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Azhkan Soubir, the Sorcerers of Soubrál

Japhet, sometimes called Kenvroelus (‘the Gleeful’)

Sabananica, the Azhkan Vankrait

Elelasla

Oren

Pharendamay

Sotielefan

Tescen La Eila

Topeilap El Xecalidal

Meddressahn

The Council: 

DAREA

Donet

Ezciel

Lochan

Massedd

Monod

Tamas

Tolara 

And initiates:

ANOUSH

Furil

Lasya

Najonir Niyel

Tonnen

Vida

And acolytes:

BEN, DWIN, DOREN, JAVOS, Mart, Sanya

At the Havlsburg

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

Family of Brureg: Captain Taber

Family of Kudei: Captain Adorjan, nephew Arpad

Family of Milad: Kolstav

Family of Vamours: Captain Basil, his son Falk

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, A MARRIED WOMAN

Breyidd Vamours, a Fate

Calas, a despicable man

Delal, a friendly Qral

Dobbin a/k/a Marestes, a most curious kind of bartender

Elegar Egan, a helpful witch

Ephrem of Eukrate a/k/a ‘The Defiant’

Erit, a boy with a gap-toothed grin

Kalirakar, an Ulad Clan Leader

Karstra Zigira, a woman in a bind

Koreed, an unaspected ardent spirit

Mavys, a Qral witch

Monesaspas, a defrocked druda

Pinchlin son of Poler, a good boy

Sudedal, a druda

Ta Tat, an Ulad with a faculty for languages

Taljijal, Uladtatayar Kanak of the Old Bear 

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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PINCHLIN WANDERED AROUND THE FANCY APARTMENT, feeling sick because joy and impatience were having a wrestling-match in his stomach. He had returned in time to accomplish his mission: he’d saved the sorcerer’s life. As hoped, the man hadn’t even been angry at him on account of his disobedience. 

He wanted to be near the sorcerer, though, and the man had been asleep since yesterday. They bought dinner from a pushcart on the way across the river, and as soon as they got home, the sorcerer wolfed his food and retreated to bed without even asking after Pinchlin’s story. He had to tell it at some point and would rather get it over with. 

Erit was even more anxious than him, and neither of them had been able to sleep in. They poked around the apartment, starting in the kitchen, where there were cherries and peaches, toast and butter and three different kinds of jam to tide them over. It was a feast when you considered they’d get to eat two more meals today. 

The apartment was expensively-decorated, in an expensive part of town. It had three bedrooms, and Pinchlin would guess the sorcerer had chosen it without a thought for how impractical the extra space was. Sometimes Pinchlin wondered if he understood money at all, like that if you weren’t careful with it, it could run out. 

The bedrooms lay along a hallway beside the one big room that was living room and dining room. The sorcerer’s room was at one end, then a privy, then two more. Pinchlin had taken the room closer to the sorcerer’s, Erit the one at the far end of the hall. It hadn’t lasted. He hadn’t been lying there an hour when Erit appeared at his bedside. 

He must be very nervous; the Cities weren’t his home. His familiar presence had been soothing, and Pinchlin fell asleep not long after he turned up. Now he had the luxury of privacy, he had no idea what to do with it. 

He heard a voice calling his name and felt a warm flood of relief. He hurried down the hallway to the sorcerer’s bedroom and knocked, flinging it open as soon as he had permission. As his eyes adjusted to the half-light, he saw that the sorcerer was lying on top of the covers fully clothed. He even had his boots on.

“Boy?”

“I’m here, sir,” he said quickly, and moved closer.

“I need a favor.” His voice was a whispery breath of its usual baritone.

“Of course.”

“I need you to go find me a big bottle of aspirin.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“There’s a greengrocer...” One hand rose, flapping about. “No more than a block away, I’m sure of it. Can you find your way back if you go out?”

He was a whole lot less likely to get lost than the sorcerer. “Sure. But sir, um, I don’t have any—” 

“Money. My purse is...” Another feeble wave directed him toward the bedside table. “You also need keys. There’s a box on the bookcase by the front door. Thank you.”

This was a dismissal, but Pinchlin had to pause at the door. “You’re going to be okay?”

“I’ll be fine, thanks to you. I only need aspirin, and a meal, and a bath, and I’ll be good as new. In that order?” This question hadn’t been directed at Pinchlin, so he excused himself.

He found Erit dancing in the living room. “Come on, we’ve got to go out.” He located the box, took a ring with two keys on it, and passed into the hallway.

Down four flights of stairs, they let themselves out into a warm day. The late morning sun remained hot, but there was a dryness to the breeze that hinted at autumn. Pinchlin glanced about, getting his bearings. There might be a greengrocer a block away, but there might not; the sorcerer had no sense of direction. 

West was out: the apartment stood in the last row of buildings fronting the quay, only a single street between it and the Anander. He set off south, going one block, thinking he would work back and forth until he found what he was looking for.

“What are we doing?” 

“The sorcerer wants aspirin.”

“Oh. Are we s’posed to...?”

“No. No more of that, not ever.”

“Then how...?”

“We’ll buy what we need. He gave me his purse.”

“What?” Erit tripped over his own feet. “How much...?”

“That’s not our business, is it?”

“No, I just meant...” He trailed off, shaking his head. 

“You can’t believe he trusted us with it? He’s nice, I told you. Anyway, I don’t know if you actually can steal from them. Not and get away with it.”

“Do you know how?”

Pinchlin shrugged. Erit was nervous enough; he didn’t need to know how legends said they could look right into your brain. That they knew who everyone was and could find you however you tried to hide, however far away you ran. It was a creepy sort of thing to know, even to him, and he loved the sorcerer.

It didn’t take as long as he had feared; maybe the sorcerer had begun to learn the Cities in Pinchlin’s absence. As soon as the thought occurred to him, he tried to pretend it hadn’t. What if the man decided this meant he didn’t need him around? He hadn’t shouted or been angry yesterday, but they hadn’t really talked, this wasn’t necessarily reassuring.

The greengrocer’s was just as homey as any other he had entered; he had expected something much more grand, but this place had the same smells, green and musty and sweet. The same jumbled shelves. The same floor, smeared and stained, that was what you got when someone cleaned regularly and carefully, but what they were cleaning just got too dirty ever to be properly clean.

