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Azhkan Soubir, the Sorcerers of Soubrál

Japhet, sometimes called Kenvroelus (‘the Gleeful’)

Sabananica, the Azhkan Vankrait

Elelasla

Monesaspas

Oren

Pharendamay

Sotielefan

Tescen La Eila

Topeilap El Xecalidal

Meddressahn

The Council: 

DAREA

Donet

Ezciel

Lochan

Massedd

Monod

Tamas

Tolara 

And initiates:

FURIL

Lasya

Najonir Niyel

Tonnen

Vida

And acolytes:

BEN, DOREN, DWIN, JAVOS, Mart, Sanya

At the Havlsburg

FAMILY OF AKREB: TIBOR, his brother Czaba, his sister Navis

Family of Brureg: Captain Boyko

Family of Kudei: Captain Adorjan, nephew Arpad

Family of Milad: Kolstav

Family of Vamours: Captain Basil, his son Falk

Family of Venk: Xemle

Family of Vernud: Captain Laszlo, his brother Baron, his daughter Rosine, his son Vidor

Josren Tarbrend, Master of Sword

Markel Mokritor, the Kulahn Ambassador 

Myles, Psiarch of the Havlsburg’s chapel

Et al.

ALARY, THE REPOSITORY

Breyidd, Lady Fate

Delal, a friendly Qral

Ephrem of Eukrate a/k/a ‘The Defiant’

Erit, a boy with a gap-toothed grin

Karstra Zigira, a Dove

Koreed, an unaspected ardent spirit

Mavys, a Qral witch

Pinchlin, an apprentice sorcerer

Sudedal, a druda

Tau Pan, head priest of Morlek-Who-Kills-Tigers 

Tenast, Artachs of Liath-Tamren

The Yananettole

HAG UD AG, THE BETRAYAL of Trust

Mondenag, the Depthless Bog [stagnation]

Velananc, the Three Faces of Dissatisfaction [envy, jealousy, bitterness]

Wee Wosh, the Eclipse [fear of the unknown]
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WHEN ZIGIRA WENT TO ANSWER THE RAP at her door, she wasn’t surprised to find Yaasic on her stoop. He was always turning up these days. It was such a regular occurrence, she had been worried when she got in yesterday and he never stopped by. His visits were never announced; he made his way right past the unsuspecting desk clerk and found her room, wherever it might be on that occasion, exactly like the lord of all creation he believed himself to be.

What wasn’t normal was his demeanor, as best she could judge without being able to see his face. His shoulders slumped, and he didn’t immediately make a jest. He bowed over her hand with less than his usual perfect slickness, and when she allowed him to enter, he slunk in silently and went to lean against the mantel. 

“I was surprised not to see you earlier,” she commented.

“Is it possible you missed me? I would have kept away before if I had realized it might impress you.” Exactly the kind of banter she expected from the man, but it was halfhearted. 

“It might be I did,” she allowed, to see what he would do with it. 

“I apologize for neglecting you, Xofeila ya. I just returned and came to attend upon you at the earliest possible moment.”

“Where’ve you been? Or is this another secret to be rationed?”

“I have no secrets from you.”

“Said the man whose name I don’t know.”

He chuckled but subsided quickly, still staring into the fire. It took him a minute to remember she had asked him a question. “The Cities.” 

“What took you to the Cities?” she asked as if she didn’t know.

“Oh, you know. Business.” Another dreary silence descended.

“Something wrong?” 

He sighed heavily. “I have broken my word to you, Xofeila ya. On two occasions.”

She went to the window and grabbed the bottle of brandy, plus the one clean glass she had. She returned to the hearth and poured a double measure. “Sit your glum ass down and have a drink.”

She took the other, dirty glass to the privy, where she washed it in the sink. She poured herself a drink in the bedroom, then dropped into the other chair and stretched her stocking feet out to the fire. “Are you going to tell me what has you out of sorts?”

“I allowed your friend to be attacked by allies of mine. Twice.”

“Yeah?” It made her feel sick, but she couldn’t say she was worried; had he really broken his word, he wouldn’t have told her. 

“Oh, he, he seems to be doing alright. Finally told the Vankrait to go fuck herself.” This cheered him slightly, and he laughed a little before subsiding back into his funk.

After several minutes’ silence, she prompted, “Well? You can’t tell me something that crazy and not give me details.”

“I didn’t realize you’d be interested.” 

“Didn’t I ever tell you? Fuck, Yaasic, I met the woman.” He turned his full attention on her, twisting in his chair. 

“We were having lunch at some bistro, Japhet and me, some months past. Some random kid marches up and starts chewing the man out. Well, he storms off, and the kid tries to interrogate me. I ask you!”

“And?” 

“What do you think? I told her to piss off, said I had nothing to say to people who talked like that to my friends. Then I cursed at her until she went away.”

He shook his head, and his tone was admiring. “How brave you are!”

“She minded me of a small, mean dog: loud as shit and yapping constantly, with a bark that grates on the nerves, but not intimidating.”

“That’s the thing about being born to authority: people like that often don’t learn to be leaders.”

“I hear that. Thankfully it’s only something I’ve ever had to look at from a distance. So are you telling me he quit?”

Yaasic had turned back to the fire but raised his glass. 

“He’s not going to get in trouble, is he?”

“No. No, the only thing that was holding him back was himself.” Another sigh, and this was his most doleful yet. He slumped in his chair, long legs thrusting out like an egret bending after a frog, arms dangling over the armrests so his fingertips brushed the carpet. She had never seen him so inconsolable.  

Standing, she crossed the few feet between them. She swung a leg over his and sat down straddling his knees. She could feel his shock and took advantage of it, flipping his hood back while he was fumbling for her wrist.

The classic Malisaat bone structure, she expected. His face was heart-shaped, lips thin and very wide, suited to smiles. It was a shame about the burns, but they could have been worse. The reddened skin and shiny patches weren’t localized to his face, and she decided it was kind of surprising he had all his hair. 

