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          The Battle

        

      

    

    
      General Ivan Emersin stood on a hilltop, a large clearing in the middle of a massive forest. As he inspected the area in front of him, the general could not see more than a few meters into the trees, the dead of night doing him no favors. He watched the men below, a company of soldiers that might as well have been children playing at war, not so much older than his own son back home. Early creases bordered his sharp eyes, and the frost of age found its way into his receding hairline. Around them, the forest was silent—not a bird nor a cricket, nor the gasp of a breeze—and the fog settled thickly on the wooded floor. Men lounged at their posts, lazily praying for the return of the morning light, nonchalantly fingering their swords as if to remind themselves that they were still there.

      Too much new blood, Emersin thought. The man next to him, a dozen years his younger and the lord commander of their army, made efforts to see through his looking glass. A few more years and maybe he would not have been incompetent. But those in the capital, from whom they received their orders, were eager. Impatient.

      “I don’t see anything,” Lord Commander Ustin Anarsin said, his voice full of confidence.

      “Your pardon, my lord, but I don’t think you will,” said Emersin. Also, its dark. “My men reported several birdcalls a short time ago and have reported nothing sense.”

      Ustin Anarsin lowered his looking glass and sighed, “A birdcall. In the forest.” He turned to the general and shook his head. “They said you were paranoid.” He began to walk back to his tent, motioning for his retainers. “Send a patrol if you must.”

      “We have. They have seen nothing the scouts have not already reported,” the general replied. The boy-commander stopped and made to insult him further, but the general interrupted. “There are no birds in this forest. None flying, and none chirping. We’ve seen little to no game. There is something wrong here, my lord.”

      Anarsin looked as though he would retort, but hesitated and thought better. He walked back to the general and took out his looking glass again.

      Emersin rolled his eyes. “As I said,” he said patiently, “you’ll not see anything.” The young lord drew it out all the same and peered into the dark shadows. “They are in the forest, and I am fairly certain that they already surround the camp.”

      “How are you sure?” the lord commander asked.

      “It’s what I would do.”

      “Will they attack?” The boy was beginning to allow a touch of fear into his voice.

      “That is my belief. They have every right to for this is their land.”

      “It is the Emperor’s land. Just ask all who fell before them.”

      “Very well recited, my lord, but all who fell before them were not given the option of tactical advantage,” said the general. “These are different. All other tribes met us on the open field. They will not.”

      Anarsin hesitated. “What is it you recommend?”

      “Retreat from the forest. Reassess.”

      The lord folded and stowed his eyeglass and looked to the general. “You know we can’t do that. Our scouts report their village has no defenses. No men looking to be soldiers, only women and children gathering herbs and weaving baskets. The finest in Imperial intelligence offers nothing to back up your claims. If we go back now, based on nothing more than a goddamn birdcall, my father would have my head.”

      “Blame the whole thing on me if you wish. It is my suspicion, with regards to what our scouts have reported, that what we see is exactly what they would have us believe.”

      “General,” the boy sighed, “we cannot turn around. Not yet.”

      The general turned back to the forest. “Then we must pray I'm wrong.”
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      The road to the village was more a winding path that wove in and around dense foliage with trees as wide as seven men. Rough sketches of the village, provided by the scouts, described a city of homes, large and small, wrapping around the massive trees that reached nearly a kilometer into the sky. A carpet of leaves, ankle deep mud in some areas, and a meshwork of twisting vines made marching weary work, and they had to rest often. It was not till the second night that the general’s suspicions were confirmed.

      Every single man of the night’s previous watch, and those that came to relieve them, lay still. Congealed blood stained both armor and the forest floor where the stacks of bodies were found.

      Nearly two hundred men dead in total, and not a shout had been heard nor a shadow disturbed. The surviving soldiers raised their concerns with their sergeants, whispering of ghosts and demons, and spreading rumors like wildfire that the wood was haunted. The general knew better, of course. Ghosts and demons did not use steel to slit throats, nor practice murder with such precision.

      “We shall march all day and all night if we have to,” the lord commander was saying. The general watched as the younger man’s face contorted with anger and embarrassment. His youth was getting the better of him. His retainers eagerly nodded, presenting approval. The war council had convened in the command tent shortly after their crews had finished gathering up the dead.  “They can’t have more than a few hundred men in this fucking forest. Eventually we will draw them out.”

      The general scratched his shaven chin. That is what I’m afraid of.

      “When we arrive, I want all the village women brought before the Inquisitor. He is to go through each and every one of them, in public, until the culprits of this act come forth!”

      Wonderful, the general thought sardonically, he will have the women raped and beaten in public to draw out the fighters. A proven effective strategy, if extreme, assuming the forest warriors would even let them get that close. Getting to the village would not be as easy as the lord commander thought.

      “If I may interrupt, my lord,” the general started. The crowd of officers hushed, minor nobles taking cues from the respectful silence of the more seasoned commanders. Anarsin reigned in his anger with visible difficulty. A moment passed before he nodded to the general. “My lords,” Emersin began, “a more cautious approach may merit consideration. A headlong rush into unfamiliar terrain will likely yield poor results, and it is exactly what they—”

      “If its war with the Empire that they want, then I say we should give them such that they will forever regret this insult!” A noble interrupted to a choir of agreement. Even some of the seasoned commanders close to the general’s age nodded along.

      “A war we started,” the general pointed out. “This is obviously a trap.”

      “What difference would it make if it is?” asked Colonel Trandal. The general’s brows raised in surprise at the blatant indifference. The “Colonel” was a noble, and his rank a gift of birth, not experience. “They will spring their trap and die on our shields. Without the cover of night and against our numbers, they’ll not stand a chance.” Another chorus. The general looked from man to man, seeing the delight in their faces, a wild savagerly in their eyes, and he suspected his cause lost. How he had suddenly lost the trust of men he had served with for the last decade, he did not know.

      He began again with a growl, “My lords—”

      “We’ve heard your words, general,” Anarsin interrupted, “but this is my army. I will take what you’ve said into consideration.”

      No. You won’t.

      The lord commander turned to his other advisors in clear dismissal. The general watched for a moment more, scanning the officers’ and advisors’ reactions to the battle plans. This does not make sense. A flash of reflected light in the corner of the tent caught his eye. He stared and found a seated noble, lounging with his feet stretched. A man he had never seen nor noticed before, cleaning his fingernails. The noble noticed his attention and smiled. The lips curled around serrated canines and decaying gums, creeping up too far along his cheeks. The noble waved his fingers. The general grimaced and left the command tent.

      Leaving the council behind him, the general made for the practice fields. He passed men as they marched or huddled around cook fires in large groups, their eyes constantly scanning the treetops, suspicious of every move of the canopy. The Imperial Army had drawn in its picket lines; barricades with sharpened tips guarded a smaller perimeter, bringing in everyone a little closer. The smells of man and animal doubled its usual pungency. From a bird’s eye, it was a circle of white on a field of green.

      He found his second, Captain Vernon Athos, in the fields with his personal guard. Vernon perched upon a rain barrel, smoking his pipe and barking commands at soldiers practicing with their shields and swords. Younger than the general by only a year, the man had aged just as well. He kept his grey hair short and his chin shaven; years of exercise disguised time’s efforts.

      The general approached, and Vernon spoke first without looking in his direction. “Bad business, the watch.”

      “Aye.”

      “They’ve been there for days. Knew the shifts, and where to hide the bodies.”

      “Aye.”

      “Lots more going to die.”

      The general gravely nodded. “Aye.”

      “Ivan.” Vernon met the general’s eyes, “They’re not like the rest. Not going to lay down and pay their taxes. We should turn back.”

      The general sighed. “I’ve said as much. Something has happened.”

      “What d’you mean?”

      “Something has our…superiors stirred up, and I don’t think it’s the murder of the night watch. We’re marching at dawn.”

      Vernon spit. “Well, gotta die somehow.”

      “Cheery. How stand our men?”

      “Old. Want to go home.”

      “Aye.” The general took a deep breath before taking out his pipe. “One more village. Then we can go home.”

      Vernon stared at the general for a long time before he took another puff and looked again at his soldiers and friends in the yard with a frown.

      “There you are!” One of the commander’s retainers, a lord of little merit, hurried to them. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      “And now you’ve found me,” the general answered.

      “Yes. You’ve orders from the lord commander,” he said quickly.

      The general stared.

      The boy continued, “You and your unit are to have the honor of commanding the forward guard tomorrow. The lord commander expressed his wishes to have his best general lead the charge and show these cowards how the empire does battle.”

      Emersin waited before he responded, “How generous.”

      The boy nodded. “I will have the honor of accompanying you, sir, as your second.”

      Vernon cocked an eyebrow.

      “I already have a second,” said the General.

      “Yes, of course. However, Lord Commander Anarsin feels that a noble should be present should things prove difficult.”

      Vernon barked a laugh. “I feel better already.”

      “As do I,” the general agreed, doing his best to hide the sarcasm. “Tell the lord commander that I find this most acceptable, and we would be honored to have you ride with us.”

      The boy saluted and turned on his heel. The general watched him go until he was well beyond the yards. “Anarsin must not like that fellow.”

      Vernon smiled, but he did not laugh. “Aye. Or us. Ya must have said something that pissed him off.”

      “Pissed something off.”

      Vernon’s look posed a question. The General waved it away, “Nothing. Just a feeling.”
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      They marched in long files with the spear infantry leading. The cavalry followed behind, making use of the deep furrows in the heavy foliage left by the thousand marching boots. The general’s personal guard were dispersed among the leading squads, whipping the soldier’s worn motivations and increasing fatigue. The two-day march to the village had not been made easy, as rain battered their clothing and bogged down the soles of their shoes.

      Lord Commander Anarsin had given the order on the second day that they were to march long into the night before making camp so as to come upon the village in the morning. They left their supply train behind with a single company, taking only a few days’ rations with them, and as much gear as that they could fit on their backs. The rains stopped just short of midnight; the ground swallowed boots as easily as hooves and the wheels of wagons. Shadows danced in the rising fog. Shadows danced in and out of vision as soon as one turned their head. The men spoke quietly among themselves of seeing ghosts among the leaves above them. It was, by any means of measurement, a shit situation.

      “It’s a shit situation,” said Vernon quietly.

      “Aye,” the general replied.

      “The look of it, Anarsin’s going to make us go all night.”

      “A bold strategy,” said the noble serving as the general’s second as he rode up next to them. The general looked to the eavesdropper with admonition but said nothing. “Teach these barbarians the throes of proper warfare, before they even know what hit them.”

      “Isn’t too much ‘bout warfare that’s proper,” Vernon mumbled. The general gave a small nod in agreement. A sudden command from the front brought them to a halt. The lines dispersed quickly into a guard formation; shields up and spears forward.

