Tijah tried to form the word, tried to crack her teeth open wide enough to let it out.

      Run, kids, run away before this one gets tired of playing with me. Before the others hear and come back.

      And then she was facedown eating dirt as the necromancer started to give a howl that cut off abruptly. She rolled away. Head still ringing from the pain, even though it ebbed as she lay there panting like a dog in the sun.

      Abid, face clenched in a rictus of fear and fury, Anu behind him. Red dust swirled into thick clods that stuffed themselves into the necromancer's gaping mouth. His back arched as he tore at his face, snuffling and making grotesque humming noises. Goddess, she could see the dirt working its way down his throat like a rabbit through a snake.

      His form began to shimmer, to split in half, and she knew what was about to happen, she'd seen that before too. Tijah lunged, her scimitar raised high, and Anu seemed to instinctively understand because she yanked a big-ass knife from under her tunic and together they plunged them home before the bastards could finish replicating.

      As the blades pierced their hearts, the necromancers shuddered and bucked. Their flesh was still fused at hips and shoulders like the strings of cloth dolls Tijah and her sister used to cut out. Both she and Anu took a step back. Finally, the twin monstrosities stopped moving, staring up at the morning sky with bulging eyes and trickles of dirt running from their mouths.

      "We have to go," Anu said. "They'll know this one is missing. They'll come back for him." She turned to Abid. "My old amah said necromancers are important. They're like the generals. The others are the foot soldiers."

      Tijah looked at her, at her ratty hair and determined chin. Abid's pants were soaked at the crotch. She didn't know if he'd peed himself when the Druj army walked right by him, or after. He still clutched the grey kitten in his grimy hands, stroking it in a mechanical way.

      "What you did was smart," Tijah told him. "If you'd gone for a quake, it would have been too big. The rest of those bastards would have caught on. That was smart. Kept him from yelling."

      He nodded, still looking stunned. Tijah kicked the bodies under the wagon, rolling them like logs.

      "We have to go," Anu repeated anxiously, bouncing on her toes.

      Tijah jumped up to the wagon bed and quickly found a couple of jackets and pairs of shoes that looked like they might fit. "Take this," she said, tossing a set to Anu. "You're going to need it in the mountains."

      Tijah stuffed some extra clothes for herself and Abid in a sack she slung over one shoulder, along with half the food and water. She didn’t want to take it all in case Achaemenes and the others came back for it later.

      Goddess, just hide us for a few minutes more.

      They crept through the village, more careful this time. Tijah kept thinking of the lich that had drifted so silently out of the mouth of the alley. How many more were away from the main force, scouting? When they reached the tower, she found the horse gone. The rope they'd used to tie it to a post was snapped clean through. It must have smelled the Druj and galloped in the other direction.

      Tijah crushed her disappointment. "Okay. Let's get a quick look from the top. We need to see if there's a way out."

      She sent Abid and Anu up the ladder first, then followed. They belly-crawled to the edge and looked down.

      "Sweet Mother," Tijah muttered.

      The village perimeter teemed with Druj. They had not followed the road through to the other side, as she'd hoped. They must have realized one of the necromancers was missing. Or they'd found Achaemenes and the other kids. Tijah didn't want to consider that possibility, but she had to.

      "What are we going to do?" Anu whispered. The girl sounded calm, but Abid looked like he might throw up again.

      Tijah thought hard for a moment. They couldn't hide. The Druj would tear the place apart. They had to get out somehow. Tijah figured if they could just get to the foothills, they could make their way to the Khusk Range. It was their only shot.

      She was starting to realize what a miracle it was they'd gotten as far as they did on the open plain. Because from the vantage point of the tower, she could see other dust clouds on the horizon. Not just one company of Druj out there, but many.

      She turned to the kids. "Do you think you can work together?"

      They looked at each other.

      "Yes," Anu said. She took Abid's grubby hand.

      "Good." Tijah addressed the little boy. "Bijan said you're strong in the power. Is that true?"

      He gave a solemn nod, the kitten pressed to his chest.

      "I'm not asking you to break anything, or hurt yourself, nothing like that. I just want to whip up a strong wind. Get all that dust out there flying so we can hide in it." She glanced over the edge. Six revenants were headed for the tower, longswords drawn, lank hair hanging in front of their faces. "And you'd better do it right now."

      "Close your eyes, Abid," Anu instructed. "Find the Nexus."

      Serenity stole across his tired features as he reached for the place of nothing and everything. Myrri had tried to describe it to Tijah countless times, but she had a feeling it was one of those things you had to experience first-hand to truly understand. The children took deep breaths, chests swelling. Anu exhaled sharply. Within moments, both were panting hard. A faint breeze brushed Tijah's cheek. She smiled.

      "Good job," she whispered. "Just a little more. I think we'd better get going."

      The children were even stronger than she'd hoped. By the time they'd reached the bottom of the ladder, the breeze had become a gale. Anu heaved a final shuddering gasp, then began to slow her breathing down. Abid's cheeks were flushed red. He pressed his forehead to the ladder for a moment.

      "Feel dizzy," he mumbled.

      Tijah dipped a hand into the trough of water they'd given the horse and dampened his face.

      "Can you walk?" she asked, crouching before him. "Just for a little bit?"

      Abid nodded. Fear shadowed his eyes. "The Druj are coming for us, aren't they?"

      She wanted to reassure him, but now wasn't the time for lies. "Yes." Tijah stepped out the door and was met with a stinging slap of grit that tasted like dirty salt. "Hold Abid's hand and don't let go!" she cried to Anu.

      She grabbed the girl's other
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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