The eyes were the skew in this charming picture, hollow and terrifying, but she’d already known they were there. She saw him suck in a deep breath and knew he was about to say something, some stupid lie that tried to make this appear what it wasn’t. People didn’t lie because of the people they were lying to, she knew that; she didn’t want to be the kind of person who took that personally. But she saw in a flash that she was going to lose her patience if the next thing that came out his mouth wasn’t honest. This lie was too obvious, she couldn’t help but be offended. She did the first thing that sprang to mind to shut him up: she kissed him. 

Yaasic was too smart to stop and talk about this twist: his hands went to her waist and he was kissing her. The bed was only feet away, but they screwed on the chair. The sex was... nice. Not the best she’d had but definitely not the worst. He hadn’t seemed to mind at all that she wanted to be in charge. 

Afterward, Zigira slumped against his chest, trying to make out how she felt. Weird, she decided: she felt weird. She had an inkling she had been hoping this would decide her, but it hadn’t. She had never known a person she found so fascinating, whom she had so much fun around, but she couldn’t find that she was in love with him. She would defend him to the death against most anyone, but even having sex with him hadn’t leveraged her loyalty. She’d known Japhet half her life, and in his opaque, unapproachable way, he’d been a friend to her. He’d been there for her more than once when no one else was. So here she was, still on both their sides. 

She had only managed to half-undress him: his coat and shirt were unbuttoned and pushed back, his pants undone and shoved down to his knees, but he was otherwise fully clothed. He still had his boots on. And his cloak. 

“You are pensive, Xofeila ya. A woman’s silence in this context: one never knows what to make of it.”

“Hm? Oh. You can’t just look?”

“Contemplate how that might play out from my perspective.”

“I see what you mean.”

“If you don’t want to tell me what you’re thinking, I’ll tell you what I’m thinking: I want to eat.”

She grunted. “Not sure I feel like going out.”

“I can have someone bring up supper.”

She sat up enough to direct a look into his face. 

His lips twitched, although he was still uncommonly somber.  “There are practical uses to mind-control. It’s not all vengeance against wicked gods.”

“Knowing that makes the world a better place.” He laughed slightly, touching her hair where it fell around her face. “The food here isn’t great, I warn you now.”

“I don’t think I’ll notice.” 

“Okay.” She lifted herself off him and retreated into the privy to pee and clean herself up. She took her clothes with her and dressed before she reemerged, uncertain why she was doing it. The weirdness of it all, maybe. 

She found Yaasic where she left him. He’d put all his clothes back on too, like he felt the ambivalence of the moment. He’d retrieved the bottle and was drinking again, and he’d had the courtesy of topping her up while he was at it. The bottle was now sitting on the floor between their chairs so they wouldn’t have to suffer the inconvenience of walking a few feet to refill. 

She had to walk past him to return to her seat, and his eyes never rose off the fire. She was thinking about what he just said, thinking, No one knows what to make of silence in the context. If she was honest, she was just as glad for it. For the distance it put between them. 

As she dropped into her chair, she said, “Name. Cough it up. Your real name, not some joke, not something else you like the sound of.”

“Oren. My name is Oren.”

“Really?”

“Orenenasalas, if you must, but please opt for the nickname if I’m about to be run down by a cart.”

Feeling like they were back on slightly firmer ground, she took a breath and contemplated chuckling. A man in Dove’s livery entered, burdened by a heavy tray. He set it on the bed and turned around and left, never looking at either of them. 

“What the fuck?” 

“Mind control, Xofeila ya: does it require explication?” 

“You want me to start asking complicated questions?” 

His head cocked with jerky suddenness, features twitching in such a way that she knew what had gone through his head was snotty and obnoxious. He might as well have just said it aloud, the presence of a bitchy retort was so obvious. She was kind of surprised when he swallowed it. Heaving a sigh, he stood, muttering, “You aren’t Japhet, you aren’t going to bring my food to me.”

Her eyes followed him as he went to the tray. It seemed impossible, but she’d witnessed that interaction with the Vankrait, and the tenor hadn’t been what she expected. “You aren’t going to tell me he waits on you.”

“Well he does,” his voice said from behind her. “But not the way you’re thinking.”

A plate appeared in front of her, a sandwich and a pickle spear. She took it, and he snapped a napkin out before settling it across her legs. “Can’t say I’m picking up what you’re putting down.”

He passed her a beer and then a generous serving of pie, and she had to balance her plate on her knees to free her hands. His long arm reached over her shoulder, wedging the handles of a knife and fork between the cushion and her hip. Finally, he went back to his own seat, and she saw he’d squeezed his pie in beside the sandwich, silverware stacked on top. His napkin seemed to have gotten lost. 

He took the chair and tucked in, talking with his mouth full like always. “He can’t stand to be idle, I hate doing anything.” He stuck a big bite of pie in his mouth and left the fork there, lacing the spread fingers of his hands together. “Compromise.” Although it sounded more like, com-fwom-wize.

“Seems like you’re getting the better of that deal.”

“Isn’t it the nature of any good barter that both parties feel like they got a steal?”

“Hm,” she said. 

“Anyway of course my bargain looks better, you’re with me, you’re on my team. You don’t want to be responsible and do the work. I know it’s hard to fathom, but there are people who feel otherwise.” 

She looked into his eyes. He looked back. For a while, she could find nothing to say to this. “I’ve always relied on my instincts to steer me right,” she said finally. “Only twice have I gone against my gut’s prompting, and both times, I got screwed. Following my gut is how I came to be so friendly with you: I’ve never found you nearly as frightening as you clearly are.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah. And sometimes, I really wonder why.”

He grinned. At last. Zigira looked at that smile, bright and beautiful, but sharp, too. The smile of a witty, intelligent man who wasn’t nice at all and made no apologies for it. 

In other words, it was everything she had hoped it would be.
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WHEN PINCHLIN EMERGED FROM THE PRIVY on Moned morning, ready to begin a new week of school, he found someone unexpected in the kitchen. Usually it would be the sorcerer cooking breakfast for him and Erit, or Alary making coffee. Today, it was The Screamer by himself. Pinchlin stopped on the threshold, suddenly conscious of the beating of his heart. 