The man behind the counter had a friendly face, but his eyes narrowed when they entered. Pinchlin was very conscious of his suspicious stare as they roamed the aisles. He thought to pick up a bottle of apple juice so there would be something to wash the aspirin down with, but couldn’t find the aspirin itself. Which stood to reason: this was a greengrocer’s, not an apothecary.

Finally, he went to the counter with his juice. The sight of him standing there with a purchase in one hand and a purse in the other smoothed most of the suspicion out of the proprietor’s face. He still didn’t look very friendly, though. This was the Cities and Pinchlin was Malisaat, and that was enough for most people.

As he handed the reckoning over, he asked, “Do you know where I can get aspirin around here? I’m new to the neighborhood.”

While he counted out Pinchlin’s change, the man said neutrally, “You folk moving out of Hannibal?”

“Oh, um, no. But my father lives here—” He stopped, alarmed by the man’s gasp, his gaping mouth. 

“The foreign sorcerer?” 

Pinchlin stared. 

“Him they call Azhkan Soubir? Why, he come in here once or twice. I never knew he had a boy.”

Not sure whether he should admit even this much of the truth, he said, “Yes?”

The greengrocer stared at him for almost a minute. Erit shifted uneasily beside him, and Pinchlin could sense his yearning to run. He was confused, too, but the man didn’t seem like he was about to do something bad. His face had a brightness about it, as if he would be smiling if only he could get his jaw off the counter. 

Then he shook himself like a wet dog, “I got some aspirin in the back, no problem. Just wait here. Just wait!” He vanished through a door behind the counter.

Pinchlin idled, thinking that he had once wondered whether the universe arranged itself to suit the sorcerer’s desires. In this case, it sure seemed to be true. Whoever heard of medicine being for sale at a greengrocer’s? He felt Erit peering at him and gave him a shrug. 

The man came puffing back, all aflutter, black glass bottle in hand. “He been fighting something again?” 

“I don’t know.”

The greengrocer appeared not to have heard him. He nodded eagerly, eyes glowing. “I bet he was. Wonder what deviltry it was this time, eh?” He gaze focused on the distance, lost in his imaginings.

Pinchlin had to clear his throat several times before the man realized he was holding out more money. He counted out the change, and his eyes were avid as he handed it over. “You’re the very image of him, aren’t you?”

This wasn’t true. Nor was it the first time people had made similar comments. As best he could judge, what they meant was, You’re both Malisaat and you people all look the same to me. He grunted noncommittally. 

The man bobbed his head happily, then his gaze raked across him more sharply, flicking once, distrustfully, onto Erit. “Here, now, you haven’t been into trouble, have you? I don’t think he’d be happy about that. You don’t want your papa upset with you, now do you son? I’d get myself straight home, if I was you.”

“Of course. Thank you,” he said weakly. 

Back outside, he turned toward the apartment. It was part of a long row of similar buildings all stuck together, grey stone like most of the Cities, with scrolls and curlicues carved around the windows. Each floor above the ground level had a narrow balcony looking out toward the river. Sixteen Quay Parlaind, it said in elaborate iron script over the door. The entrance wasn’t locked, so they let themselves in and climbed to the top. 

The sorcerer still wasn’t up, so Pinchlin took the juice into the kitchen and poured some in a glass. He carried the glass and the bottle of aspirin back down the hallway and knocked again on the closed door. When he let himself in, the sorcerer hadn’t moved. Nor did he, only thanked Pinchlin and continued to lay there with his eyes closed.

He rejoined Erit in the living room, where they went to the big glass doors and opened them, stepping out onto the balcony. Pinchlin pointed out landmarks: the dome of Tarrant Sacred of TiamRe, and also Hell, unfortunately. 

Then Erit interrupted him. “Pinch, I don’t belong in any place so fancy.” 

“I wouldn’t tell him so. He’ll only roll his eyes at you.”

“What does that mean?”

“If he thinks you should have something nice, he doesn’t care whether you agree.”

“Why would he? He dint much look happy to see me.”

Pinchlin had noticed this, too. The sorcerer had watched Erit like he was just waiting for him to do something bad, not concerned so much as resigned. He didn’t know why. He wasn’t about to admit it. 

“He was only tired. It’ll be different today, you’ll see.” He sure hoped so; he couldn’t face being asked to choose between them. “I was right about the eyes, wasn’t I?”

“Why’re they like that, d’you know?”

“No idea. All the stories talk about it, but they only just say it shows how they’re evil. Which isn’t true,” he added firmly.

“It’s pretty spooky. Like a big hole where something should be.” 

“It seems that I will live,” a voice said behind them.

The sorcerer had finally emerged. He didn’t look much like himself this morning. Actually, he looked like Da the day after he had had too much whiskey, which had been most days toward the end: his face bleak and strained and unnaturally pale. Patches of soot marred his cheeks. He had escaped being burned, but his clothes looked as if he had climbed up the inside of a chimney while wearing them. 

Yesterday Pinchlin had been too frantic to think of it, but now he couldn’t help glancing at Erit, wondering what his friend would make of the all-powerful savior Pinchlin promised him: he didn’t look like it. Erit looked impressed, though. Maybe it seemed right to him that an Azhkan Soubir be a bit battered. 

“Neither of you have any clothes but what you’re standing in, do you?”

Erit hung his head, but Pinchlin wasn’t alarmed. It had only been a question, not a judgment. “No, sir.”

“Well, we’ll have to deal with that eventually, but I fear I simply cannot wait. I may die after all if I can’t get this grime off me.”

“We’re going to the baths?” 

The sorcerer gave him a little grin. “This feels familiar, doesn’t it?”

***
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TIBOR SAT BACK FROM HIS DESK, wiped the nib of his pen, and returned it to its holder. He inspected the letter he had just composed, holding it next to another written in an identical hand. Nodding in satisfaction, he blew on it until the last wet glistens vanished. Then he folded the page carefully and set it down. The other, he tossed in the fire, watching until it charred to ash to be certain it was gone.

Moving to his wardrobe, he stuffed the cotton shirt he wore down into his dark blue pants. He rummaged through his clothes: the older, simpler items from his university days, which he would rather have been wearing, hung beside the gaudy garments he acquired since coming to the Havlsburg. He drew out a coat of burgundy satin that matched the Akreb colors—white seal on burgundy background—and stared at it. He found himself wondering if it was stylish. He had never cared before. 