      “What is it? What’s happening?” the young noble questioned. The general ignored him and nodded to Vernon to find the source of the order. The old soldier rode forth along the edge of the lines, forging his way through uncleared underbrush. The general waited with the fidgeting lord long enough to grow impatient before a spearman appeared at his side.

      “General, Captain Athos requests you join him at the front.” The general waved the man away, and he disappeared as quickly as he had arrived. He set his horse on the path Vernon had left for him at a slow canter, and the lord followed. The closer the general got to the front, the more he noticed the growing nervousness among the ranks. Soldiers danced back and forth from heel to heel, spears wavered in declining discipline on all sides, and many hid behind their shields rather than watch the flanks.

      As the general approached the front, he saw the reason for their apprehension. A man in a broad brimmed hat and the mask of a demon sat cross-legged before the army. A longsword lay across his legs still sheathed, his head bowed as if in prayer. Vernon had dismounted and stood before the lone figure perhaps a dozen yards away.

      “It’s one of them,” the lord whispered.

      “Aye. Be quiet.” The general dismounted and strode to Vernon.

      Vernon spoke as he drew closer, “He says he would break words with you.”

      The general said nothing. He looked to Vernon and motioned for him to return to the ranks before he walked forward, loosening his sword in its scabbard.

      “I am General Ivan Emersin,” he said.

      “I know who you are,” the figure said, his voice thick with an accent the general could not place. “You are to leave. This is your warning.”

      The general took a moment to peer through the fog and cast and eye to the treetops. “Men have died already. A peaceful transition will be…very difficult at this point.” The figure cocked his head, and his eyes seemed to glow.

      “So be it,” the man stood. “Fight well this day, Ivan Emersin.”

      The general watched as the man turned his back and walked into the fog, vanishing entirely. Behind him, men began to scream. Emersin whirled, expecting to see the native army coming through the fog. He witnessed no such thing. The demons came from underneath.

      Men in cloaks and dark masks made no sound as they sprang from concealed places in the foliage while arrows rained from the trees. The shadows whirled in a wild storm of steel, slaughtering whole squads of spearmen, too quick to allow any chance of proper defense. Their finely edged swords held no regard for shields or armor, cutting just as easily through bone and muscle. The young lord took an arrow in his back with a cry of horror and fell from his horse. The general rushed to grab the boy by the arm, dragging the noble through the mud and leaves as the young man writhed in pain. Blood gushed from the lad’s mouth and the boy spasmed. A strong arm grasped the general’s, dragging him from the dying youth. Ivan barely registered Vernon’s bellowed words that made him turn to witness his men breaking.

      “…’re in the fucking ranks!”

      With Vernon’s aid, the general is pulled to the line shouting orders.

      “Regroup! Sheilds up!” Few men heard him over the screams. Horsemen blindly charged, running down their own spearmen in their attempts to engage the enemy. Vernon stood by the general’s side with sword and shield at the ready.

      “Fuck me,” said the captain.

      The general pushed his way into the front line, now with their backs to him, “To me! To me!” Half a dozen men turned at the sound of his voice. They recovered their wits when they made his face and flocked to him with their shields up. They surrounded him in a guard stance, most of their armor already stained in blood from their comrades. The enemy danced at the soldier’s feet, blurs of dark cloaks with flashes of steel, moving with speed and precision. They cut limbs and heads while dodging spears and horses, one swordsman fighting among a dozen imperials apiece and besting them easily.

      “Move forward! Spears up! Into formation!” the general shouted. They moved slowly towards the worst engagements as arrows pounded their shield wall. A shield-bearer collapsed as he took an arrow through the ankle; with his shield lowered he took another through the eye. The men pushed the dying man’s body to the side and closed the gap. The forest floor was littered with the bodies of their comrades. Dying horses screamed as their legs were cut from beneath them, their riders flung hard into the mud and leaves. Men broke formation and ran back the way the army had come. Directly in front of the general’s formation, a cloaked swordsman beheaded a spearman and turned to their small squad. With no visible armor save the cloak and mask, long single edged sword in his hand, he rushed them.

      “Spears forward!” Vernon cried.

      Within a pace, the swordsman leapt. He cleared their spears and with one foot, bounced off their shields and landed in the middle of their party less than a meter from the general. Vernon grunted and attacked. As he swung, the swordsman dodged and, in a swift motion, cut the captain from pelvis to chest. The other soldiers turned and stabbed, but the swordsman slid between them, cutting the legs out from one spearman and impaling another. The general used his shield to push through a falling soldier before diving into the cloaked figure. His opponent toppled to the ground, surprised, and dropped his sword a few paces away. The general landed on top of him with his shield between them before the enemy could recover. The cloaked man writhed under the general’s weight until one spearman had the initiative to plunge the tip of his spear past the general’s shoulder into the swordsman’s chest.

      The general picked himself up and admired the dead man who had slain his second. “See?” he cried to those around him. “They can die just like us!” He spared the one last glance at Vernon’s body before recovering. “Come on, let’s find another.” He looked around at the bodies before him and pockets of men fleeing. “Shouldn’t be too hard to find.”
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      Men lay dead or dying along the forest floor. The remnants of the Imperial Army retreated in a haggard line all the way to their supply train on the hill where they had left it. The forest warriors harried them throughout their forced march, killing stragglers and laying waste to failed cavalry charges, peppering arrows against shields and armor. In the absence of other officers, the general assumed full command and brought all remaining infantry to the hilltop to surround the supply lines and reinforce barricades. The drivers of the supply wagons and the last of the camp followers cowered together near the command tents amidst the cries of the dying army.

      Their enemy stopped killing them once they reached the clearing. Masked warriors held the tree line, holding their swords by their side, motionless. A numbness took the survivors, many of them resting in relief with their backs to the camp’s fortifications. The lord commander had retreated to his tent and had yet to come out since their return while his personal guard stood idly by, far and away from any fighting.

      When the general finally stood alone, having given all the orders he could, he stared at the mound of corpses that increased in size with every passing moment. Weary men in stained armor heaved the bodies of the fallen by their limbs with the grace of a vir At the foot of a mountain of bodies, he began to count, only to let his head fall to his chest when the number became unfathomably high. He suppressed a shiver that had nothing to do with the quiet rain that now gradually soaked his cloak.

      “Thoughts, Ivan?”

      He turned to find a soldier regarding him. At least, the thing sought to be seen as a soldier. It wore shining and pristine armor, though its limbs were bloodied and disjointed. Its helm bore a full facemask, revealing only bloodshot eyes that held too much pleasure behind their misshapen form.

      “Who are you?” the general asked.

      “Concerned.” Its voice was deep and melodious, carrying soft authority and hidden joy. The thing looked at the mound of dead and dying and cocked its head in unnatural regard. “So much…murder. By them, of course. You’re not doing nearly enough.”

      The general took offence, but something in him told him to tread cautiously. “I’ll ask again—”

      “Yes,” it interrupted. “Who am I?” It breathed deeply the sodden air and blew it out with great exaggeration, “I’m a maaaaaannnn with a plan!” Its eyes smiled at the general. “Do you want to hear it?”

      “Whatever the fuck you are, I’ve no time for this.” The general turned and began to walk away.

      “Whatever I am?” The growl in the creature’s voice gave the general pause. “You’ve no idea.”

      There was something in the creature’s voice that made Emersin stop walking. He slowly turned back and regarded the creature. It smiled and laced its fingers together casually, taking a slow step to where the general stood. “Allow me a moment of your time, General,” it began. “I promise not to waste it.”

      “You’re him,” the general realized. “The noble from before.”

      “A ruse,” it replied, “and hardly relevant. These...forest dwellers, they don’t fight fair. I would like to suggest that you don’t either.”

      The general barely heard him. “Who are you?”

      It chuckled. “You’re asking the wrong questions. You should be asking, ‘what can I offer?’”
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      The general approached the Anarsin’s tent in the middle of the struggling camp. Despite the protests of the lord commander’s guard, the general barged through the flaps. The little man sat atop his chair, his armor strewn about on the floor, with a goblet of wine in one hand and his head in the other.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Emersin asked.

      The younger man raised his head. “Don’t you dare speak to me that way. Leave me and I won’t have you arrested.”

      Without pause, the general charged him and knocked the goblet from his hand. He grabbed Anarsin by the scruff of his cloak and smacked him across the jaw with a gauntleted hand. He heard the tent flap open as guards came in with swords drawn.

      The general pulled the knife from his belt. “Back the fuck off or I’ll slit his goddamn throat!”

      They kept their distance but did not sheathe their weapons.

      “Ivan! Release me!” the noble cried. Fear choked his voice, and the general ignored the order. He spun the Anarsin around and wrapped his fingers around his neck.

      “I told you what would happen, Ustin! I told you and you didn’t listen. And now you sit here, drinking wine while men continue to die!”

      “What do you want me to do!? What, General!?” The lord commander ripped himself from the general’s grasp, “In case you hadn’t noticed, fucking hill people just raped three fucking battalions of the Imperial army! There are barely half the men we had and we’re fucking surrounded!”

      “I’m not asking you to march us to our goddamn deaths; I’m asking you to get off your pompous ass and think!” The general put a hand through his cropped hair.

      Anarsin stared at the general for a long moment before slowing returning to his chair. “It was that thing,” he said. “He told me...he told me ‘glory awaited,’ and so many other things. I...believed him.”

      Emersin knew exactly who the lord commander was speaking of.

      “Yes,” the general replied. “I’ve met...it. It doesn’t matter. We’ve a war to win, and men to get home.”

      Anarsin shook his head. “The battle is lost, General.”

      Anger filled the general’s belly. “Aye, the battle. But not the war.”

      “What are you talking about? We cannot fight them the way we are.”

      “No. On that we agree. Our…friend…may have given us a way to turn the tide.”
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      In the cover of night, they loaded every piece of explosive they had into carts. Soldiers piled their dead into large heaps and covered them in oil, using all their remaining supply and emptying every lamp. A line of soldiers, under the guidance of a creature pretending to be a noble with a strange smile, red eyes, and disjointed armor, took only their shields and spears down a circuitous route through the darkness behind the village to prevent any chance of escaping what was to come. Soldiers maneuvered trebuchets into the center of camp and away from the trees to avoid detection. When the general gave the order, the dead were coated in oil set aflame. Soldiers pushed carts down the hill, and they careened into the forest, exploding into a century’s worth of dead leaves, old roots, and dense forest. The artillery fired long into the night, casting fiery wretches, the flaming bodies of imperial dead, far into the trees. By midnight, all the world burned.
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      Two figures stood on a distant hill watching the drifting smoke blot the stars of the night sky, the smell of the blood magic still heavy in the air. One of them, wearing shackles, fell to his knees as the other droned on.

      “Such a thing. Creation. Destruction. One cannot happen without the other. Even the Void was nothing before it was something…or was it the other way around? I get so confused. Here we are, or rather, here I am creating something new. All thanks to the destruction of something old—your people. I hope you don’t mind my taking pride in what I do. In fact, when you think about it, the Creator and I are in the same line of work. Two sides of the same coin, I think.”