This man combined in one package both what Pinchlin had been raised most to fear and what he had later learned he ought actually to be afraid of. It didn’t help that he hardly ever wasn’t shouting. Hating him turned out to be preferable to hiding from him.

Monesaspas had already taken note of his presence and turned around. He flashed a small smile Pinchlin didn’t return. “Good morning. Can I make you breakfast?”

“Where’s the sorcerer?” he demanded.

“He’s out. He and Miss Alary needed to run an errand and I offered to get the two of you off to class.”

Pinchlin’s eyes narrowed. The sorcerer had told him more than once that druda weren’t to be trusted, then he up and invited one into their home. The man’s left ear was pierced, orange sapphires glittering, and it hadn’t been like that yesterday. 

“We can get ourselves off to class, thanks.” 

“I’m afraid I’m not allowed to let you do that.”

Pinchlin jumped: he was looking at the sorcerer. He could see the kitchen, too, the one image on top of the other. He was looking right into his face, like he was only a few inches shorter.

“I appreciate it,” he was saying. “If they attempt to tell you they don’t need breakfast, do not heed them. Skipping meals isn’t allowed. You’ll need to walk them to class, they know the way. If you have trouble finding your way home, you need only think on Ephrem. You can follow your awareness of his soul back to—”

As abruptly as it had appeared, the image vanished.

Pinchlin held silent for one stunned moment. There was only one explanation for this vision, though, not least because the perspective had been so different. “Are you in my head? Get out.”

“I wasn’t in your mind. I only touched it lightly to share my memory.”

“Well, don’t,” he snapped.

Monesaspas said softly, “We don’t need to be enemies.” 

“Druda killed my da,” he retorted.

The man’s face flushed, and he opened his mouth furiously. Then he checked. Pinchlin watched him take himself in hand, pushing the anger aside. “I’m sorry to hear that. Why don’t you pour yourself some milk and go sit at the table?”

There didn’t appear to be a better option, so Pinchlin went to the cupboard and fetched two glasses. Drawing the milk out of the icebox, he filled them both up and carried them out to the table. As an afterthought, he went to the buffet in search of napkins and silverware. 

Erit finally joined him, and he frowned when he saw Pinchlin waiting at the table. The sorcerer was at his most cheerful first thing in the morning, and they usually waited for their breakfast standing in the kitchen talking to him. Sitting at the table in silence usually meant trouble. He could see Erit trying to work out what they had done they could possibly be in trouble for. 

Once he had seated himself before the other glass of milk, Pinchlin leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Sorcerer’s off somewhere. Alary, too.” The Screamer, he mouthed, then finished aloud, “is taking care of us instead. We aren’t allowed to refuse, he already told me.”

Monesaspas emerged from the kitchen, a plate in each hand. He set one before each of them, then took a seat himself. Pinchlin looked at his breakfast, not wanting to eat it, but the food wasn’t giving him a better excuse than he’d already found. He had a perfect sunnyside-up egg, two pieces of heavily-buttered toast, and half an orange already divided into sections. 

They ate their breakfasts with bad grace. Pinchlin wished it tasted bad, which he knew was kind of stupid. It didn’t change how he felt. Occasionally he glanced at the druda, who looked absolutely terrible. His eyes, fixed on the far wall, were bloodshot, rimmed in rings of purple like bruises. Although he sat otherwise motionless, his hands moved constantly, twitching and fluttering. 

“So,” Erit said after a while, greatly daring, “your ear’s pierced.” 

Monesaspas blinked like he was having trouble focusing on them.

“That mean you’re...?”

“One of them?” He ran a hand through the thick shock of hair that grew every which way off his head, then laughed bitterly. “I suppose I am.” 

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Pinchlin muttered.

“Is it not?”

“No!”

“How much has he told you?”

“He didn’t need to tell me anything,” he retorted. “I know him, and I can see he’s a good person, we both live the truth of that! Aren’t actions more important than rules?”

The druda frowned at him thoughtfully. “An interesting point.”

“Hello,” Erit cut in impatiently. “Can we argue in a language everyone understands?”

Pinchlin summarized what had been said. Once he finished translating, the druda asked, “And you, Erit? What do you think?”

“I think Pinch’s right,” he said stoutly. “It’s like... Well, what about taxes? It’s a crime if people don’t pay their taxes, but why? Ain’t the government’s money, but they get to throw you in jail if’n you try to tell ‘em so. Don’t see how it’s so different with you.”

“You are say that priests like to tax collectors,” Monesaspas supplied. “We make rules so we can taking from our people, use their faith to make what we want.” He gave no indication of his opinion.

“Pinch told me your god don’t talk to you and hasn’t for like thousands of years. How come you get to make judgments in his name?”

“If the God won’t speak to you just like he won’t speak to me,” Pinchlin added, “where do your rules come from but inside your heads?”

“Most all people agree on some basic rules of what is and is not right acting,” the druda pointed out.

Feeling triumphant, Pinchlin said, “That’s my whole point: druda say he’s bad, but the only real reason is because you say he’s bad. When I look at the ideas everyone agrees on about right and wrong, I can see the truth.”

Again, he saw that flash of anger fleet across the man’s face. This time, he didn’t need to fight it back: it simply fell from him as if he had forgotten it. What he said was, “But let me to ask you this: if we all share this convictions about right and wrong, when we do not have same parents or even live in the same countries, how is this knowing getting in our heads? Maybe someone put it there?”

“Like who?” Erit asked.

“He means the God.” For a minute there, the conversation had actually been interesting, so much so that he had almost forgotten they were arguing with a druda. Then the man gave them a rote moral. 

Before he could say as much, the druda sighed. He placed both elbows on the table, resting his forehead on his fists. He sagged into himself like a piece of toffee in a warm skillet. “Do I?”

Barely daring to, he asked, “Don’t you?”

Monesaspas didn’t respond. Pinchlin looked at him, taking in the strain in what he could see of the man’s face behind his wild bush of hair. It struck him for the first time that this druda was young. It wasn’t like he couldn’t tell that adults came in a variety of ages, but it had never really meant anything to him. Maybe because, when you were young, your life was defined by the wishes of the people who took care of you. What you weren’t allowed to do, all the things you had to do or you would get in trouble. Then you grew up and those restrictions fell away. 