He finished tying his cravat, looked at himself in the mirror, then sighed and undid it. Paying attention to his actions this time, he made sure the knot was awkwardly tight and cockeyed, then pinned it too low so the whole drooped forward. 

This done, he examined himself one last time. A very average man looked back at him: average height, average size, average brown hair. The features that had made him exotic during his days in Cabidas were in the Havlsburg unremarkable. 

He pulled his chosa over one shoulder, noting that the braid was sloppy, coming undone. Good. Shifting his shoulders to settle the coat, he wondered if he was the first man ever to hope he looked sufficiently foolish as he set off on this errand. 

Snatching up the unsealed letter, he tucked it into a coat pocket and left his apartments. Head down now, he hurried along with the slightly duck-footed gait he affected these days. At a crossing of ways, two servants were walking in opposite directions along the intersecting corridor, both bearing cloth-covered silver trays. Tibor walked headlong into one of them. 

The tray went flying, half-empty plates spraying food in every direction. The silver platter hit the floor with a resounding gong, crystal and porcelain smashing in the background. The man stumbled and sat down, Tibor rebounding off him and almost falling. The servant who had been approaching from the opposite direction gaped. 

Shaking his head to cast off his amazement, he hurried forward. He actually handed his tray to Tibor, muttering a stream of half-heard curses while he brushed bits of pastry and sausage off him. Tibor almost dropped the tray in alarm and had to grasp it with both hands, disarranging the cloth covering someone’s lunch. A large section of orange peel had come to rest on his shoulder like a jaunty epaulet. The servant removed it, apologizing for the other man’s clumsiness as if it had been his fault, while his fellow crawled around on the floor, snatching up shards of broken porcelain with hands that trembled. 

“I’m fine,” Tibor assured them. “It was my fault.” Shoving the tray back into the servant’s hands, he set off hastily, glancing over his shoulder to make certain they weren’t following him before he turned a corner. Congratulating himself, he ducked right— 

And almost ran into the Kulahn Ambassador. 

“Excuse me!” 

Mokritor started back, then bowed. “Forgive me.” 

“Zaqetha mei. Asekan sul zan ibad,” he replied.

The diplomat’s eyebrows went up. “Jhu pareth tast kulahnas, mai lobasheth! Ek subeith tal. Os marek atheit moreb...?”

Tibor bowed. “Mai moreb athei Tibor tais Akreb simshasak, lobarek. Yupitha mai toreb tukh dal.”

“Jhu toret massalet mei yos, lobasheth. Paz rala.”

“Paz rala,” Tibor replied. Then it was over, Mokritor walking away. He didn’t need to feign an anxious flight this time. Re! The Kulahn believed there was a balance to the world, a cosmic ledger of debts and dues, and he could almost believe it at this moment. 

When he stepped into the parlor he’d been aiming for, he found the lady waiting for him. Disheveled and late for their first social engagement, what a start he was off to. “Forgive my tardiness, my lady,” he stammered, bowing over her hand.

She curtsied, taking him in in a glance. “I arrived but a moment before you.”

He settled her at the table, then seated himself. Servants moved around them, filling their glasses with crisp white wine and setting out bowls of chilled summer-squash soup. He ate a few bites without much enthusiasm before putting aside his spoon.

Once the servants had retreated to the far end of the room, Rosine asked quietly, “May I ask you a personal question?”

“I can’t guarantee a candid answer.”

“Do you have a right to it? Your chosa.”

Tibor’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t like the idea of trying to impress a woman who had already decided it wasn’t happening. She sipped a spoonful of soup, face a mask of polite attentiveness.

“Yes,” he said finally. “I killed the man who summoned that demon that’s loose in the Cities. I also once stabbed a thief who tried to mug me in Cabidas, not fatally so far as I know. I’m not sure that counts as ‘in battle.’ More like ‘in dark alley.’”

She smiled faintly. “I suspected. Am I allowed to know why you’re such a mess?”

“I ran into a servant because I’m clumsy.”

She reached across the table and plucked an orange seed off the front of his coat, dropping it daintily in his soup. “That for your mysteries.”

The soup was removed, replaced by a dish of cold pigeon stuffed with dates, rice, and celery. When the servants were out of earshot again, he said, “Thank you. I had no desire to eat that noxious soup.”

“It’s meant to be refreshing in this heat.”

“If the cooks mean to prepare food to suit hot weather, they might consider looking south of the Halu. It’s never not hot there. People have learned to accommodate.”

“You’re fond of southern cuisines?”

“Very much, although it took getting used to. I wish I could take you out, you might enjoy it.”

“Why can you not?” She cut into her pigeon with a concentration that suggested surgery. “The Kulahn live primarily in Tamren, I believe? My father is lunching with the Mayor this afternoon, but I don’t think he would be closed to the proposition. With a suitable chaperone.”

“I’m not sure we should be seen to be enjoying one another’s company.”

This earned him another long look, then she murmured to the bird she was dissecting, “And here I thought all your tactlessness was feigned.” 

Tibor flushed.

“Why?”

“I’m a second son, and everyone knows you’re the apple of your father’s eye.”

“I’m the coin that bought the Akreb?” 

“That’s how people are bound to interpret this. What else could I possibly have brought to the table?”

The pigeons were removed, a salad of cucumbers and tomatoes set in their place.

“You have made no such promises,” Rosine reminded him.

“A fact that four people are aware of.”

“In the eyes of all our peers, as you are a less-than-ideal match—”

“And a shameful craven.”

She ignored this. “—I must keep up appearances by being visibly displeased?” She subjected him to further intense scrutiny, then a faint smile peeked out around her lips. “You are a unique man.” 

“So Japhet tells me,” he muttered.

“Your mysterious friend. Will I get to meet him?”

He had told her father—whose goodwill he desperately needed—‘no’ when he posed this question. Tibor looked at the keen light glowing in her eyes and heard himself saying, “Of course.” Another smile rewarded him. 

“Very well.” She assumed an icy grandeur. “I will strive to be as coldly dignified as a frozen martyr.”

Tibor only just held in a laugh.

Not a second later, Falk Vamours and Kolstav Milad happened past. The latter chanced to glance into the open salon, and he stopped dead. Falk turned to find out what the problem was, then he, too, was gaping. “Forgive us for—” he began, but Milad had already stepped into the room to give Rosine a leg.