      The Lord of War shuddered a breath, the shackles on his wrist jingling as tears stained his face. “Spare me.”

      “Oh, oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize…were you partial to your little flock?” the Lord of Murder replied.

      War did not respond.

      “Well,” said the creature in disjointed armor with a smile, “if it makes you feel better, a mighty welcoming party has been arranged. Not so bad, considering your crimes.”

      “You think very highly of yourself, little god.”

      Murder considered. “I do. It is my sin.”
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          The Fall

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twenty Years Later

      

      

      The old man and the boy watched quietly as flame streaked across the sky. The boy took it to be a falling star at first, but its fall was too slow, too direct, and it burned far too bright. Their horses stared as silently as they did, only occasionally flicking their ears in annoyance at its brightness.

      The boy was only a boy by the old man’s standards. The beard on his cheeks and chin was only the barest shade compared to the old man’s. By Imperial standards, the youth would have already been married and been found a farm to work or been conscripted into the military, but such was not the boy’s fate.

      “It looked like a person,” said the boy.

      The old man mumbled agreement.

      “People don’t fall from the sky.”

      Again, the old man nodded. The boy adjusted himself in the saddle. He was not afraid, but he was smart. Logic dictated that they turn from here; bright lights in the sky brought attention, and attention was never something they sought. Smoothly, he took the bow from his back and placed one end in a stirrup to string it. To anyone looking, the pair were hunters, bows on their backs and strings of game across their saddles, but to any with a sharp eye and a pinch of wit, these travelers were something to be avoided.

      The sword at the boy’s side matched that of the old man: long, thin, and single edged. Its hilt hid beneath his parka, within easy reach. None save perhaps the old man could match the boy’s proficiency in its use. Both the boy and the man held the posture of soldiers, but their movements lacked rigidity, spoke of grace, and their eyes burned with experience gained in times of war and the times in between.

      “Are we going to investigate?” the boy asked.

      “Yes,” the old man answered.

      The boy finished stringing his bow and nocked an arrow. The old man led their horses gingerly along the rolling hills that bordered the forested plain at a light canter. Bright fires sparked distant lights on an otherwise darkened landscape. The moon was only half full but provided more than enough light for their horses. From the rolling hills they entered into the forest. The crunching of leaves and foliage under hoof were the only sounds in the still air. There was no breeze, nor signs of life. They passed the darkened shadows of the trees as they rode with haste until they came upon a corpse of burning trees. They covered ground quickly but approached the flames with caution. The fires were clustered in a small area of the forest, though no flame ran rampant, and most of the charred trees and brush had already burnt out.

      After passing the first few desolated trees, the old man dismounted. He flung the reins across the saddle’s pommel and strode away without ceremony. The boy followed suit, trusting the horses more than he trusted most humans. The unblemished trees sported high branches and darkening leaves of the approaching season. The floor beneath them was made nearly entirely of moss and fallen leaves. They crept along ashen forest in silence, keeping watchful eyes until they reached the source of the fires, little more than a hundred yards from where they had left the horses.

      The crater was perhaps twenty yards wide and only a few deep. What was left of the trees around it bent away, as if afraid to come any nearer. The charred remains of the forest floor smoldered, and the ground of the crater itself cracked like thin ice. In its center, the body of a naked human—by the frame the boy thought it a woman—could be seen through the grey twisting curtains. The old man looked to the boy, who nodded. The boy placed his back to the crater and watched the silent forest for any movement.

      The old man descended, carefully testing the cracked ground with calculated steps. The woman in the center did not move, and it seemed she was barely breathing. She was covered in ash and soot, and all hair had been burned from her body. There were no burns on her skin, yet she was marked. Curving designs flowed upward from the back of her hands to her shoulders and across her back. They were neither tattoos nor scars, and no artist on this world could have created something so beautiful. None save the gods themselves would have recognized them for what they were.

      The old man glanced back at the boy, the back of his grey parka barely visible against the smoky background. The boy was right, though he had not spoken of his misgivings. Logically, they should leave and mind their own business, but that was not what they had been bidden to do. The old man stared at the woman; even charred and ashen, she was beautiful beyond any woman he had seen on this world, but he was not fool enough to call this woman a human.

      For some there might have been a choice, but for the old man, and, he hoped, the boy, there was none. The old man took off his parka and threw it over the woman before he heaved her over his shoulder and carried her to where they had left the horses.

      They wrapped her in the canvas they used for a tent and laid her across the back of the boy’s horse. At this time of night, the Imperial Road was empty except for them, for even bandits found it hard to stay active on a highway so far from the heart of the Empire. Lights ahead warned them of the guards at the crossroads, though at this hour, as they eagerly awaited shift change, they were likely less awake than they would admit to any officer. The old man and the boy approached, making their presence known and appearing to be in no hurry.

      “Out at bit late, even for you, Noah,” said the sergeant as they approached. Torch fire kept the darkness at bay but played shadows across the old man’s face.

      “Aye. Out hunting,” he replied.

      “You two usually come back a bit quicker than that. A younger man would have sent a patrol out after you.”

      The old man nodded. “Aye, the boy had a bit from my flask the night before. Couldn’t shoot shit. I made him stay out until he got it right.”

      The sergeant laughed. A younger soldier, around the same age as the boy, approached. “I’ll believe that when I see it. Come by the Rooster sometime, Jon. I’ll get ya right pissed, and then we can finally have a fair archery contest.”

      “I can shoot straighter than you right pissed than you could standing a foot from the mark,” the boy replied.

      The soldier and the sergeant laughed. “Oy, I’d put money on that.” The soldier eyed the parcel behind the boy. “Bag yourself a doe there, Jon?”

      “Mind your fucking business, Rueben,” said the boy.

      They laughed again and the sergeant waved them on.

      The road home was long and winding. Rough hills and shattered peaks mired the distance, and fields of barley and hay lay in the valleys. Their home was half a day’s ride from the town proper, and the people of Errol’s Fortune rarely paid them a visit. They knew most villagers only in passing, through the market in times of harvest and what few social festivities the locals insisted on upholding. Their farm sat on the edge of a forest thicket, not far off the River Midas. A barn, an outhouse, and a small work-shelter guarded three corners of the acreage; a stone well rested closer to the river. The field had grown nearly to the point of turning, another sign that harvest was near. The house itself boasted two stories, a chimney, and a deep porch. It was as much a product of the forest as the men themselves, having been built by the old man and the boy on a plot of land bought and paid for more than a decade prior.

      They reached the house just as the first rays of sunlight crested the hills. The old man dismounted first and held his reins to the boy. He gathered the woman in canvas from the back of the boy’s horse and carried her inside, trusting the boy to take care of the horses. In the spare room on the second floor, the one with the corner windows, he laid her on the soft mattress. When they had built the house, he had thought that one day the boy might want a family. He did not regret the extra work, but it did not seem that the boy thought as much about the additions as the old man had hoped.

      The old man shed the tent canvas and covered the woman with the blankets as carefully as he dared before leaving her. He came downstairs to find the boy had already unpacked their bows and was starting a fire in the large stone fireplace. The rabbits they had shot earlier hung from a string on his back.

      “Get a stew going,” said the old man, “Then come sit with me.”

      The boy nodded and headed to the kitchen. The old man walked to the large window facing the Imperial Road and stared at the awakening sun beyond jagged mountains. A time of change was nearly upon them. The boy would be ready, or he would not. The old man took his sword from his belt and laid it on its rack to the right of the fireplace. The boy had already racked his to the left. The old man took the ivory box from atop the mantle and brought out his oaken carved pipe. The tobacco in his pouch was older than he cared to admit, but it was still better than anything out of the market these days.

      The sounds of the boy skinning rabbits filtered through the wooded halls, and the fire crackled quietly. The old man sat down on one of two rockers by the fireplace and took his time lighting the pipe. The woman, the goddess, changed everything. The time of his exile was nearing an end, and the time for the boy’s vengeance was coming to a head. Though he had tried, he did not think that he could spare the boy his destiny, and he did not know whether the boy would accept any other. More than a part of him hoped, prayed, that the boy would not. When it happened, and it would, though the old man knew not when, it would happen quickly. Time is no longer on our side.

      The boy came out of the kitchens and washed his hands in the basin. He approached the mantel and took out a pipe of his own making. He sat down opposite the old man and lit the pipe with a slow draw.

      Perhaps they had time yet.

      “What are those markings?” asked the boy between puffs.

      The old man blew out some smoke. “They are the Aden. The Marks of Heaven.”

      “She the one you were expecting?”

      “More or less.”

      The boy paused to smoke, “Who is she?”

      “She is the Lady of the Wind.”

      “You can tell that from the markings?”

      “Yes.”

      “And they will come looking for her?” the boy asked. It was not fear in his voice, it was something worse. Anticipation.

      “Most likely.”

      The boy nodded thoughtfully. “When?”

      “Soon.”

      “What do we do now?”

      The old man thought carefully, “We do what we always do. Wait for the stew, and finish smoking.”

      “I mean about her.”

      “Wait for her to wake up. And await further instruction.”

      The boy paused. “Should we….”

      “Leave her alone,” the old man said. “She’s going to need some time to adjust.”
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      She opened her eyes. The light of the rising sun reflected dimly across wooden rafters. Splinters and uneven cuts cast tiny, jagged shadows against a vaulted ceiling. She took a breath and was surprised by the crispness of the air. Autumn grass saturated with morning, smoke from an old fire, and the smell of men filled her senses. Birds conversed somewhere outside a cracked window. She moved her head against a stiff pillow and grimaced at the brilliant light reflecting from the clear pane. The colors beyond the glass were the most profound. Blue, green, white, yellow, red, all of them deep and contrasted against one another yet somehow in harmony. Startling clouds rolled unhindered through stark blue skies. Sunlight covered everything, making shadows hard to find. The smells of cooking meat drafted with the smell of the smoke upward from somewhere below her.

      She shifted onto her elbows, raising her torso slowly, almost losing her balance on feathered cushions. The rough blanket fell away from her flawless skin, baring her body to the cool morning air. She shuddered as bumps rose on her shoulders, flinching from the unexpected…cold. It was cold here, though not unbearably so. And there was wind.

      She sighed in exasperated relief, so much so that she nearly fell back against the uneven cushions. The wind buffeted her lightly from the small opening in the window across the room. She let it curl around her exposed skin and massage aching muscles, giving some life back into the remains of her heavenly body.

      Where am I? she asked.

      You are here, answered the wind.

      This is Evanna?

      This is home.

      She smiled. The Fall…had been more traumatic than she had expected. However, she had nothing to compare it to. Her usual transitions into the world of humans were highly regulated and painless, but she had never come as a mortal. She had known pain, but this…ache…was not what she knew.