Da and Praxis between them had made him very aware how precious parents were. How much work they did to keep him safe from all the nasty stuff that was closer than he’d used to think. What hadn’t ever struck him was that maybe you didn’t go from being the one to the other automatically from one day to the next. 

You got to be the right age, and they told you you’d run out of things to learn and kicked you out. That didn’t mean anything you’d learned had prepared you for the experience of having the ceiling ripped off your comfy environment so the icy winds of the grownup world could flood inside. This revelation gave him an unwanted sense of sympathy, which Monesaspas didn’t deserve. Having your beliefs called into question wasn’t an unwarranted misfortune when your beliefs were stupid and wrong. 

Still, he elected to finish his meal in silence. He glanced once at Erit, who grimaced at him. He had the sense Erit had come to a similar conclusion and was just as unhappy about it. 

Once they finished eating, Monesaspas took their plates back into the kitchen. He and Erit retrieved their book bags from beside the door, slipped their shoes on. Donned their cloaks, shooting one another looks of silent irritation. It wasn’t just that they didn’t want the druda around because he was annoying: they had something secret they’d like to talk about. 
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IN THE DEPTHS OF A MOONLESS NIGHT, no clouds to cast back light, Tibor crouched in a shadow. He craned his neck, peering at the trellis climbing into darkness in this one hidden corner where the light of Heredes’ streetlamps didn’t penetrate. Moving a pace to the side where the ivy grew less thickly, he poked the toe of his boot into the trellis. It shook as he pulled himself up, creaking in protest, but held. A few paces off the ground, the wind could reach him. Not bothering with trickling down the back of his neck, it knifed straight through his coat. 

A story up, the trellis groaned. It lurched, pulling backward slightly from the wall. Tibor clung to it, trying to lean forward. Another groan, and he distinctly heard, over the wind’s moaning, a faint ping as a nail came loose. The trellis leaned back further. And stopped.

Cursing, he hung there for another breathless moment. The vines around him creaked, evergreen leaves rustling in the wind. If the trellis was coming loose, the ivy must be more deeply rooted. He made to resume his climb, then froze: several pairs of boots approached from the east. He glanced over one shoulder and saw the light of a lantern that accompanied them. Beneath the shushing wind and whispering leaves and groaning wood and stamping feet, he heard metallic tinkling. 

He buried his face in the wall, hoping to hide the bright circle of his skin blazing against the dark backdrop of the night like a misshapen moon. He prayed the guards wouldn’t look up. His heart was pounding, blood rushing in his ears. I am a figure of romance and danger, he told himself and had to fight back a wild titter. 

Neither slowing down nor speeding up, the boots continued drumming. Three men, he judged. Without ever raising a cry or varying in their pace, they passed around a corner of the building. Just walking their rounds.

As soon as they were gone, he resumed his climb. At the third story, he halted by the window he was aiming at. He hooked an elbow through the ivy, drawing a slim knife out of his coat. He inserted it into the crack between window and casement, sliding it up and down until he found the latch. He pushed the window open, thinking how shocking the advent of winter wind would be to anyone who happened to be passing in the hallway. No hue and cry went up, however. 

He returned the knife to its sheath and got both hands on the windowsill. One knee, both knees, then he was inside. He closed the window behind him, shivering. The darkened room around him looked like an office. It would have been nice to poke around, but he hadn’t given himself the time for it.  

His nerves were running riot as he let himself out of the room. Walking quietly, he made his way along the hallway and down two flights of stairs, keeping to broad and well-lit ways in preference to the servant’s passages. At this hour of the day, everyone who lived in this house should either be eating dinner or serving it. If anyone was running about loose, it would be maids, not the baron whose home this was or the scattering of extended family who lived here with him. 

He had one nasty moment when another set of boot heels and jingling metal announced a guard on his rounds. Adorjan Kudei was taking the situation in the Havlsburg very seriously, it seemed. Tibor ducked into the first door he came to, a sitting room. Heart pounding against his sternum like it wanted to get out, he waited. 

Finally the man was gone and Tibor slipped back into the hall, feeling twice as exposed as he had a minute earlier. On the ground floor, he was reduced to opening doors at random, but he found the room he sought quickly, a cozy sitting room with three armchairs upholstered in red leather set before a roaring fire. 

He left the door slightly ajar so he would have a bit of warning. Not much furniture here, all of it old and battered, giving the place a homey feel. He retreated to the corner furthest from the fire, where deep shadows danced across the cerulean wallpaper. He cached himself in the corner between bookcase and wall, drawing the heavy drapes forward to shield himself more fully. Not a hiding place that would fool anyone who was actually looking, but it should suit his purposes.

Less than half an hour later, doors opened in the distance and noise poured forth into the home, gabbled conversations, padding feet, fine clothes rustling. That would be the family quitting the dining room. Another set of doors, rapid boot heels sounding an agitated report. One voice raised above the general milieu. The words were indistinct, but the volume and tenor suggested something along the lines of ‘The hell you say!’

Only a minute later, someone entered the room where Tibor hid, set something down, then departed. He peeped around the curtain and saw a tray bearing several glasses and a crystal decanter. He withdrew his head again. The noise of the family was drawing away, heading off toward their individual pursuits, but he heard two people approaching his room. Both men by the thud of their boots.

They were already conversing as they entered. “—surprise,” one of them said, an older man, accustomed to command. 

“My father always spoke highly of you,” the other replied. “I hadn’t yet come to pay my courtesies.”

“You’ve been here some weeks now.” There was a clink as decanter tapped at glass. 

“If you wish to call me rude for failing to stop by sooner, do so.”

“So blunt,” the first man murmured, sounding amused. There was a rustling and creaking as bodies settled onto leather seats.

“Maybe that’s not a bad quality. Once upon a time, our ancestors accomplished great things without Menawri scheming. And without making use of foreign assassins.”

“Assassins?” the older man asked as if intrigued.