“How do you fare this day, my lady?” he asked gallantly.

“Well, of course,” she responded, her tight lips and raised chin adding, ‘How do you think I’m doing in the circumstances?’ Tibor could only hope the joke was on Milad and not on him. 

Falk had followed the older man into the room and offered up his own, uncertain greetings. Tibor’s ears caught the sound of a distant din: rushing feet, shouts and cries. It seemed to be swelling. Servants moved past the door more swiftly, some glancing over their shoulders. 

The two young noblemen had noted it. Their courtesies faltered as they turned to the door where two men with the leaping stallion blazoned on their breastplates trotted past. Tibor was conscious of eyes on him and looked across the table to find Rosine watching. 
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EPHREM WAS SEATED AT THE WITCH’S KITCHEN TABLE, which had become his temporary workspace. He was reorganizing the notes spread out before him; they had seen all there was to see in Chiodd and would be leaving. He would be glad to put this interlude behind him, although return to the Cities carried complications all its own. 

Before he packed his research away, he wanted to look at it one last time. Form conclusions about what, if anything, he had learned. There was an internal consistency to the oldest stonework in the region, which picked up miles outside the Cities and reached all the way to Chiodd. A certain fluidity of line, along with a preponderance of human figures. It suggested that these carvings had all been chiseled by one people. 

Whether they had been part of an ancient Malisaat Empire, or any empire, he couldn’t judge. Stylistically, they shared nothing with contemporary Malisaat decorative art. He had visited Soubrál when he wrote his last book and poked around as much as the natives would allow him to. 

Across from him, Sepan labored over the sketches, cataloguing any myths that might correspond to the weathered images they had found on older stonework. The druda’s presence and involvement complicated a situation that had hardly needed it, but one couldn’t ask for a better assistant. He glanced at the list growing under Sepan’s hand and grimaced: he was using the Malisaat alphabet. It would be yet another labor to transcribe his work into a language and script Ephrem could read. 

They worked alone, rarely speaking. Egan had been called away to deal with some emergency. Ephrem grabbed the folio of older notes, his one possession to survive his journey into the barrow, and something fell out. It was the letter from Japhet, and he glanced at it as he put it away. 

He came next across Mamáten Ipolle’s stories. If only he could have spoken to the woman! A Malisaat name and a Malisaat attitude: our business is none of outsiders’. He ought to be grateful she had agreed to share as little as she had.

A feeling of uneasiness stole over him, the fine hair on the nape of his neck stirring. He glanced across the table at Sepan, still laboring over the sketches. “You told me Chitolalol had a famous sword.”

“Mocana Metet,” the man responded, eyes still on his work. “Every stick a child in Soubrál pick up, it be Mocana Metet or the Xafal of Manoshot.”

“When the Yananettole were shut away from the world, people were used to, ah, help block the gates, correct?”

Sepan’s head finally came up, eyes moving across Ephrem’s face as he tried to understand why there were discussing this. “So our legends say.” 

“Assuming that’s true, how would it work?”

“I do not know. If this is true, it was happen thousands of years ago. This is not how demons are banished. They not part of our world, are not suppose to be here, not really wanting to be here. Summoning pulls them out, but if you, ah...” He made a chopping motion with one hand, then jerked it back. 

“You mean it’s like a rope drawn taut and will snap back to its proper place if cut?”

“Banishing is more like stopping-summoning.” Apparently this had exhausted his store of diplomacy, because he added with more usual belligerence, “Why your friend not tell you this? All sorcerers know.”

Ephrem ignored him, mind lost in a conversation that took place months ago. “I understood summoning creates a route or ingress?”

“I have not work with spirits,” Sepan warned him. “But I think you right. Summon it once, it is easier to summon it again. Take less energy. You have to, um, sacrifice to bring them here against their will. Things of the material world. The more powerful spirit, the more you sacrifice bringing them. And mostly they not want to be here. Yananettole are different, legends say. They have to be keep away because they want to come back. I do not know why.” 

“I thought they were made from people’s bad intentions. Maybe they belong here?” He felt wrong-footed suggesting it: he was way outside his area of expertise. 

“So our stories say.” He shrugged. “I do not know, it make no sense. Demons are, I told you, they do not born and die.” 

“This was thousands of years ago. If there are individuals who hold these demons at bay, the duty must be passed down over generations. Unless it’s actually the evil Azhkan Soubir with their devilish immortality,” he couldn’t help but add.

Sepan flushed, but whatever furious retort he planned to make died on his lips. The color leeched from his skin, leaving it waxen. Ephrem would rather the man had shouted. The look on his face made it clear he had seen where this line of questioning was leading and suspected Ephrem might be right to wonder. “No,” he breathed.

“We have to go back.”

“Ephrem, you are mad. No.”

“We have to know if there’s any truth to this.”

“This, this is exactly what I warn you. Dangerous knowledge that is must being leave alone.”

“That might be a fine line of reasoning if there were some bottomless pit somewhere that dangerous knowledge might be dropped into. That barrow is sitting right there, right out in the open.”

“I close the way.”

“With a pile of dirt no more formidable than the one my porters dug out in a span of hours.” 

“Is protecting itself,” Sepan reminded him. “‘His restless spirit,’ remember? You think all those villagers go mad because they bored, your servant kill each other fighting over lunch?”

“We got in and out again,” he pointed out. “We could have taken things if we hadn’t been too scared to think.”

“What you think to find? What is he protecting, Ephrem? Is himself that is the treasure.”

“How can we know until we look?”

For a time, Monesaspas just watched him, a wry tug increasingly evident at the corner of his lips. “Ephrem,” he said finally, “someday someone must explain to me why I love someone older and still must be telling him to careful. And why he so smart but not listen.”

He felt flashes of heat and cold right on top of each other, as if his very senses were bewildered. He didn’t know how to respond or even how he felt. “The same reason you consort with an older man who’s less attractive than you: you’re a fool.” Sepan laughed. 

Egan appeared at the back door and Ephrem roused himself to greet him. Once their host had joined them at the table, he asked, “Do you think people might be found who are willing to help me unearth a barrow?”