      A deep voice called from outside, answered by something hard and punctual. She pushed the covers from her legs and slowly maneuvered them to hang off the side of the bed. She felt the polished wood floor under her feet and blanched at the dull pain resonating through her lower legs. She tried to rise, only to fall again against the mattress.

      It’s hard to stand, she told the wind.

      Then don’t.

      She extended her senses, feeling the flow of the wind through the plains and farmlands, rushing down from the distant mountains and over the river. With some exertion, more than she expected, she willed the wind to her. A small rush of air took her arms and helped her to her feet. The pain radiated up her legs and into her lower back.

      “Ah,” she moaned. She put her hand to her mouth, startled at the sound of her voice. It was not the sing-song quality she was accustomed to, and it rasped horribly. The wind parted, leaving her slowly, allowing her feet room to work. She stumbled and reached out to the wall. Her hand cramped under the weight of her body, and she fell into it shoulder first. Hard wood roughly encountered unblemished skin. She moaned again as she pushed off the wall and held herself in front of the window, her startled breaths fogging the glass.

      The scene before her was as new as it was beautiful. Light shone on green grass and brown fields. Wind ruffled orange leaves of trees not so far away. White topped mountains guarded the horizon, competing with clouds to reach the sky. A man, shirtless, took an axe to a pile of wood near a wooden shelter, sweat glistening off his scarred skin. She stared at him, his muscles moving with the swing of the axe, listening to the sound of splitting wood and grunting breaths before she looked down at her own, naked body. She marveled at the blackened soot that smeared what had been flawless. Her Aden was barely visible across her arms. She took a hand to her shoulder and only succeeded in smearing it further. She turned from the window. A copper tub she had not noticed sat in the corner of the room. It was big enough for her whole body, as high as her waist, and already filled. Clean clothing hung from the closed door: simple brown trousers and a white blouse.

      She carefully limped, using the bed as a crutch, to where the tub lay. Her legs did not fail this time, but the pain was no less. She grasped the edge of the tub and palmed the top of the water. Warmth flooded her hand and she shuddered in relief. Carefully she crawled in, lazily splashing water onto the wooden floorboards. The water was lightly perfumed.

      She lounged as warm water enveloped her. Pain gradually eased, and soot parted from her skin. She took water in her hands and splashed her face, rubbing ash from her eyes and massaging her cheeks and…she paused. She had no hair. She rubbed her scalp, grating fine fingernails on baby soft skin. The finest hair. Locks golden and envied, burnt to nothing in a plunge that should have killed her. For some reason she mourned its passing more than anything else, more than the pain of her imprisonment and the losses she had felt in the war. She tried to stop her face from convulsing.

      Her eyes teared for the first time in millennia. She ducked her head under the water to hide her shame, though there were none to see.
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      The floorboards creaked in the spare room. The old man did not glance up as he steadily stirred the porridge. He added a pinch of sugar before taking the meat from the fire and setting it on the wooden counter. He took his time with the carving, waiting for the bread to finish rising in the iron oven. The boy would finish with the wood soon and bring in some fresh water, though he was probably tired of doing so at this point. The boy had prepared a warm bath for their guest for the past two days, in the hopes that she would wake. Carrying water from the well, heating it, and toting it up the stairs was a task for stronger backs than that of the old man. He thought perhaps the boy enjoyed emptying the tub even less. He placed a plate over the carved rabbit to keep it warm and threw the carcass in a bucket for Dax.

      Ginger footfalls dotted the upstairs hallway, testing the floors. The old man took a cup from the cupboard and filled it with water from the basin. He walked slowly into the living room and took his pipe from the mantle. He lit it after stoking the fire, then sat in his chair while taking light puffs.

      The woman appeared at the top of the stairway, unsure of how to proceed. He watched carefully as she took her time testing the stairs, gripping the side rail like a babe who had just learned to walk. She was tall and lithe. Her scalp was pale, but her body cream. The white blouse and trousers fit loosely on her; the trousers were inside out. Neither the blouse nor the trousers did much to hide her beauty, nor would any other clothing, for hers was not the mortal sort. The Aden were covered by the long sleeves for the most part, showing only on the backs of her hands.

      The woman paused on the stairs and took a moment to regard the old man. He said nothing. He stared into her starling blue eyes and did not flinch. There was trepidation there, but no fear. She continued her trek downward. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, her face flickered with a victorious grin before she turned to him again.

      After a moment of consideration, she walked on shaky legs to the boy’s chair, taking her time crossing the room, and pausing for only a moment to marvel as wood gave way to rug. She grabbed the armrest and pulled herself into the seat facing the old man. She sighed, and the wind at the window gave a rattling pull at the frame. They sat there, staring at one another for a time; the old man puffing quietly and the woman shifting, as though trying to decide whether to keep her back straight or resign to the chairs worn cushions. Eventually she leaned forward, placing an elbow on either knee. She looked at him questioningly. Gale-hallowed eyes beckoned him to grant her a world full of answers.

      I know you, she said.

      “Speak plainly,” said the old man. “High Speech can be heard elsewhere.”

      She seemed startled that he had spoken aloud. She placed a hand to her throat and opened her mouth as if to speak. “I….”

      She paused and swallowed. Her voice was rich but hoarse, as if she had breathed smoke.

      “Yes,” said the old man. “You know me.”

      She eyed him warily. “Who are you?”

      “Here, I am an old man. You may call me, Noah.”

      She did not reply right away. “I fell?”

      “We found you in the forest, after.”

      She paused, gazing through him. “Who sent you?” she asked. Talking came more easily now, a melodious tone replacing the cracks in her voice.

      The old man set down his pipe and wiped his hands on his trousers. “Through extension, I’m sure it was the same that sent you.”

      This gave her pause, and she seemed startled. Yes, they had known each other, millennia past, but he did not expect her to remember any details. Those of the Pantheon carried long memories, but the old man tended to fade from even the sharpest recollections. His gift, and curse. She regarded the swords by the fireplace, taking in the engraving on the scabbards. Recognition passed through her face. She jerked her eyes back to the old man’s.

      “You are of Nathera,” she said.

      The old man did not reply.

      “There are none left,” she probed.

      The old man nodded. “So the world believes.”

      “That is not possible.”

      “Why?”

      Her voice failed as she considered the words.

      The old man smiled with assurance. “It is what He would have you believe.”

      The old man smoked his pipe quietly, watching as the woman’s roamed in thought. Eventually he stood and beckoned for her to follow. He walked to the kitchen and set his cup on the table. He heard the woman rise and follow slowly on untrustworthy legs. He took the plate off the rabbit, donned a leather mitt, and removed the bread from the oven. He placed it on the counter and turned to the woman leaning on the table.

      “In the morning, we take care of the stock, then we prepare breakfast.” He closed the oven door to let the coals simmer, then took a knife and sliced the bread, carefully and evenly. He placed a slice on a plate, filled a bowl with porridge, and handed both to the woman.

      “This morning I made an exception. There is rabbit on the counter if you’d like,” he said.

      She stared at the food strangely and her stomach audibly grumbled. “I…need to eat,” she said strangely.

      She sat at the table and picked up a spoon. The old man took a fill for himself and sat across from her. She ate slowly, knowing the motions but unaccustomed to the need. Her eyes lit with delight as she tasted the bread.

      “We have need around the farm,” the old man continued. “It is much for the boy to keep up with, and my body is not what it was.” She stopped eating and looked at him. She put down the spoon and her eyes narrowed. “It has been imparted to me that we are to hide your presence.”

      “Here? On a farm?” she said.

      The old man spooned some porridge. “Until such a time as you can move unnoticed.”

      “And when will that be?”

      The old man shrugged.

      She seemed confused.

      “You are human,” the old man pointed out. “You must learn to be so. This is not your home. We do not have servants. What needs to be done, we must do ourselves.” The old man took a sip from his cup. “But, in truth, it is not so much about service, as it is appearance. Should you wish to remain hidden, you must play the part.”

      “You make a great many assumptions,” she replied coldly.

      “They are not assumptions.”

      She looked at him through wide eyes before leaning back in her chair. “What do you know of me?”

      “Only the obvious.” He ate his bread, breaking the crust in his hands with delicate precision, his eyes never leaving the woman in front of him. “And what I have been told. I have extended my protection to you, but it is limited. It will not take others long to find you, if they know what they are looking for. Your Aden say much, to those who can read it.”

      “Mortals cannot read them.”

      “You know as well as I, it is not mortal that will come looking for you.” The old man took a bite of his bread and chewed slowly. He gestured to the food in front of her, recommending she eat.

      The woman stared at him for a long moment before picking up her spoon. She prodded her porridge before taking a cautious bite. They ate in silence, spoons on bowls casting echoes in wooden halls. Her face revealed nothing at first, but as new senses came to light, her eyes widened in surprise. She set down her spoon, taking several moments to push and pull the porridge along the inside of her mouth. She eventually swallowed and gasped for air, as though she had forgotten to breathe. She immediately picked up her spoon and attacked her bowl aggressively.

      “Slow down,” said Noah. “It’s not going anywhere.”

      She eyed him with contempt but heeded his advice. The old man pulled out his pipe and smoked while the woman ate a while longer. When she finished, she lay down her spoon and glanced upward. A look satisfaction tugged at the edge of her lips. She belched with a surprised yelp. The old man raised an eyebrow. She waited in anticipation a moment longer before composing herself as best she could.

      “If you know so much,” she said while smoothing her shirt, “you know I never had servants.”

      The old man grinned. “Follow me.”
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      The old Natheran led her outside toward the storage shed where the younger man with no shirt split wood into smaller pieces. She stared at the landscape, marveling at the colors. Had she not known better she would have thought the woods were ablaze. Oranges and reds and yellows lit the tree line, while the wind gently fanned the flames.

      It is Autumn, said the Wind.

      Fall, she answered. How ironic. The boy turned to them as they approached. He set the split logs in a large pile next to the shed and laid the axe against the wooden wall. Muscles glistened from sweat, and his breath fogged the chill morning air. His hair was cropped short, and his beard was a thin scruff.

      “Don a shirt,” said the old man. The younger man eyed the older one but obeyed. He reached for the worn shirt in the grass next to the wood pile, and took his time putting it on.

      “This is Ana,” said the old man. She eyed Noah quizzically. “She knows little but is eager to learn.” She raised an eyebrow to the old man as the boy did the same to her.

      The old man continued, “Show her how to care for the stock, and some of the less demanding chores. I need to see to the back quarter; it will be late afternoon before I am done.”

      The young man nodded, and Noah turned and walked away. She watched the old man leave before she and the younger man regarded one another. His green eyes held long memories of laughter and pain, and he looked at her fondly. She was sure that she had never met this man, but there was something in his gaze that was oddly familiar. He walked to her and held out his hand.

      “My name is Jon,” he said.