“Please don’t pretend you haven’t heard about that fellow they found in the dungeon-levels of the Havlsburg, it was days ago. Todder-something, some Kulahn business.”

With a coolness bordering on displeasure, the first man said, “Tadre guemal, they are called. I think you’ll find they’re Qral. It isn’t always so ill a thing to pay attention to one’s neighbors.”

The younger man snorted. “Can’t see what good knowing the name would do me. Anyway, the Qral are one of the few peoples in Halurál who aren’t currently a major threat to national security.”

A pause while the other man reassessed. “I had heard that the assassin is indisputably one of theirs. I had been told there were signs...”

“Signs that tell us he’s genuinely Qral and genuinely a hired killer. Doesn’t tell us who hired him. As for the man himself, evidently he can’t communicate even under duress. Although perhaps it’s only the jailors who say so.”

This generated a lengthier pause, buzzing with thought. “You think they may not care to share what they’ve heard? You think he has implicated someone, and it’s the wrong person?”

“I worry,” the other man said abruptly, not seemingly in response. “Not for myself, but...”

A heavy sigh. “Dangerous business. I worry for him, too. It doesn’t do to go meddling with things one doesn’t understand.”

This seemed like a fitting line, so Tibor stepped out from behind his curtain. “One might say the same of you, my lord.”

Kudei twisted in his seat, eyes wide. Czaba rose swiftly, as if he had been startled. Then what he did was to pass Tibor his glass. Tibor gave him a nod and sipped from it, savoring the warmth in his belly. He passed it back, Kudei following the exchange with interest. 

“I see. You came together to sound me out.” Rising, he set his own drink aside and made for the tray on the side table. He poured another brandy and returned, handing it to Tibor. “One of you talking and one of you listening. A pity the rest of your generation never troubled to learn the skill. You wish to make a bid yourself?” 

Czaba glanced at Tibor but didn’t hesitate. “No. I’m twenty-seven years old, only recently married to a woman who brings me strength of arms, not strength of friends. I’m rarely at court, and our father lives, although many appear to have forgotten this.” He shot Tibor another look.

“Younger men than you have taken the throne,” Kudei pointed out neutrally.

“Bully for them. It isn’t something I would ever contemplate unless there were no alternative.”

Kudei fixed his eyes on his drink, saying almost coyly, “Am I to give you a reason?”

“I have no interest in being king,” the man replied. 

An angry flush had begun to rise above his brother’s collar, and Tibor intervened. “Happily for him, there’s an alternative.”

Kudei’s head snapped up, lips twisting. “You cannot mean Vernud? I detest the man. And I have my suspicions about Brureg.” 

“Suspicions,” Czaba repeated. 

“That’s what I said. I know the man didn’t accidentally wall from a window, don’t insult my intelligence. I might show you the note he sent me shortly before his death, but it vanished from my chambers in the Havlsburg.” His eyes strayed onto Tibor. “Almost as if someone snuck in through a window and stole it.”

“Markel Mokritor stole the note from you,” Tibor told him. He was impressed by the lack of reaction. “No harsh words at the betrayal of an ally?”

“A Kulahn? You must be out of your mind.”

Tibor slumped back in his seat and shared a glance with his brother. Czaba met his gaze, eyes flat, and it improved his mood slightly. They had fallen so quickly into their old ways, as if more than a decade hadn’t passed since last they snuck pies off the kitchen windowsills and hid one another’s misdeeds from their parents. They had gotten away with a great deal, and they had done so because they presented a unified front to authority, communicating with their eyes, covering for each other. 

“You’re not going to tell us what the Kulahn promised you?” Czaba asked. 

“I will repeat: I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I will repeat,” Tibor said in turn, “you’re the one who strayed into dangerous waters whose currents you don’t know.”

Kudei gave him a level look. “I suppose you’re going to tell me the Ambassador is Fah Disanid?”

Czaba coughed into his fist. Tibor didn’t dare to look at him. He knew this man had been bought. He knew Mokritor had taken the note or gotten someone else to do so. He knew who had written it—how not? he had done it himself—and he knew who had murdered Taber Brureg. The point of that note had been to give this man the horrors, chase him out of the equation while Laszlo cemented what alliances he could. The same reason he had elected to climb in a window while Czaba walked in the front door: to keep Kudei confused and off-balance. 

“My lord, you bluff well, but I fear you don’t understand what game we’re playing.” The man opened his mouth and Tibor raised a hand. “I know you’re responsible for the Tadre guemal.”

“Because I know how to pronounce the name?” 

“Because I’ve had eyes on you for months and he was seen in your home receiving orders.”

Again, he found himself impressed: Kudei didn’t miss a beat. “Oh! Spies! Spying on me in my home, oh dear. You are far more invested in this game than your fellows. You might contemplate how these fanciful actions appear from the outside, and what light that casts on your claims.”

“I don’t need evidence that would stand up in a court. My word alone will doom you.”

“Yes, yes, you’re best friends with the Vernudm—”

“Re! Will you stop interrupting!” Czaba pounded a fist on the arm of his chair. “Save us all some face and shut up while he explains!”

Adorjan Kudei jerked back in his seat, face livid with affront. He did, however, hold silent. Tibor shot his brother another look, this one grateful. 

“I heard you talking about the Tadre guemal. Here’s what you don’t know: he wasn’t found lurking in the dungeons, not originally. He made an attempt and was captured.”

Kudei’s face leeched of color. 

“Now, it so happens I have a number of watchers in the Cities keeping tabs on people of dubious integrity, including Japhet’s enemies.” Kudei jerked at the characterization but said nothing. “To the best of my knowledge, he simply assumed they were the source of that assassin and opted not to pursue the matter for reasons of his own. It would be simplicity itself to inform him of his error.”

The man muttered something about proof, words too hasty to be intelligible.

“But I do have proof,” Tibor disagreed. “I have more than enough proof to convict you in the court of Japhet.”

“That... superstitious...” Kudei mumbled.

“Are you willing to gamble your life on it?”

The man melted into his chair. He drained his glass and stared into the emptiness as if he’d expected to find answers at the bottom. “What do you want?” he asked faintly.

“Your support. Nothing more.”