The witch looked at him, lips pursed. Then he shrugged. “Damned if I know. I’ll ask around.”
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ZIGIRA SAT IN A CRAPHOLE BAR, arms on the table, scowling into her mug. The beer wasn’t bad, not by Praxis standards. In the Cities, only students at the University would have drunk it. Even roadhouse tapsters in Diction would have turned their noses up. Countryfolk wouldn’t have fed this swill to their hogs. Still, the beer was not the problem.

“Why did you do this? You have placed me in a very uncomfortable position.”

A gigantically tall man loomed over her, arms crossed in a posture of disapprobation. Malisaat, by the accent: monotone and sibilant, with tumbling cadences. She couldn’t discern more details because he had a cloak on, its hood pulled all the way forward so his face was no more than a pool of deep shadows. Not the one Malisaat man she did know; this man’s voice was lighter, a tenor. 

“I don’t want to make new friends, pal.” 

“It’s just as well I’m an old friend, isn’t it?” Without invitation, he sat down beside her. Laying his forearms on the table, he hunched forward in a posture identical to hers.

“You need to piss off before I call the bouncer over. I’m not in the mood to pander to your weirdness.”

“Nor am I in the mood to play our usual games, delightful though they are. Here,” he told her. He made no gesture to accompany the word, but suddenly she knew him. 

No.

She had met him any number of times. He had told her once to call him Yaasic. He called her Xofeila ya, it was an eagle that lived in the Omcotons. 

That was all she could remember. Not when they met or where, or what they talked about. Not how long they’d known one another. Not anything aside from the fact that she hadn’t even known this much a moment ago. 

“What. The. Hell.”

“I intended to enjoy the pleasure of your company. Now it appears we have serious matters to discuss.”

“Why can’t I remember it? Why can I only recognize you and your stupid hood-over-the-face routine and your voice?” 

“I’ve taken the memories. Just for the time being.”

“You what? How the—How dare you!” A phrase she had always hated, but right now it expressed her outrage perfectly.

“You’re friends with a man who reads minds, he inhabits the city you spend half your time in.” 

“Wow, yeah, I really feel for your predicament!”

“I’m touched that you yearn so passionately to remember me. That’s all that’s missing. Some conversations, a drink. The present I gave you.”

“What?”

“The jade eagle. You haven’t lost it?”

She shivered as her hand went to the pocket where she kept it. “What else have you taken?” 

He twitched. “Use your brain, Xofeila ya: the fact that you can’t recall speaking to me doesn’t mean you weren’t there.”

She couldn’t decide whether she would allow this to be comforting. “You’re worried about Japhet, you don’t want him to see you in my memories. You’re his enemy.”

“Enemy, no. There is such a thing a privacy, however.”

“I’m familiar with the concept. It’s how I know you violated mine.”

“I am sorry for it.” The fact that this sounded sincere only made her angrier.

“You’re going to take this memory away, too, aren’t you? As soon as we part ways.”

“Probably. It depends on what we decide to do about this unwelcome development.”

“What do you mean? What are you going to do?”

“I’m referring to this accursed fortune. What possessed you?”

“Why don’t you just steal the memory from me?”

“You aren’t the only one who knows, though, are you? And the diviner is in the Cities.”

“Where you don’t want to go because Japhet is there? Listen up, you son of a bitch: I don’t turn on my friends. However long we’ve known each other, you and I, I know where my loyalties lie. Whatever you’re up to, leave me out of it.”

Very softly, he said, “If only life were so simple. If only intending to do good with all our hearts were enough to shield us from doing evil anyway.”

Zigira had entertained the sentiment, but she had never before found herself the object. It was difficult to speak through lips that had gone numb. “I wondered whose hand was moving the shuttle. It’s you. You’ve been using me to—” The words wouldn’t come.

Yaasic clasped one of her hands. “I’m sorry, Xofeila ya. Had I understood from the first how difficult this would be for you, I would have found another way. I did not mean to confuse your loyalties.”

“My loyalties? You’re a delusional!”

“That makes me sad. What if I swear never to raise a hand against your friend?”

“Why would I trust anything you say? All you’ve ever done is steal from me and invade my privacy. So far as I know. But I can’t even know if that’s the extent of it, can I?”

He rattled his fingers on the tabletop. It occurred to her at this point that he still had hold of her hand, and she pulled it away from him.  “Fine. Bear in mind, though, if you plan to run back to your friend and share what you learn, well, I’ll know.”

“Why not kill me?”

He huffed. “How many times must I tell you I don’t wish to do that?”

“How would I know?” 

“Very well. Here.”

She sat silent for several minutes, examining her newfound recollections. Yaasic got up and wandered away and came back a few minutes later with a drink. 

They had met... any number of times. It was the same scene, repeating: her confusion and alarm, his easy charm. Her foolish reluctance to chase him away because he was fascinating. Bantering and great deal of laughter. The perpetual conflict between her instincts, which told her he was no threat, and her brain, which said: RUN FOR IT.

“You’re not as bad as you might be, I’ll grant you that.”

This made him laugh, although the sound was not so unfettered as usual. “You have a way with words.”

“Not sure I see how remembering a few good times cancels out the evil mastermind side of things.”

“I never said it would. You’re the one who insisted.” 

She gave him a flat look. “You’re using me to destroy the world.”

“Come now! Such hollow drama is unworthy of you. Using you? Honestly! I’ve been hiring you to do your job.”

This was true, so she changed tactics. “You involved me in something big and nasty. Aside from that assassin—and thanks for making me forget someone is trying to have me killed—you’re forcing me to betray things I care about against my will.”

He took a pull of his wine before asking mildly, “Betray? I promised I won’t raise a hand against your friend.”

“How about the world? Which I don’t much want to be destroyed!”

He tossed his head. “These plots against the Cities, this business with the Apropote, these are other people’s schemes. Not mine.”

“Oh, please. They serve other people’s ends, maybe, but they must serve yours, too. You’re the puppet master. It takes two heartbeats in your company to get that you’re the biggest bastard of them all. You’ve never not been the most important person in any room you were in, not in all your life.”

“I do what I must.”

“Which is what, exactly?”

He held silent for a long time, watching her from the shadows of his hood. It took her a few minutes to grasp that he was actually considering telling her. “Our God is evil,” he said suddenly. “I want to free my people from him.”

“Evil?” 