      She took his hand and shook it tentatively. “I am…Ana.”

      “Why did he pick that name?”

      She shrugged.

      Jon nodded and let go of her hand. “Follow me.”

      He led her to the other side of the yard. The barn was smaller than the house, but not by a lot. The sounds of animals, grunting and stomping could be heard within. And there was the smell. It was not completely unpleasant, though it was overbearing. Chewed cud, ground manure, sweat, and urine politely assaulted her nostrils, so much that she could taste it. Inside the barn, it was worse. Old hay and laden timber gave the sense that the building was as much of nature as it was of man. Curious four-legged animals eyed her in their stalls. They flickered their ears for only a moment in her direction before returning to their food.

      Jon pointed to a creature with wide eyes and a spotted coat. “Cow,” he explained before he turned to another. “Horse. The cows are usually kept out in the pasture, but these need milking in the morning. We’ll feed the horses and let them out shortly. Do you ride?”

      “No.”

      A small furry thing came up out of the hay and approached her with enthusiasm. She backed away at first, unsure of its intentions.

      “That’s Dax. He’s a dog.” The boy moved on to the back of the barn and took a heavy bag from the corner. The dog eyed her now as warily as she had him. She took a slow step forward, grateful for the returning strength in her legs. She knew of dogs. She knew of cows and horses. They resided in Anu, as all things did. There were Lords and Ladies for each of them, but here they were…different. Tangible. Unpredictable. Each new thing she encountered seemed poised with unknown intention. Even Jon and his dangerous eyes gave her pause. She did not let herself show fear, but caution did not seem inappropriate. The dog, Dax, seemed to sense her unease, and kept his distance.

      “He’ll not hurt you,” said the young man. He moved past Dax, who did not take his eyes off the woman, grabbed a large pail and handed it to her. It was in her hands before she could protest, and she nearly fell from the weight. She looked down into the pail, which held oats and grains that smelled almost sickly sweet. Jon handed her a ladle the size of a large man’s palm.

      “One scoop each.” He motioned to the metal buckets inside the animal’s cages.

      She spared one look at the bucket and looked again at the stock. “These are animals.”

      The boy climbed an old ladder leading to the loft. “Is that a question?”

      She watched him climb the ladder deftly and winced at every creak in the rungs. “But…don’t animals feed themselves?”

      He reached the top and disappeared from her sight. “They could if they had to.”

      She dropped both pail and ladle. “Then why are we feeding them?”

      Jon reappeared at the top with a bale of hay bound in twine. He threw it to the barn floor with a muted crash and descended the ladder. He eyed the dropped pail with annoyance and approached carefully. “How very mature of you. Do you want to help or not?”

      Was that a trick question? “It seems…unnecessary,” she said, managing to make her voice sound firm.

      “We feed that horse; he lets me ride. We feed the cow; she gives us milk. Sow the fields, plant the crops, harvest, sell, eat, whatever, then do it again. If you don’t want to help, that’s fine, but you’ll be a burden, and you strike me as someone who doesn’t much like owing anyone anything. True?”

      She paused, then nodded. He picked up the pail and the ladle and held it out to her. “Then one scoop each.”

      She returned his glare, though she found it hard to put much fire behind it. She took the pail with a begrudging look. Jon went to his bale of hay and broke the twine. He threw handfuls to the creatures waiting eagerly in their stalls. She took her time ladling oats into buckets, not caring what she spilled, and nearly lost a hand to hungry mouths.
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      The Wolf admired the woman from the tree line. The boy showed her the farm and the work that accompanied it, and she followed willingly…almost. She had taken the form of a woman, albeit more beautiful than any other that walked the earth. Men’s clothing and a farm would not hide her from the eyes of the Pantheon. It would take something more: a deft hand at concealment. The Wolf sniffed the air and could clearly discern the sweat of the boy, the soap on the woman, the leavings of the stock, but of the old man, there was only the barest whiff of tobacco. Then again, he never did leave a trace.

      “You did not tell me who she was,” said the old man. He appeared beside the Wolf, out of the forest, as unassuming and deadly as a viper in a boot.

      The Wolf did not answer right away. He looked to the old man and took in his appearance. Every bit the farmer, but his eyes longed for the hunt. Ancient anger hunched his weary shoulders.

      “She wasn’t supposed to come alone,” said the Wolf.

      “Something must have happened.”

      “Yes,” the Wolf replied, “They’re either dead or wishing they were. He’ll know she’s fled to Earth now. It is not something He can ignore.”

      The old man nodded.

      “Had you not told me of this place, I would not have known it existed,” said the Wolf, “He will not find her here. At least, not easily.”

      “I have never enjoyed undue attention,” replied the old man.

      “You’ll have your peace for a moment longer.” The Wolf turned to go, padding away slowly before he turned to look at the old man. “I’ll be around if you need me.”

      The old man nodded.

      The Wolf returned to the forest. The old man looked on.
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          Only Human

        

      

    

    
      General Ivan Emersin dressed as the sun split the smoky haze of the city sky, minding every crease and dimple in his uniform. Rays of morning light lazily lit his overly decorated bed chamber; a large bed hid away from the parted curtains, immaculately made and looking unused, the chairs and dressers pristinely cleaned and minding their places in dark corners. A plush armchair sat by an unused fireplace, quietly collecting dust. Emersin stood in front of a polished mirror, carefully and slowly donning his dress coat in practiced ritual, delicately soothing imagined ruffles. He admired his pale chin in the mirror and deemed it unnecessary to shave again. He smoothed a stray hair on the side of his head and took one last look at his visage. He grimaced. Old, he thought. The lines under his eyes could no longer be soothed away, and the sagging of his chest and belly were becoming harder to hide. He grunted and turned away.

      From his stateroom he followed the elaborate marble staircase downward to his private dining hall and sat alone by a large bay window. Breakfast was brought as soon as he sat: cut fruit, glazed pastries, and sugared oatmeal with a cup of herbal tea. Outside, the city was waking as pedestrians, horses, and gas-powered carts crowded the walkways and bridges of the towering structures making up the heart of Midtown. The city was a product of both artist and engineer; the structures presented curving lines and arches filled with windows and balconies blooming in carefully manicured sky gardens. Airships, both the pride of the Imperial Navy and those of the Merchant’s Guild, bobbed lazily through the morning fog. But even now, the fog was just starting to burn off as the glowing sunlight reached down into the depths of the city. The lights of the gas lanterns lining the streets dimmed and faded entirely from some master switch in an engineering bay deep below street level. In the last fifty years, the capital had grown exponentially in terms of industry and culture as the Imperial Expansion continued.

      An assistant in a minor officer’s uniform walked up to him as the general admired the view. He stood silently until the general acknowledged him with the smallest of nods. The officer took the folder of ledgers from under the crook of his arm, placed it gingerly on the general’s table, and left as quickly as he had appeared. Emersin ignored the ledgers at first, deigning instead to finish his breakfast. When the last fruit left the plate, the general sat back in his chair and leafed through the folder, sipping his cooling tea. Some reports were logistical, the state of troop deployments in the eastern reaches, reports of bandits in the mountains, and the current whereabouts of popular political figures in the council. The other missives were more personal. His son sent a letter from the Martial College, the sister of his dead wife was asking for a loan to weather the winter, and there was an encouraging notice to attend a meeting from the local chapter of the Veteran’s Coalition.

      The general stuck the stack of mail back into the folder and sighed. He sipped his tea and stared out the window until he determined enough time had passed. With as much grace as he could muster, the general rose from his seat with the strain that came with aging joints and signaled for the driver to bring his carriage around. The servants responded quickly and cleared away the remnants of his breakfast. The general tucked his mail in the crook of his arm and marched straight backed to the front foyer. The door was opened for him and his carriage awaited. A small feat of military precision. He smiled at the thought and approached the open door, gratefully accepting the small stepstool provided. The gas-powered carriage lumbered through the streets of Midtown, taking him over bridges and through manmade tunnels deep in the military complex near the Imperial Palace.

      The Martial Headquarters were nearly as grand as the palace itself, boasting thousands of offices, from minor errand boys, like the officer in the dining room, to the Commander General at the very top. The general had once held to such lofty goals as to command from the top office, however, the events during the Expansion had left the thought of leadership a sour taste. His position now was one of luxury, designed for one on the brink of retirement, a reward for service well rendered. His primary job was overlooking the most minor of logistical details in the expansion effort, a job almost entirely done by more competent and eager men far below his station. He was, in truth, merely a figurehead, something for the younger officers to either admire or blame when something went right or wrong. Part of him was well sated; he would not deny his enjoyment in his own luxurious title. Other parts, however, longed for something else.

      His carriage stopped at the entrance to the Martial Headquarters where another young officer greeted him at the entrance with a salute that the general halfheartedly returned. He passed through the checkpoints, his face well known, and took to the steam powered elevator at the end of the hall. His office relaxed in a snug corner halfway to the top of the building.

      “Fair morning to you, sir,” said the officer when they were alone in the elevator.

      “Aye,” he replied.

      “There’s a messenger awaiting you in your office, sir. He would not tell me why.”

      The general cocked an eyebrow. “You let him in to my office?”

      “My apologies, sir. He pulled rank.”

      “Did he?”

      “Yes, sir. Said he was an ambassador of some sort. Here on palace business. Even has papers.”

      Emersin went cold. “I see.” He pondered in silence for a moment. “Why don’t you take a moment and have a coffee, Lieutenant. I should like to see this man alone.”

      “Of course, sir.” When the elevator doors opened, the two men parted ways. The general’s office lay at the end of a long hallway lined with smaller doors to other offices. Portraits of former generals who had held his position over the long years of the Empire decorated the walls between windows. The general reached his office and found the door slightly ajar. He paused only briefly before walking in. The two walls adjacent his desk sported large windows with a view of the sprawling city. Towers of steel and cold beauty stretched far into the horizon, their great visages blurred by plumes of pollution from the refinery district and the thousand chimneys spilling the exhaust of steam and gas engines below the city. The rest of the office was decorated sparsely; a family portrait of his wife and son adorned one wall, and a shelf full of files and books occupied the other. Two straight-backed chairs faced his desk. The “ambassador” sat in the one closest to the window.

      “We’re only halfway up, and yet, such an astounding view,” the creature remarked. It wore the guise of a nobleman: a silk suit, a three-button vest, a wide plumed hat, and polished shoes. Its skin, however, sagged from a skeletal frame. Its face seemed to be stapled across the chin line, poorly, with holes in the façade revealing a dusty, fractured musculature beneath. Emersin gathered his courage and approached his desk, setting down the folder and taking his place in his chair. Red eyes regarded the general through the holes in its mask of skin. The creature folded its hands in its lap, its long fingers clinking softly together as though they were made of metal and shook its head with a smile.

      It chuckled, “Ivan Emersin, my my, you’ve grown so old.”

      “What are you doing here?” the general rasped.