Kudei nodded shortly, still not meeting their eyes. “Do you trust him?”

“Laszlo? I trust him to govern our country, which is what matters.” 

They left their host slumped in his armchair, staring sightlessly into the fire. A servant showed them to the door, where grooms had already brought Czaba’s horse. A troop of their Family’s armsmen hurried forward to surround them; although none of them commented on Tibor’s presence, but he could feel their eyes on him. They were probably wishing they could tell him off for going out without them.  

“You’ve improved. Remind me when next we play cards.”

Tibor grinned. “I probably won’t.”

“If we must do this again, I want to be the one who goes in the window. You should have seen his face!”

“You were perfect, I wouldn’t have surprised him half so much if he hadn’t been so intent on you.”

“Tibor...”

He didn’t voice his complaint, but Tibor knew what it would have been. He had a claim; all thirteen Families did, since Mardweg’s line died out. Czaba was young, competent, popular, and hadn’t been at court for years. It was interesting to watch how people reacted to him. Instead of reopening the argument, Tibor extended his near hand. The man didn’t hesitate to press the ball of his thumb against Tibor’s, their old salute. 

“We’re already out, let’s stay out,” he declared.

“Where would we go?”

“That bar we went to with your friend?”

“Do you remember how they reacted? No thank you.”

Czaba shrugged irritably. “So home? I thought you hated the Havlsburg?”

“It does have one thing to recommend it: it’s full of other Gash nobles.”

“Isn’t that exactly why you hate it?”

“At least we can close them on the other side of a door. I say we retreat to our apartments. Order a few bottles of wine—”

“Brandy.”

“Fine, brandy, then sit as close to the fire as possible. Then I’m going to show you just how well I’ve learned to bluff.”

“Deal.”
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ANOUSH HAD JUST FINISHED DRESSING when someone rapped at her door. Feeling a trifle anxious, she unlocked one of its several padlocks, leaving the chain in place. She opened it as far as the chain would allow to find two youths standing on the landing, both somewhat sweaty and breathless. When they saw her, a single, triumphant grin spread across their faces.

“Delivery for you, mistress.”

She closed the door. Slipping the chain, she opened the door again and stepped back. The two young men hefted the dresser and steered it into the apartment, setting it against a wall at her direction. She had to ask, “You’re sure this is okay?”

“Oh, yeah,” one of them told her easily. “Junk don’t belong to no one.”

His compatriot chimed in, “Saves the garbage men a bother, when you think about it.”

Nodding and waving, they retreated, seeming anxious to be away. Anoush shut the door behind them and shook her head. Everything she had ever heard about this neighborhood suggested the young men were the dregs, the most dangerous denizens. Vagabond thugs who preyed on their own when no other victims presented themselves. 

It turned out they actually came in two varieties: the bad boys she had heard so much about, and the good boys, who did as their mothers told them, avoided trouble with the law, and eventually got themselves low-paying, respectable jobs, settled down with a local girl, and began a family of their own. It also turned out they were rather intimidated by her.

She went to her new wardrobe, breathing a sigh of relief. It was already clean, the drawers freshly papered and empty. She took her dresses one at a time off the chair where they had been hanging and folded them carefully, then put them away. It wasn’t exactly professional to see clients at the table that was serving as her hamper, but she hadn’t had much choice. She couldn’t afford the rent on a frontage to run a business out of, which meant she had to use her apartment. One little-advertised truth about freedom was that it didn’t come furnished. 

The nuns had found her a place in all of an hour, but it was empty. Anoush had no savings to draw from to buy furniture, and she had feigned deafness when Japhet offered her a loan. If she was going to make her own way, that was what she would do. It had been a liberating decision, but a pretty uncomfortable one.

As predicted, she was both very busy and very poor. Her clients were helping her to settle in, though. Teaching her how to adapt. One of the more extraordinary lessons was that all manner of furniture and household fixtures were to be had for free—legally—all over Liath-Tamren if only one looked. When people in the Cities bought a new table or rug, they carried the old one down to the alley and set it next to their rubbish bins. An enterprising soul could find almost anything lying about for the taking, some of it quite fine.

Although Anoush herself wasn’t quite so settled in her new life that she felt confident prowling the alleys, her clients did it for her. When they saw she was living in an empty box, they offered to solve the problem. It was an honor system, in a way: she performed a bit of sorcery as requested, they promised to keep an eye out for anything useful. Thus far, it had worked. 

She had a four-drawer dresser that looked to be oak. It must have weighed a ton. A square kitchen table with matching chairs, made of something cheap like pine, but very well-cared-for. Her bed was a three-cushion sofa that folded out to reveal a mattress tucked cleverly inside. She had been leery of sleeping on it, but aside from the shredded armrests, which looked to be the work of a badly-behaved housecat, it was clean and comfortable. She even had a bland blue rug and a fine brass stand-mirror that had to have come from a lady’s boudoir or an affluent clothier’s. 

There wasn’t much else in the apartment. There wasn’t really anywhere for it to go. It was nothing more than a single room. She had a small privy, but the thing was basically a closet with a toilet in it. The main room was pretty spacious, which was fortunate, because it was her living room and bedroom too. 

A pot-bellied woodstove against one wall provided heat, plus whatever came up through the floor from the four stories beneath her. She would have been wearing her coat indoors anyway, but she had spent hours her first few days here insulating her leaky walls and leaky windows. The space was pleasantly cozy now, smelling of wood-smoke and the pot of tea she kept warming on the stovetop. 

She had found that this homey detail put people at their ease. She wasn’t Japhet and couldn’t read minds, so she could only guess why it might be necessary. Whatever the case, people tended to knock on her door hesitantly and enter with their eyes down. 

***
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“AND THERE WE WILL LEAVE OUR HERO FOR TODAY,” Ephrem told the sea of students drinking in his words. “Finish the reading set aside for you in the library—I trust you all found it—and tomorrow we will end his tale. Once you’ve read how Motaalat’s wanderings conclude, I’d like you to contemplate what moral one takes from his story.”