“Like a plague-carrying rat, even those he does not bite or steal from, he poisons. And he is King. King, not of one country, but of our world. You know how arrogant mere men become when they find themselves a throne to look down from. How much worse do you suppose he is?”

This was mind-boggling for any number of reasons. “Your people don’t agree.”

He flicked one hand. “They don’t know. His influence is kept from them. Just as knowledge has been kept from them.”

A connection formed. “By the Azhkan Soubir?” 

“How clever you are!” He seemed delighted she had guessed and toasted her with a cup of what smelled like cheap vinegar and had probably been billed as red wine. He had been drinking it enthusiastically, with an indifference to taste that only young people and hard drinkers displayed. 

“My friend doesn’t agree. About your god.”

This made him laugh, and the sound was wild and giddy. “Yes, he has a reputation for being devout. He also has a reputation for being the most deceitful man ever born, one wonders which is true.”

“More deceitful than you?” 

Yaasic didn’t respond, and a normal person would have been insulted. She wasn’t sure what it meant in this context. 

“Still in there?”

“It’s true I have told many lies. Some weigh upon me. But! Soon I shall confess and be shriven.”

“What gives you the right to make this decision for your people?”

“I don’t suppose there is one. Still it’s mine to do. I know our Lord better than anyone.”

“What do you mean, you know your god? You’re a priest?”

“I’m in a bar, quaffing booze and trying to seduce a grown woman,” Yaasic pointed out. “Not in a temple, tippling at the libations and groping children. Am I a priest? You tell me.”

This was cute, but everything he said was charming; it didn’t mean she could trust him. “Why are you telling me?”

“You asked.” 

She stared at him stonily. 

“I don’t want you to think poorly of me. Obviously.”

“You think this conversation changed that?”

He sighed. “Well, if you must believe me evil, at least do so for the right reasons.” He laughed faintly. “I’m the one person in the entire world who can claim with unassailable truthfulness that they truly don’t chase power.”

“Because...?”

“You said it yourself, Xofeila ya: I was once as powerful as it was possible to be. New customs had to be invented to do credit to it! I threw it all away the moment I found the means.”

“Huh. You’re still putting me in a position where I have to be a traitor.”  

“I would never!” 

“Just knowing what you told me and holding silent counts. You claim my friend isn’t your enemy, but how can you hope to achieve you ends without facing him? You’re still on opposing sides.”

“He has been making my life complicated,” Yaasic conceded. “The man is like a pillow: you can beat on him and beat on him and it never leaves an impression.”

Zigira watched him, wishing she could see his face. He might as well not be human at all, the way he looked at the world was so alien, and it was exactly why she liked him. Just talking to him was an adventure: up was done, left was right. Doors turned out to be walls and solid walls were openings.  

“What do you want from me, anyway?”

“The pleasure of your company.” He’d said it lightly, but then he grew grim. “We do need to reach a decision about this fortune. I’m going to give you a choice, although you may not like any of the options. I can take these memories back and send you on your way. Continue hiring you after, or not, as you wish.”

“You’re right, I don’t much like that. What else?”

“If you wish to retain your memories, you must allow me to take precautions that you do not share them with others.”

“So I can sit back and let you destroy the world wittingly or unwittingly is what you’re telling me.”

“Perhaps you misunderstood.”

“Perhaps? That’s a weasel word.”

“Any road, you ought to consider that I am, at this moment, offering you several different means by which to free yourself from the yoke of this unwelcome fate.”

“These precautions?”

“Well, the easiest route would be for you to retire. I could buy you a mansion out in the countryside filled with servants all eager to leap to your whims.”

“Now you’re just trying to piss me off.”

He laughed. “It is true that I said it to tease you.”

She snorted. “Can we be serious for a second?”

“I could make the memories inaccessible to busybodies, let us say.”

“That wouldn’t prevent me from telling someone, would it?”

“No.”

“Why would you do that?”

“I can only just bring myself to lie to you. You are the freest person I ever met, and the thought of compelling you to do anything is intolerable to me.”

Even coming from a man this weird, she found it hard to credit. It crossed her mind to wonder if this was just another stratagem, a scheme hid behind a guise of friendliness. She already knew he used people, and he couldn’t like her so much he was going to let it stop him getting what he wanted. “What about my friend?”

“I already told you—”

“The diviner. What of her?”

He threw his hands up. “Are you about to tell me I can’t just have her killed? Why must you make my life so difficult?”

“What kind of villain are you, Yaasic?”

“Well, I was fortunate to be born without the hindrance of a conscience. Alas, since then means have been found to graft one onto me.”

She felt sweat break out on the back of her neck. Choices, Anoush had told her when she read her fortune. Not certainties but possibilities, a roadmap of the path she had to walk and the intersections she would cross. Yaasic had to know that—he was such a spooky bastard, there was no way he wasn’t magic—and he’d spied on the fortune she was given. If he meant to leave her in possession of all the clues that could unravel him, it meant he thought he could outplay her. 

Choices, Anoush had said, but right now it was feeling like a mandate. 

“So.” She waved at the bartender. “How does this work?”  
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IT WAS A SCENARIO ANY PARENT was familiar with: you let your child leave your sight for seconds, and the next time you saw them, they were hugging a skunk or dragging a snake by its tail. Japhet had thought this situation little different; Pinchlin was his, it was appropriate that he should bring home something commensurately dangerous. He’d been too ill at first to deal with the monstrous sprite the boy adopted. Torn, too, in his intentions. It was obvious the boy loved the thing and that complicated Japhet’s position. 

He hadn’t paid the erit itself any mind. He had wondered why it had yet to put something nasty in his bed or set the couch on fire, but these weren’t questions that expected answers. He hadn’t thought of it as a person because: why would he? 

That was before he walked into his kitchen this morning to find it drinking a glass of milk by itself. The boy must still be in bed, because it was just the two of them. It dropped the glass in terror, eyes riveted on him, and he did the thing he instinctively did when he wondered at the thoughts of those around him: he investigated. Quite like the spirit this thing had been ten years or ten centuries ago, he had been sucked in, redefined by his own curiosity. 

In a way, there wasn’t a lot to learn from its memories; they were as tattered as a ship’s mainsail after a storm. Misty and confused though its recollections were, what he found was as telling in its way as an enumerated list. What memories it had all followed the same pattern, which was part of what made it so hard to gauge how long it had been like this. 