      “Straight to business, as always.” It leaned forward. “We’ve a problem.”

      “What problem?”

      “The kind that doesn’t go away without a little…intervention.”

      The general met the creature’s eyes and did not flinch. “Use someone else.”

      The creature winced. “Oof, that’s not gonna do it for me. I need your expertise in the matter.”

      “I’m not interested in whatever games you’re playing.” Emersin turned from the creature and feigned flipping through the stack of files on his desk. The creature moved swiftly and stabbed the file in the general’s hands with one of its fingers. The skin around it slowly melted away, revealing a long, serrated knife. It took the file from the general’s hand and leaned back in its chair, eyeing the general over the file before inspecting for itself. A moment passed before the creature threw the file over its shoulder.

      “As I suspected, nothing exciting. You’re wasting away up here. It doesn’t look good on you. Not someone of your stature, with your record. Hells, you should be up there.” It pointed skyward. “Practically ruling the world. We all know the Emperor’s not doing it.”

      “Traitorous words. From an ambassador no less.”

      “Oh, I don’t actually work here.” It gestured to the suit. “I stole this, but I do like the color. It matches my eyes.” It propped an elbow on the armrest and brought a hand under its chin. Fingers that flashed silver in the light of the sun tapped the side of its cheek. Its red eyes narrowed. “Allow me to dispense with the pleasantries. We’ve lost something, someone really, and you, sir, are in the prime spot to help me find her.”

      Emersin did not speak, but inwardly he raged.

      The creature took the general’s silence as acceptance. “Ivan, this comes from on high. Can you imagine the rewards? No, I don’t think you can. But if you don’t cooperate…” It hummed a horrible tune. “I’ll take it out on your son, his wife, and the grandchild still in her belly.”

      The general gripped the arms of his chair as his rage turned to fear, then burned to hatred. He swallowed but remained silent.

      The creature slapped its knees. “We’ll have to start immediately, obviously. Time is a little different here, moves in a weird direction. Linear, I think. She may have a head start, or perhaps it’s we who have the advantage? Who can tell?”

      Emersin’s mouth was dry but somehow he found the will to speak. “I’m…not a field commander anymore. I can’t help. Even if I wanted to.”

      “You’re not much of anything now. But you will be.” It pulled a notice from its pocket, “Congratulations, you’ve been given a field commission on a temporary assignment.”

      The general regarded the crinkled piece of paper before taking it gingerly. He unfolded it and gazed at the words. He looked back to the creature.

      “This is signed by the Emperor,” Emersin said.

      “Yes. Strange what you can accomplish with a sharp object and a little ink.”
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      Atop her bed in the little light of a covered lantern, the woman now called Ana looked at her hands. Once beautiful, flawless skin was marred with blisters and welts. And the pain. She clenched and flexed her fingers slowly, expecting her body to heal or assuage the discomfort. From her sitting position she lay flat, wincing as her back groaned from the day’s ministrations. Can you do nothing for this? she asked the Wind.

      Can you?

      Typical answer. The wind cared not for humanly woes, and its goddess was at this point feeling very human indeed. Her power was severely diminished. She could feel it recoiling from the mortal world, while also protesting the confines of her frail form. She sighed. Not much longer, and they’ll make contact. She moaned. Please make contact. She would be free soon; however there then begged the question—what then? Her flight from the heavenly prison had been a thing years in the making, however, her arrival to Evanna had brokered unanticipated consequences. Why did I come as a human? Gods had favored the human form before, mostly to have sex with other humans, or simple curiosity…which normally ended with sex with other humans, but she had intended to maintain her heavenly form. Not this…heap of…bones? What are humans even made of anyway? No amount of planning could have foreseen this. And what of the others? The ones who had fled before her and those still awaiting their rescue would be expecting her, and now they were half a world away, and she with no viable means of reaching them in a timely fashion. Unless…it had happened to the others, and they’d had no way of warning the rest of us.

      A soft knock at the door. She turned her head, surprised she had not heard anyone coming, and more surprised when they did not come in. They knocked again.

      “Yes?” she queried.

      “May I come in?” It was Jon.

      She shrugged before she realized he could not see it. “Yes.”

      The door opened and he approached. She marveled briefly as his feet made no sound on the wooden floor. He carried with him a bowl and some bandages. He stopped a meter from the bed, waiting as she looked at him expectantly.

      “May I?” He gestured to her hands.

      “May you…what?”

      “This is a salve. It will heal your hands by morning.”

      She eyed it suspiciously.

      “It will sting,” he added, “but it will feel better in only moments.”

      Slowly, she sat up and swung her legs off the side of the bed. She held out her hands as Jon kneeled in front of her. Ah, this is more like it. Worship. She laughed at her joke and stopped quickly when she realized she had done so aloud. She returned his bemused expression with a shrug.

      He dipped his fingers into the bowl, grabbing a liberal amount of paste before gently taking her hand and applying it to her blisters. The burn was mildly satisfying, in that it took her attention away from the pain. He did the same with her other hand. When he judged her hands appropriately salved, he deftly wrapped them in bandages.

      “That will do, I think,” he said. He gathered his supplies and gracefully rose.

      “And what do I owe you?” she said with a smirk.

      He smiled back. “It’s a gift.”

      She eyed him curiously. All right, fine. He’s handsome. For a human. “Are we to do the same tomorrow?” she asked.

      “Some.”

      She nodded and lay back down. “You may leave now.”

      He stared for half a moment. “Thanks.” He left and closed the door behind him. She watched him go. Handsome indeed. But he worships no one, I think. Save Noah, perhaps. She closed her eyes and welcomed sleep when it found her as the little light in the lantern continued to burn.

      She awoke as the first light of dawn touched her eyelids. Sleep had been blissfully uneventful, and though her back still groaned, she could feel the aches and pains fading. Until she stood up. Her legs cramped and threatened to crumble beneath her as worn muscles collapsed under unexpected strain. She fell back on the bed in a huff. This is not enjoyable. She ran a hand through her hair and stifled a moan when she touched nothing but scalp.

      The sound of a door opening and closing below drew her attention to the window. She turned, winced as her back cracked, and gazed down as Noah exited the house. He called in indeterminable words to the boy who was walking from the forest wearing naught but trousers and carrying a sheathed sword, one of the same swords she had seen by the fireplace the day before. The two men stopped briefly and exchanged words before moving in different directions. Noah walked out of sight as the younger man veered toward the house. He can’t possibly be Natheran. That is too large a coincidence. It irked her a little to see heavenly steel in the hands of a mere man. Such is not his birthright. She was ashamed even as the thought occurred to her. After all, what right did she have to defend that from which she now fled? But…what if it is his birthright? Does the line of Arthen still live?

      The front door opened and closed again, sending little murmurs through the wooden beams beneath her feet. She pulled on her clothes as quickly as her limited body was able; tying her pants around her waist as best seemed appropriate and squeezing her feet into the constraining shoes. She made the cautious trek down the stairs, an effort that was more akin to a limp, just as Jon was placing the sword back in its stand near the fireplace. She watched his movements, sure that he was somehow aware of her. Graceful and quick, not an action wasted. In an almost revered fashion, he stroked the hilt and tapped the pommel before turning and meeting her eyes. It was something she had seen before. During the Revolution.

      “Where did you come by those swords?” she asked suddenly.

      His eyes drifted away for a moment, finding a memory or perhaps just something to say, “Took it off a dead man,” he smiled. “He had no more use for it.” Despite her dwindling abilities, she sensed this for truth. And that unnerved her.

      She descended the rest of the stairs and followed him into the kitchen, which smelled heavily of a robust aroma that she could not identify. At closer vantage, she found him sheathed in sweat, the muscles in his back crossed with innumerable scars. Jon turned to the porridge gently bubbling on the stovetop and ladled them both a bowl. He set the bowls on the table before he went to the water basin and splashed his face and forearms. Her fingers idly played with the handle of the spoon as she watched and waited for him to finish. He poured a dark fluid from a second pot into two cups and set one in front of her.

      “You should not have been there. In that forest,” she said, watching him for any telling sign that he was lying.

      Jon shrugged. “Cream?”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      He nodded and sat across from her. “Well, just try it and see if it’s to your liking.” He gathered a spoon and began to eat. She eyed the dark substance, the source of the aroma, and lifted the cup slowly to her lips.

      “Careful,” he began but it was too late. The heat immediately burned the roof of her mouth, and the flavor so filled her senses that she spewed all she had tasted into Jon’s face.

      He blinked before he wiped the substance from his eyes. “It’s hot.”

      Her hands were at her mouth, half in surprise and half hoping to somehow assuage the pain. “What in the bowels of creation was that?!”

      “Coffee.” Jon stood and returned to the wash basin. As he splashed his face, he pointed to something behind her. “There’s cream on the counter. Perhaps you should pour yourself a dollop. Or maybe just have some water.”

      She made her way to the counter, her tongue trying desperately to fix something it could not on the roof her of mouth. She grabbed the cup with pale colored cream.

      “What were you two even doing there?” she asked.

      “Where?”

      “The forest!”

      “You mean out there?” He gestured to the door. “I was out for a walk.”

      “No, you idiot! The…” She lowered her voice. “The Natheran forest.”

      They both came back to the table. Jon picked up his spoon and leaned over his porridge, “Oh, that. Pulling swords off dead men. Why do you care?”

      “Because it’s sacred ground.”

      “And you’re caring about that now, are you?”

      “Of course! Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because no one on high seemed to care when the goddamn forest burnt down, now did they?”

      She opened her mouth to respond and realized she had nothing to say. She leaned back in her chair as the boy continued to eat. She had hurt something in him. Something that had stoked a raw ember of an anger she had yet to witness.

      “It’s not that we didn’t care,” she found herself saying through some instinct to soothe his hurt. “We couldn’t.”

      “Fear to act is not an excuse,” he replied callously. He shoveled the rest of the food into his mouth and stood in a hurry without sparing her a glance. As her stomach fell like a stone and twisted, her anger rose like a tempest. What did this boy know? “How dare you?!” she started. “You do not know me! You do not know my loss, or anything else other than your sacred little farm. It was not fear that drove our lack of action. We were imprisoned!”

      He turned with his eyes carrying a note of surprise. “Our sacred little farm? Don’t think you know us either, goddess. You forget this place shelters you from whatever the hell you’re running from.”

      The door opened, and the old man entered with the dog, Dax, at his heels. He paused and looked between the two of them. He took a careful step toward Jon.

      “Sheathe it,” Noah said. Jon paused in his thorough cleaning of the porridge bowl and visibly took a breath. The old man reached for the bowl of scraps from last night’s supper and laid it down for the dog. “There’s work to be done,” he said to Ana. “Finish your breakfast.”