With a universal murmur of gratitude, his students began packing up their things. Ephrem had the sense, based on the speculation he saw on many faces, that quite a few of them had already finished the reading. It was surprising, given the inconvenience of the arrangement: there was no textbook to suit the subject-matter. Sepan’s Gashule was terrible, his Soubrelac was terrible, Japhet was too busy, and Pinchlin was a schoolboy who ought not to be doing Ephrem’s job for him. He’d been forced to transcribe stories told him by his lover and the boy. It wasn’t fit for publication, not at this stage, so he had put it on reserve in the library, where his students could only probably access it for small windows of time after waiting in line. He had half-expected most of them to ignore it.

But perhaps he should have known, he thought as a cluster of young men formed around his podium. This wasn’t even a proper class, so late in the semester: just a series of lectures he had cobbled together at the Dean’s insistence. The Cities were obsessed with Japhet; to be able to learn of his culture, and from a man who reputedly knew the man himself! 

It shouldn’t have bothered him. Whatever their reasons, people were interested in something worth being interested in, that should have been what mattered. Maybe it was because he didn’t like being popular. He’d been through this once and had seen where it led when the adoring masses found their shiftless interest waning. 

His students had begun filing out of the room in conversational clusters, but it occurred to him that a static stillness had settled upon them to an individual. All of them appeared to be staring at the same point behind him. He turned around, and there were Japhet and Sepan just inside the doorway. Japhet looked like he always did, pristine in dashing tailoring the nuances of which were lost on Ephrem. Sepan, however, came as something of a shock.

He looked different than he had when Ephrem saw him that morning. His hair had been growing out with the vigor of a weed, but it was neatly trimmed now, showing off the beauty of his bone structure. Gone were the ratty wrong-sized things Egan loaned him, replaced by a dark suit in Cities’ fashions. Ephrem’s heart seized painfully as he dared to hope Sepan was ready to come back to him. 

He barely remembered to excuse himself to his students. When he joined them, Monesaspas gave him nothing more than a nod, but his people were reserved in public; it wasn’t an indication of his mood. He made eye contact, and that felt so incredible Ephrem felt his heart contract again. 

Japhet didn’t care that their people were supposed to be reserved and grinned. “My friend! How goes the endeavor?”

“It’s almost disconcerting to have so many students. I’d forgotten what that was like. Every time one of them raises his hand, I wonder if I’ve gone over or my fly is undone.”

“The woes of success! Are you done for the day?”

His eyes were on Sepan and he said, “Of course.” He would have said the same if he’d had a meeting with the Dean and the Board of Trustees. 

“Let us buy you lunch.”

He led them back to his office first, where he deposited his notes from the lecture. He retrieved his cloak before they made their way back outside past Koreed’s closed door. His eyes were on Sepan, noting that he was less downcast than he had been since Japhet pierced his ear but more tense. Like some new trial gripped him. 

He looked very handsome in his suit, the tailoring showing off his long legs. Only the cravat was silk, the rest fine-combed wool, which said a lot about the strength of Sepan’s character; you knew Japhet must have pushed him toward something fancier. The fabrics were dark blue and dark brown, but Ephrem couldn’t help looking at his ear, the dazzling wealth of brightly-colored jewelry. He was fighting not to let this change him from the person he thought he was, the person he wanted to be, but what were twenty-six years stacked against eternity?

As they quit the pentangle into a frigid afternoon, Japhet said, “There are some matters I’d like to explain to you.”

“Should we be talking about it in public?” 

“People don’t notice me if I don’t want them to.”

Ephrem led them a few blocks north to a bistro he favored. They ordered lunch, then sat in silence. Sepan remained coiled within his shoulders, eyes on the tabletop in front of him. The other man seemed distracted, and Ephrem looked back and forth between them, chafing his sweaty palms on his knees. 

When their drinks arrived, Japhet turned to him purposefully. “I was born some nine hundred fifty years ago, into a world that was very different from the one you know.”

“I should think so,” Ephrem said faintly. 

The man’s lips quirked. “Yes, a great deal may change over so much time. Sepan would like for you to know what and why. I agreed to explain on the condition that you hold this close. It isn’t for publication, now or ever.”

He struggled with that for a minute. The idea that knowledge be restricted offended him on a moral level. Sepan and his masters, and probably a great many other people, believed there was such a thing as knowledge too dangerous to be shared, but he didn’t agree. On the other hand, he had devoted his life to chasing the secrets of the Azhkan Soubir, and here one sat before him, offering to illuminate what had always been concealed.

Quite quickly, curiosity won out over principles. He felt a sense of unease at the decision and knew he had betrayed himself. 

“So.” Japhet had said this firmly, but then the waiter showed up with their food. He took a bite of his lunch before he resumed, “I suppose the place to start is to dismantle what you think you know. Why did the Empire fall, my friend?”

He frowned. “Scholars have been arguing over that since the day after Henim VII recalled the garrisons from north of the Halu. The most widely-accepted theory is that the failed campaign in Malisaat killed too many soldiers, cost too much money, and lost too many officials their positions, leaving a fragile Kula Ze Ahn in the hands of unseasoned leaders.”

“This would have been twelve hundred years ago.” His eyes grew distant, utensils still. “I always imagined it a golden age, trade and ideas flowing freely across the Halu, feeding off each other. The things that might have been accomplished, had it not all been brought to a screeching halt!”

When he didn’t continue, Ephrem prompted, “So what really went wrong?”

“The God woke up.”

“I thought he had turned away.”

“He dies and lives again in a never-ending cycle. He didn’t turn away at the Fall, he erupted.”

Ephrem nodded to show he was keeping up, letting the facts be delivered to him and settle in before he formed opinions. 

“The truth is, the Lord killed the Empire. There was more than a century of ceaseless horror. Poor harvests and blight. Multiple outbreaks of plague. Flooding, winters that lasted years, dust storms that buried cities. All of it at once, all of it everywhere. The Kula Ze Ahn was efficient, but the crisis was too all-encompassing. The Empire collapsed beneath the weight of the Lord’s displeasure. You know this story already, although you never realized it. How do the Gash come to rule this country?”