It woke in an alley, no notion how it got there; it roamed, hungry and helpless; some predatory scumbag snatched it up, fed it a threadbare story about its past, made use of it, and eventually discarded it, sick or broken and apparently dying... in an alley, where it would later wake. It had no clue it wasn’t human. It didn’t know it was immortal. It didn’t remember dancing this macabre dance over and over again across the years. 

There had been other friends. Other children who offered it trust, rather than lies and abuse. They had been in the same situation, though, trapped and unable to render assistance. The boy had given it something quite different in return for its love: hope. An alternative. 

So here it was. In Japhet’s home. Where he did not want for it to be.

He sighed. If it was possible to wake it up somehow, restore its mind and demonic powers, there would be no going back. He couldn’t have it around his house. He wasn’t certain what the alternative was, assuming there was one.  

He kept asking himself why he should bother; he didn’t owe it anything, it wasn’t even human. Its presence in his life was a complication he didn’t have time to deal with. Maybe it had been a good friend to Pinchlin, but it had also led him into danger. 

One the opposite side of this internal debate was: you know you aren’t going to walk away, why lie about it? 

He grunted as he acknowledged the truth of this. You had to understand, he was at this moment sitting on his kitchen floor. The cursed thing was on his lap, arms wrapped around his neck with the strength of a choking vine, weeping hot, salty heartache all over him. 

While he turned over the sorcerous ramifications idly, he gazed at the engrossing view that was the lower row of kitchen cabinets. Every now and then, he gave the erit’s back a pat, but he didn’t try to issue reassurances. Tears like this were a force unto themselves; nothing he said would make it stop, not until the pain had spent itself. It had had more time than anyone should to accumulate a reservoir.  

Never in all his years had he encountered a spirit mutilated like this one had been. Even bound to the material world, a spirit was still very much a being from another place, one that operated according to the rules of the immaterial dimension whence it came. Although it had left its home, its power came from nol entant; it bore many similarities to human sorcery, but human sorcery was produced by the material world itself, generated by material reality, by the flow of history, by the pathos of human emotion. Here this boy was bereft of any supernatural abilities, and using them ought to be more instinctive than breathing. 

Still the spirit’s aspect lingered in twisted form. It had set the shape the spirit became, in turn governing the new being it turned into when it broke. The infectious smile was still there. The genius for mischief had translated, in this latest iteration, to a skill for thievery. It had come as close to dying as was possible without crossing over, several times. Maybe it had and some spark kept reigniting it, the way a coal might rekindle a dying fire. 

He could leave it like this, and it would go on, and he would go on. This resolution would require a series of awkward conversations with both of them, and he would never be free of it. It was a better fate than the thing that thought its name was Erit had dared to hope for a week ago. 

But it didn’t know it was a broken spirit stuck inside a broken child. It thought it was a person; if it ever allowed itself to dream, person-dreams would be what it wanted. To grow up, and kiss someone. Learn a trade, get a job, be halfway successful at a calling. See the world, maybe. None of which could happen if he left it this way, a mutilated immortal trapped in the body of an adolescent, not properly part of either world. 

To draw it fully into the material world, though, to snap its nature and reality into conjunction, to force its physical truth to become its only truth... It was an exercise he’d never contemplated. More thought was required. 

The thing’s hysterical sobs were slowing by the time the boy appeared in the door. Pinchlin froze, looking to him for guidance. This drama seemed to be ended, and based on what he understood about their time in Praxis, this could hardly be the first time they saw each other crying. “Erit? Maybe you want to go back to bed. You were very ill and your body needs rest.”

It leaned back far enough to meet his eyes, giving him such a searching scrutiny you could almost feel the eons it must have lived before... whatever. What it saw in his face must have passed muster, because it finally stood off his leg, which had gone numb from the pressure of its butt. It didn’t weigh much, but they’d been at this for a while. 

He took it down the hallway to the bedroom it had claimed, which he was pretty sure it wasn’t sleeping in. He had never had a friend in childhood, but he was glad Pinchlin found one: neither metal nor magic could armor you more perfectly than the loyalty of a friend. There was nothing more precious, and if he had to shatter a few paradigms to make it possible for this thing to be that friend, so be it. 

Erit climbed into bed and Japhet pulled the covers up to his chin. “Sleep as long as you need to. When you wake, you will find that any number of worries have melted away.”

***
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THEY LET THEMSELVES OUT OF THE APARTMENT into a brisk day, the warmth of the sun competing with a chilly wind whipping down the Anander. They were off to buy Pinchlin a new wardrobe, and he felt guilty about having lost all his nice clothes like that when he’d only just got them. But it was kind of funny, too: just like old times. Only better, because he wasn’t all covered in bruises, and the sorcerer wasn’t grumpy, but laughing and cheerful. And now they had Erit.

Then there was the hand at the end of his friend’s right wrist, where it had no business being. He’d woken from his nap half an hour ago and started screaming bloody murder. Pinchlin went tearing down the hall, sure the bed must be on fire, then the two of them sat there for a while, staring and not trying to talk it over. It wasn’t like they were going to say something that would make it make sense. Hands didn’t grow back, it was a fact of nature.  

The sorcerer had pretended not to notice, but it had to be his doing. The last few days had been absolute torture, watching them watch each other so distrustfully. Pinchlin had been sick with nerves, waiting for the confrontation. The horrible indictments. So far as he could tell, the clash had come just like he feared, but then they sorted it out themselves before he got to hear of it. 

“Should we eat lunch first? Are you hungry?”

Shaken from his thoughts, he answered, “Yes, sir.” Erit seconded him timidly. 

“What should we eat?”

This made Erit’s eyes pop out of his face, but the sorcerer was always asking questions like this. “Since we’re so near Streetersail, we could get Kulahn? Erit’s never had it.”

Erit greeted the suggestion with discomfort; cuisine wasn’t really a concept he was familiar with. The sorcerer loved everything to do with food and agreed more enthusiastically. “Pinchlin is right that new experiences should always be embraced. You may or may not like it, but you should try first to find out.”

While they walked, he couldn’t help but notice how many people stopped to stare at the sorcerer. Many of them bowed or waved. The sorcerer just smiled when he noticed, giving no sign that he found this startling. 