      She looked from the old man to the bowl of porridge to the cup of cream still cradled in her hands and found that she had no appetite.
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      The old man took Dax to some part of the fields she could not see. She and Jon spent the morning shoveling horse shit from the stable onto a wheeled box and taking it to a large vegetable garden a small distance from the house. She plucked and weeded and kneaded shit into the crevices and cracks of the overturned dirt, only to turn it again and make room for more. They harvested from the vines what specimens looked ripe and piled them in a bucket, pausing only to drink water and douse their hands. Eventually they took a break She was eternally grateful.

      She sat with her back to the wheeled shit-box, looking again at her hands and the earthen things that now resided under her fingernails as the boy took out his pipe. She marveled at her current state. This is not what I had in mind when we decided to flee.

      “You know, you’re not a bad farm hand,” Jon said. She looked at him, his clothes as dirty and hers and his hands stained aplenty. She still felt a residual anger toward him, but the earlier heat had dissipated with the labor.

      “It’s a far cry from what I was hoping for,” she replied.

      Jon was quiet as he puffed before he said, “I didn’t know you were imprisoned.”

      She shook her head softly. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I’m trying to apologize.”

      “You’re forgiven.” She looked at him. “Are you truly Natheran?”

      He eyed her whimsically. “You know, if it was worship you were looking for, you need only stroll into town. You might have every man and even the women groveling at your feet.”

      She puffed, annoyed that he had changed the subject. She eyed him sitting there with his damned smug expression. “But not you?”

      “Oh no.” He puffed his pipe. “I’m immune to such charms.”

      After a moment of contemplation, she sidled up next to him. His eyes watched her every movement as she arched her back and bent, ever so slightly, giving a clear view down her shirt. Their eyes met only inches away from each other, the tips of their noses nearly touching. She felt a heat from him that belied the cool day and could nearly hear the pounding in his chest.

      She whispered, “Really?”

      He held her gaze a moment longer, the imagined possibilities clearly finding safe harbor in his mind before he broke contact. He puffed out the large volume of smoke he had been holding in and knocked the pipe against his boot.

      “Well,” he said. “That’s enough of that. See? Clearly immune.” He stood quickly, adjusted his pants, and set out in the garden, looking briefly flustered before deciding on something that needed doing.

      “Hm,” she replied and gathered herself to join him.

      They worked in fascinating silence for a time, herself doing a fine job of watching him closely to see if he would meet her eyes again. She laughed aloud at his side glances, and when she stopped, she found him staring at her with a smile.

      “What?” she asked.

      Jon shook his head. “On second thought, I don’t think you need any womanly charms. Just that laugh will do.”

      She cocked her head. “What does that mean?”

      He struggled for the words. “It’s a nice sound is all.”

      She blushed. She could not stop herself. Her blood was rising, and the heat no longer only belonged to him. Her reaction made it his turn to laugh, though his was more a self-satisfied chuckle, deep and soft. It was not unpleasant, and she caught herself smiling. They shared this for a moment before returning to the toil of the garden.

      What are you doing? asked the Wind.

      Apparently, I’m gardening, she replied.

      I mean with him?

      She threw a glance to the man next to her. Nothing.

      Sure. A playful breeze teased her clothes as Ana rolled her eyes.

      She ignored its undertone. Have you any word of the others?

      None. There are no others. Only you.

      She stopped the act of digging; the spade in her hands would have trembled had it not been stuck in the ground. None?

      “So…” Jon said, “what were you expecting?”

      It took her a moment to reconcile his meaning, “Oh, I…was expecting to meet someone. I was not expecting to be human.”

      “You met us. Perhaps we were who you were expecting.” She stared at him and did not reply. Not just you, she thought. Something has gone wrong.

      He asked her another question, “So, you’ve been to Evanna before?”

      “Uh, yes. Many times. Never as I am now.” She carried the conversation as best she could, trying hard to not to reveal her inner anguish. When the boy did not respond, she looked up. He was staring at her but not as he had before.

      “What has happened?” he asked, his tone suddenly dark.

      I am alone. She shook her head and continued to work, “Nothing.”
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      That evening, after a supper where she said little, followed by the men having their smoke by the fireplace, where she offered even less, she ascended the stairs to her room and washed herself. She failed to remove many of the stains from the day, but she felt a little better without the dirt being so obvious a blemish. She donned a clean shirt and pants and waited. The men offered no sounds of their own, so she listened for the eventual closing of doors. When she thought she had waited long enough, she crept from her room, every creak and snap of the old timbers making her cringe as she made her way outside. She had to know for herself. She had to fly.

      She padded as quietly as she could across the porch and into the neighboring field. Once far enough away from the house, she cast a last look to see if any lanterns had been lit after she left. When she saw none, she closed her eyes and stood still. Reaching within, as natural as thought and as familiar as breathing, she called to the Wind. It writhed within her, wanting, needing to get out. There was an unfamiliar effort, like stretching a muscle that had not known much use. Her eyes clinched tighter, she pushed passed the feeling and with a surge she willed herself into the air. The force within her burst, scrambling for purchase in an empty, starry sky and all at once there was a hurricane of sound…followed by the hush of silence. She opened her eyes, knowing full well that she had never left the ground. In a perfect circle all around her, the crops had been blown to the ground as if flattened underneath some giant hoof.

      Too heavy, said the Wind. That body’s not meant for flying, I think.

      With an even heavier heart she realized that the godliness within her had diminished further. She did not know how long she stood there waiting for something, anything to happen. Eventually she slowly retraced her steps back to the house, her pace resigned, the walk of the condemned. She reached the porch, climbed a step, turned, and sat. She wept. The tears fell freely, flooding her cheeks and splattering the hard wood beneath her. I am so alone.

      “Galeblade…are you there?” she pled aloud. The answer was the faintest whisper on a distant breeze. Sobs wracked Ana’s heavy, mortal form.

      A warm blanket fell gently across her shoulders, and she nearly choked on her sobs. The old man sat next to her, looked into her eyes, and smiled sadly. With little encouragement, she leaned her head onto his shoulder and continued to weep, while the old man said nothing at all.
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      General Ivan Emersin rode the elevator up to the highest level of the Martial Headquarters with the Emperor’s orders tightly gripped in his hand. When the doors opened, he stepped out into the immaculate foyer laden with busts of commander generals of old, rich carpet, and bright skylights. The offices were filled with aides to the Empire’s top military leaders, tables with maps and pieces representing military assets were constantly being moved as orders filtered down. The Expansion had never ceased, but it had slowed to a crawl over the last decade as the bulk of the Empire enjoyed unprecedented peace and prosperity. Emersin walked the stairs to the commander general’s office and barged through the door without knocking.

      Commander General Ustin Anarsin looked up from his desk—the man and woman who had been speaking fell silent and looked up toward Emersin. Both man and woman were of higher rank than Emersin, though to his knowledge neither of them had seen combat. They looked at him now in near disgust at his lack of etiquette. The general ignored them and met the Commander General Anarsin’s eyes.

      One of the admirals balks and makes to stand. “Emersin,” said Sky Admiral Hiest. “What in Lamen are you doing here?”

      “I need the room,” Emersin responded. The man and woman looked at each other and made to reply.

      The commander general interrupted. “Admirals, if you will give us a moment.”

      The admirals left, stunned. They cast bemused and annoyed expressions Emersin’s way as they moved around him. The doors shut and Emersin stalked quickly to the Commander General’s desk. He threw the orders into the other man’s face.

      Ustin Anarsin let the papers fall to the floor before he spoke. “It’s an order from the Emperor.”

      Emersin placed both hands on the desk and leaned in. “We both know it’s not the fucking Emperor.”

      “Keep your goddamn voice down.”

      “I’m not going.”

      “You have to—”

      “There are plenty of others. I’m over sixty fucking years old, and the last time this thing was here, we burnt down a forest filled with women and children!”

      “Ivan, shut up!” The commander general stood. “Women and children and men that gutted our army in the span of a single night. That thing saved our lives. Listen to me carefully. You don’t have a choice. The…Ambassador specifically requested you.”

      “Aye, I’ll bet. Because it likes to play with its food.”

      “Exactly.”

      Emersin’s stilled and became silent. His head fell to his chest as an agitated sigh passed through his teeth.

      Anarsin held out his hands in a calming manner. “Sit, please.”

      Emersin sat heavily in the chair and roughly ran a hand over his short cropped hair.

      Anarsin walked around his desk and took the chair next to him. “It’s not human, Ivan.”

      “I figured that much.”

      “Then you must have wondered what it actually is.”

      “I have tried very hard not to think about ‘it’ at all.”

      “Would you like a commendation? I’ve thought about it every damn day since it came to us in that forest. If it isn’t human, and not some race we’ve yet to encounter, it most certainly comes from…elsewhere. What’s more, it has the ear of our Emperor. When I say ‘Ambassador’ I do not mean an ambassador of the Empire—it is an ambassador to the Empire.”

      Emersin mulled the younger man’s words and let his hand drop from his head to the armrest. Fuck. “What does it want me to do?”

      “Exactly what it says. Find the woman and do as your told, and hopefully it will leave when you are done.”

      Hopefully? “Who is she?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How will I find her?”

      The commander general sighed. Anarsin gestured for the older man to stand and waved him over to a map on a table near the window. “It has provided some intelligence. It thinks she landed here.” Anarsin pointed to a small notation on the very edge of the Empire. Thousands of leagues south of the capital.

      Emersin shook his head, “What is that? A shack?”

      “It’s a town. Errol’s Fortune.”

      “You said ‘landed.’”

      “I did.”

      “If this thing knows where she is, why not just go and grab her itself?”

      “I don’t know, Ivan. Just get there, get it done, and come home. I’ve already requisitioned an airship, which can have you there in a few weeks, and a contingent of Maddogs.”

      “Maddogs? So, now were sending an old asshole with no business in the field with a battalion of hitmen?!”

      “Ivan.”

      “Fine, goddammit,” the general turned to the window, but his thoughts did not allow him to admire the view. “When do I leave?”

      Anarsin straightened and met Ivan Emersin’s eyes. “First light.” The commander general swallowed. “Godspeed, General.”
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        A few weeks later

      

      

      Even in an imperial airship, the flight from the capital to a border town such as Errol’s Fortune took a few weeks. Private Romlin Terch was sure that the garrison had received word of their coming, and yet, the arrival was met with a frenzy of activity and awe from recruit and veteran alike. Now, Rom and Corporal Hamsey Frill stood with their squad at attention as the airship landed in the Town Square. Sergeant Arne Baylor made his way through their ranks, correcting minor infractions with harsh words that mostly went unheard. The other squads seemed to be having similar difficulties. Most had not seen such exotic transportation in their lives and had only heard of it in stories they’d dismissed as fiction. The Imperials that offloaded were clear veterans all, and wore armor adorned with medals and ribbons and accolades. Rom could not be sure, but he thought he saw a Maddog insignia; were that true, these men had seen more battle than the small town of Errol’s Fortune would ever in its lifetime. Well, with them here, perhaps we’ll see some after all, Rom thought.