“There was a vacuum of power in northern Halurál. Many barbarian peoples took advantage. The Gash, the Burrisaumm.”

“But why did they leave their homelands?”

His eyes widened as he grasped the implications. “It was too cold. They came south to escape unending winter, famine and hardship their ancestors had never known.”

“Yes.” Japhet drew the word out. Then he shrugged and turned back to his lunch, abruptly business-like. “It was an unpleasant time to be alive. Children stillborn in droves, and the same for domesticated animals. Too few lambs in the fields, too few grapes on the vines. And people were just wrong. There was an incredible amount of brutality and casual blood-letting as a matter of daily practice. People do bad things, it’s in our nature, but you can’t conceive of how widespread it was. The license people felt to revel in the worst depravities. That check we have, between thinking something bad and actually acting on it, it just wasn’t present. The system contributed to it, there’s no doubt, but it was as much a symptom as anything.” 

“I’m sorry, you lost me. I understand your meaning but not—”

“What it means.” Japhet made a circling motion with his fork. “This world and the Lord, they’re a single system. If he’s in a bad mood, so is everyone.”

His desire to listen passively was being routed by an all-out attack of berserker facts. “I don’t understand what you mean by the god’s mood.”

“I mean he woke up and went, ‘What the fuck?’ and then,” Japhet mimed stabbing his spicy vegetable stew with knife and fork. 

“Um.” He looked to one side, then the other. “Is this to do with Olum Ormat?”

“Oh, no. No, no. It was the Empire he was mad about.” 

Ephrem was struggling to assimilate any of this. “Why did he take against the Kulahn? Theirs was a singularly benign brand of tyranny, so far as I ever read.” 

“I’m not sure why you reach for the assumption that ‘benign’ anything is the version bound to appeal to him, and anyway, the Lord has never hesitated to play favorites.”

“Wait. He was angry his chosen people weren’t in charge?” 

“Pre-cise-ly,” Japhet replied, intent on the piece of pumpkin he was cutting.

“So while the rest of the world suffered, Soubrál—”

“Suffered, too,” the man interrupted, although there wasn’t any heat in his voice. “Imagine Pinchlin came out bottom of his class. If I were the sort of father who judged worth by such metrics, whom would I hold most accountable?”

“Ah. Of course.” 

Ephrem had lost his appetite and set his utensils aside, pulling his coffee in front of him. “Sepan told me your cabal was founded by a splinter group in your church to eradicate the practice of human sacrifice.”

“Not untrue, yet totally untrue. It wasn’t the practice we proposed to combat, but the perceived necessity.” He caught the waiter’s eye and ordered a bottle of wine. Worse, Ephrem gathered, was coming. Everyone would need a little alcoholic armor. 

The silence stretched while they waited for the bottle to be presented, opened, poured out. Once the waiter retreated, Japhet picked up his glass and stared into it. “After three hundred years of this—‘This’ being unthinkable nightmare, that is,” he interrupted himself, and it was the first time he’d shown any passion. It reminded Ephrem that, although the man was trying to remain factual, he was speaking of his own experiences. He had feelings about these events, maybe very strong ones. 

“You can’t imagine, Ephrem. How monstrous people were and how inured we all were to it, the way we just accepted—” He seemed to realize he was veering off course and took a sip of wine while he reordered his thoughts. “Anyway, my people believed our prayers had been heard. The Lord announced a fabulous miracle, a sign, perhaps, of redemption. On the Third Lada of Fofeta Lan, a child would be born. A boy-child of unparalleled holiness whose glory would lead us into a new age of wonder.” He said this sardonically, throwing one hand wide in a mocking gesture.

“I gather that didn’t happen.”

“Certainly the child was born. We would know him, we were told, by the stamp the Lord marked upon his face. Maamot an.” 

“His eyes,” Sepan translated.

“Sign that where this child looked, the gaze of the Lord went also. I say ‘we’ as though I was party to this. It wasn’t until I was an adult that I came to hear of Orenenasalas, and I’d met the man before I knew his legend. It was a different age in more ways than the one. Gods walked among us and schemed against us. Orenenasalas ruled our people by right of his divinity, the Lord a voice in his ear. Then a group of people decided it shouldn’t be that way, and Orenenasalas elected to join them.”

“I’m afraid I’m tangled up.”

Japhet shot him a look that begged his patience. “I’m doing a poor job telling you a tangled story. You would think, after all the time I’ve had to grow accustomed to it...” He set his glass down and rubbed at his eyes. “Never actually had to explain myself until Sepan. We were the only ones who knew, us and Fah Disanid.”

“Wait, they’re real?”

“Oh, certainly. We work with them at times. You may imagine they were very glad for what we did, and they helped us remove every reference to the Awakening.”

“Kulahn spies helped you purge this history from Halurál.”

“Indeed. A significant undertaking, but if you consider how long we had to chip away at it...”

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand what you did.”

Japhet’s eyes were on Sepan. “You’re sure?”

Sepan had his head bowed, hands twisting the glass of wine he wasn’t drinking, but he nodded. 

“We imprisoned our Lord so he cannot touch his world. Our people believe him turned away. In fact, he’s in a cage. We are his jailors.”

“This god is so powerful it brought an empire down in a fit of temper and you keep it in a cage? Where? Machras? Is this why the sacred isle is forbidden?”

There was a long and breathless moment Ephrem could perceive but not plumb. He could grasp that they’d reached the crux of this discussion, the reason this was so raw his lover had begged a man he hated to explain it for him. They were looking at each other, he noticed. He slid a hand across the table, not certain he would be allowed, but when his fingertips brushed the back of Sepan’s hand, the former druda gripped it hard. 

Japhet sucked in a deep breath and let it out in a gusting rush. “We’re the cage, Ephrem. He is in us. The human soul, you might be interested to know, is a thing of immense power. The shell it nestles in,” he cupped his hands as if grasping a ball, “shames steel and diamonds. Nine is the number of the divine, three threes, and in the vacant houses where our souls once dwelt, he rages.”

Ephrem looked at him. 

“Well.” Japhet stood suddenly. “Now you know the basics. Enough to give you some sense
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