They had said something at the inn when Pinchlin went looking for him there, something about people come to stare, but he hadn’t given it much thought. “Sir?”

“Yes, boy?”

“What’s been happening while I was gone?” 

“What hasn’t?” For a minute, it seemed to be all he meant to say, but then he went on, “There have been more djinns and devils causing trouble in the last few months than this city has probably seen over the entire course of its unwelcome existence. Then there was that damned plague.” 

“Plague?” Pinchlin squeaked. 

“Nothing to worry yourself over, boy. It is gone,” he said casually. “Actually, maybe you can explain something to me. I fought a nazashkurat that popped up in the midst of a mysterious festival some weeks gone by now. This was in the late morning, everyone hanging about in the streets eating sausages and drinking cider, dancing and singing, just like any festival you might name. But there were pumpkins and squashes everywhere, which struck me as odd: the timing was all off. As you may imagine, I have no clue what neighborhood I was in.”

This made Pinchlin smile: the sorcerer was always getting lost. “That was probably St. Tordat’s Day. I’m not sure if he’s just a Revisionist saint or if other Rehaddelines celebrate him.” The man gave him a quizzical look. “There was a very bad winter, very cold and long, so long it lasted into summer. Tordat cut a piece of his own flesh off and planted it in the ground. Then he dug it up again, and it had a hard shell around it, so it would last until the winter ended and sustain people.”

“These people canonized a cannibal?” 

“His flesh became a winter squash when he planted it in the ground. I don’t know how, I don’t really understand how Re works. But that’s why it’s celebrated in Fen, and why there are squashes.”

“I see.”

“Sir, may I ask what a, a nazas—that thing you mentioned, what it is?”

“A kind of djinn. Magical creatures, monsters, really. Rather like miniature, ill-tempered gods. Most djinns come from south of the Halu, and so reflect their origins. All of southern Halurál is a desert of one kind or another, west of the Kurseils at least, although mostly nothing like so dry as the Sable. You know this?” 

Pinchlin nodded. 

“Djinns are dust storms, spiders, so forth. A nazashkurat is a scorpion, oh, the size of an ox. Nasty, aggressive things. Poisonous, of course. Cursed Fah Disan,” he added.

A poisonous scorpion the size of an ox? At a pumpkin festival? He glanced at Erit and saw his mouth was hanging open. The sorcerer took getting used to. “Fah Disan?” 

“And what does that mean?”

“Champion,” he supplied, proud he had an answer.

“Very good. Fah Disanid are champions of peace and stability.”

“So... they’re like Chitolalol in the legends, they go around looking for things to fight or people who need help?” It sounded more like the sorcerer, now he thought about it. 

“Quite perfectly the opposite. It will be easier to understand if you know their story. Just promise me you’ll keep this in confidence.” Once they had both promised, he continued, “When the Empire began to totter, some very powerful, very learned people got together. They agreed their great civilization was losing its control of Halurál. They decided they would do well to learn from their predecessor’s mistake. Worry less for their loss of power than for the chaos that might ensue.”

“Predecessor?” he dared to interrupt. 

“Us, boy, as you already guessed.” Pinchlin nodded unhappily: he had. 

“They felt that, as they had exerted so much effort to subjugate the region, they had taken on a duty to their subjects. It is in the nature of the Kulahn to embrace. A people fundamentally motivated by the romance and beauty of the world around them, wanting far more to appreciate than to possess or control. Not a people inclined to pass judgment on the beliefs of others, but wishing only to understand those beliefs, perhaps to share them. Also the most arrogant people I’ve ever encountered, and how those two things square with one another I’ve never known.

“The point is, everywhere the Kula Ze Ahn conquered, they embraced. They considered these lands, these peoples, even their foreign gods, to be their own. They asked, ‘If our armies withdraw and our power fails, how can we fulfill our responsibility to those people?’ Thus Fah Disanid. Have you heard the word spy?”

Pinchlin allowed that he had, adding, “There’re a couple romances that do whole series on spies.”

“Romances?”

“The novels you see for sale at the pushcart vendors. Books people read for fun. They’re just bound in cardboard, but people sure read a lot of them. Sometimes everyone in the Cities is reading the same romance all together and gossiping about it.”

The sorcerer looked almost ill as he digested this. “Well, so. Spies. You mentioned Chitolalol, but Fah Disanid don’t draw attention to themselves. It isn’t people they protect, but civilization. Just as Halurál was once almost entirely the Kula Ze Ahn Empire, so Fah Disanid come from all nations and spy on all nations. They’re often important people: scholars, diplomats, sorcerers.”

They reached a nice-looking Kulahn restaurant and Pinchlin turned them aside. In through the door, they were transported into a different world. A world redolent with aromatic spices, hot and dry. Flavors brutally potent— cumin, cardamom, coriander, and cayenne—yet sweetly plangent. Hints of coolness suggested hidden springs, rivers running through arid lands, tea and hibiscus and jasmine. 

They found a table in a corner. Erit was staring at the décor—the purple tablecloths, crimson carpet, vibrant orange napkins, walls painted brilliant blue the color of his eyes—as if he could barely believe what he was seeing. Like life had just slapped him across the face.

He picked his menu up when he saw them both do the same, then dropped it. Before he could even remember Erit couldn’t read, the sorcerer had already retrieved the menu from the floor and offered to order for him. It was all he said, but Pinchlin could guess, now the sorcerer had decided Erit was his, too, his friend was about to find himself educated. 

“So what do they have to do with you?”

“Remember why they formed their society?”

“They saw what a mess we made of things and didn’t want to be responsible for the same thing.”

The sorcerer laid a hand on Pinchlin’s head, sharing his misery. Then he continued more briskly, “Not that they had the power to do that much damage, thank goodness. But they knew of it, as few others do. Their goals are not Azhkan Soubir goals, but insofar as they understand us, they agree that what we do is vital. So we work together at times.”

“If they’re your allies, I mean, you sounded like you were angry at them.” 

“There are several Fah Disanid lurking in the area. One is a bad man who has caused all manner of trouble for your city. One is a friend and can be trusted. He’s always popping up, no doubt you’ll meet him soon enough.”

“A Kulahn spy?” 

He was deeply impressed that he would get the chance to meet this individual, but it made the sorcerer laugh. “No, boy, he’s a sight more rare and exotic in this city: a Gash nobleman.”
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