      “Did you see that?” Ham whispered at the Imperials marched by. Strange to think of them as Imperials, Rom thought. After all, what are we?

      “Aye, I think it was Maddog,” Rom answered just as quietly. Two men exited last, one clearly an officer, the other…something else. A noble? Looks strange though. The noble walked with a hobble, as though still getting used to his legs. The other was old and strode forward with an air of command.

      “Now what the fuck do you think they’re doin’ here?” Ham asked.

      Rom shrugged. “As this is the first I am hearing of their arrival, I can safely say that I do not know.”

      “Of all the ‘fuck-all’ towns to come to, they had to pick this one,” Ham groused. “Should’ve married Lucy when I had the chance.”

      “You hate Lucy.”

      “Aye. But I wouldn’t be here.”

      “We’re not going to war, Ham. It’s probably some meaningless inspection.”

      Rom felt Ham’s sideways look, “Really? Because if I’m not mistaken those are fucking cannons on the back of that airship. And piss on my uncle if I’m wrong, but that’s a mother fucking general.”
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      The general admired the garrison from the balcony of the commander’s office, a room in a house that was perhaps even larger than that of the local mayor. Pristine and expensive furniture shipped no doubt from the heart of the Empire, portraits and tapestries gave the room an unneeded touch of aristocracy. The man plays at being a noble. Emersin did not bother to hide the displeasure from his face to the other man in the room. The current commander of the garrison, Jossen Isend, lounged in a chair by a lively fire sloshing brandy liberally as Emersin inspected the room. Emersin’s own tastes were decidedly more spartan in keeping with usual military décor, and the garrison below reflected the old commander’s neglect of military procedure and protocol.

      Since their arrival, the local troops had dispersed to what the general thought must be their usual posts. Men lounged about, playing cards or rolling dice, and there was even a keg of ale tucked away under a lookout tower. What guardsmen held a recognizable post leaned on walls with eyes half closed, and the majority did not even have their spears in hand. No drills, no patrols, and barely enough men to fill a third of the barracks, let alone field an actual defense. The Maddogs would vastly improve their numbers.

      “They’re farmers,” said Commander Isend. The brandy spilled from his cup before it reached his lips on what was clearly his best uniform, the leather and steel of his insignia freshly polished. “They all sign young. Collect Imperial pay for a few years or until they can afford the dowry of whatever girl they can find, and then it’s back to farming. Why you have any interest in this backwater is beyond me.”

      “The Empire has interest in this backwater,” Emersin replied.

      “And they saw fit to send you of all people?”

      Emersin turned from the balcony and walked to the desk. The top was layered with notes, missives, and lists of supplies. A casual glance told him that the food supply was more than adequate, a new shipment of horseshoes and workable leather had yet to arrive—nay, had not even been ordered—the wine coffers were overflowing, and that the old commander’s mistress wished recognition among the nobility. In a town this small, surely whatever nobility resides is already well informed of the proclivities of the local commander. With a scoff Emersin said, “I assure you my stay will be as short lived as I can make it. However, if I am to command the garrison then rest assured, I will command it.”

      Isend laughed and shook his head. “Do what you will. Feel free to even use my office—”

      “I was going to.”

      Isend’s lips drew a hard line as he grew annoyed. “What are you looking for?”

      “Not a thing. A who.”

      “I can have a list of the townsfolk drawn up.”

      “Thank you, but I have one. She won’t be a native, and for all I know she’s hiding out in the wilds.” The general seated himself behind the desk and made use of the open bottle of brandy.

      Commander Isend gestured dismissively with the cup that held the brandy. “Gods help you then. Early expeditions explored the wilds, but all our maps are somewhat outdated. Beyond the farmland, it’s all untamed. Further north you’ll find settlements of Murkers eventually; the Barons to the south are at constant war, and none answer to the Empire.”

      “My information assures me that she is closer than that.”

      The Isend drained his cup before standing. He walked to the desk and picked up the open bottle. “And just what does the Empire want with a girl from a backwater town so far removed from the center as to barely be a part of it?” Isend asked as he poured.

      The general looked up from the desk and glared at the commander he was ousting as he took a long drink. He waited impatiently, his brow furrowed as he breathed a heavy sigh through his nose. His glass drained; Commander Isend reached again for the bottle. Emersin snatched it from him. “She’s not from a backwater town.” With a quick motion, Emersin scooped the cork and popped it back in its place. “And that’s my brandy you’re drinking.”
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      Jon woke early. The sun hid beneath the horizon, and the dew soaked the grass beneath his bare feet. He carried his sword and had been careful to not make a sound as he left the house. Ana had finally found sleep after some time weeping. He had lain awake, listening to her fitful dreams after the old man had carried her to her room. There had been no sound the remainder of the night, and none when he left as morning arrived.

      Jon grunted and shook his head. Try not to think of her. He emptied his mind as he walked away from the homestead into the woods. He was comfortable in the fields, but they had never felt like home to him. The trees, however…the trees were where he belonged. He walked past the well on the edge of the forest and took the worn path guarded by the two young oaks. What brush had carpeted the path had long been cleared away, and his feet took to the packed earth unhindered. The River Midas lazily lolled some distance away, and small waterfalls harbored a quiet purr over the nearest hill. He walked until the sun crested the horizon, its light fighting the curtain of trees. The path led him to a circular clearing of his own making near the edge of the river.

      He lay down his sword and shed his parka. His bare skin accepted the cool morning with ease, as he sat cross legged. Slowly, he counted his breaths letting the trickling water and brushing leaves drown out the small conversations in his mind. As he reached the end of the count, he took one last breath and reached for his sword. He began.

      The sword leaves its scabbard as Jon comes to his feet in a single flowing movement. The movements are precise and perfect, flowing like the water of the river, the air through the leaves. The Art was a creation of his home, and one of the last reminders of his Natheran heritage. One was not considered an elder until they were masters of the Art, and its basic tenants were taught at the youngest age. He had not yet earned the right to carry a blade when his home burned to the ground.

      From quick and concise, he moved to long and extended. He passed the hilt from hand to hand, using the unhindered arm as counterbalance, spinning and dancing as a versed performer. The sword did not touch the ground, and the low whistle through the air was the only evidence of its passing. His feet stayed in constant motion, squaring when guarding, bouncing on attack. He spun his weapon and leapt, and trails of dust attempted to follow his feet. The air nearly let him stay, but gravity always called him back. He stretched his sword arm in a killing pose and landed without sound. He had not yet started to sweat, but the Art had only just begun.

      “Two hands, son,” said his father, “Square your feet. Good. Make them light.”

      “He’s been at it for hours, Sen,” said his mother from somewhere over his shoulder. “Its nearly sunset and the boy has yet to gather a single herb.”

      The boy groaned and continued to practice with the wooden sword as if he had never heard her. His father watched him and smiled.

      “Best do as she says, boy. She’ll be the death of you if you let her.” The boy let his guard fall, slumping with reluctance. He turned and faced his inevitable doom, forceing a smile. “Be right there.” He oiled his sword—though wooden it was still a source of pride—and laid it on its rack.

      “Elder Sen!” He and his father turned to see Mar hurrying to them. The villager stopped in front of the boy’s father and gave a quick bow. “Imperials on the march. A week’s ride out at most. Just rolled over Lake’s Edge.”

      “So, they’re here,” his father sighed. “Go about assembling the rest of the council, then ready everyone else.”

      Mar nodded and hurried off. The boy stared at his back, and then he turned to his father.

      “Not this one, Naven,” his father said to the unasked question, “You’ll be fighting in the next, I think.”

      Jon spun to the edge of the water and, in a swan pose, tapped the flat of his blade on the surface of the water. He swept his blade among the raining droplets, cleaving them in half.

      He snuck into the council proceedings with three other boys, each of them taking turns at look out as the others climbed their way up the massive elshen tree that housed the Chamber of Careful Words. They avoided the spiral stairs as best they could and used the cover of darkness and foliage to keep from discovery. The Chamber was built around the trunk of the largest tree in the forest, able to hold nearly two hundred men and women, held in branches over a hundred yards from the ground. While taught skills for war, boys were not considered men until they carried their own sword, and war was the way of men.

      They had made the climb before, but they had not done so under the fear of discovery. Minor limbs and avenues between the bark allowed for good handholds and sure footing. The council trusted the boys with the wisdom not to interfere with men’s proceedings, therefore there were minimal guards at the door and on the stair. The would-be spies reached the Chamber and hauled themselves through the storeroom window. They navigated carefully toward the meeting hall and ascended into the rafters to get a better view of the gathering.

      Jon feigned left, then right, letting his sword guide him. The wind at his back gave him speed; the enemies in front of him, remembered and imagined, gave him fury. His knee took to the earth and he slid the distance toward an unseen foe.

      “War is their occupation, but it is our passion!” Elder Din shouted. The crowd stomped one foot in agreement but did not speak. The elder’s voice carried well to where the boys listened. Tall and balding, Elder Din walked across the stage, the rest of the Elder Council stood back to let him finish his sermon.

      “They raped Lake’s Edge. They’ll plunder our forest. They come with steel and armor and mock our Lord. I tell you, we will show them the meaning of War!” The crowd remained silent, but their eyes shone with approval.

      Elder Han, white haired and as stern now as the boy could remember, stood beside Naven’s father at the back of the upraised stage and raised a fist. The old man came forward. “They come in numbers. Our decision must be unanimous. If we submit, we will live. Should we defy…one or two of the younger ones may die.” They shared small laughter, and Han waited for the calm. “I personally have no desire to allow these steel men passage through my forest, but I am but one man. Any who would oppose open war speak now. You won’t get another chance.”

      None raised a fist in opposition.

      “Then the elders shall gather,” said Naven’s father. “Kiss your wives in the places they like, then make to sharpen your blades and dull your armor. No need for them to see us coming.”

      The men gathered gave a mighty roar. They clapped each other on the back and raised hands in celebration for the coming bloodbath. They laughed and they cheered, and even the boys in the rafters silently praised their fathers’ ferocity. Naven looked to his father with a smile that that held the upmost pride, and found his father was looking right back at him. But his father’s face did not share his joy.

      Jon somersaulted over the tree stump and came to a rest in the center of the clearing. He poised at the ready for an impossible length of time, controlling the slightest twitch of his muscles, holding his body and agitating his form for the next strike. He jumped to the nearest sapling, lashing out with speed. Only the highest leaf trickled down in a slow spiral, and he did not move from the killing stroke until it reached the ground.

      Naven waited for his father on the steps that led to their home some fifty yards above him. As an elder, his father would be one of the last to leave the Chamber of Careful Words after the gathering had dispersed. Battle plans and tactics would be discussed at length, and Naven did not expect his father until well into the night. He did not think his father was angry with him for sneaking into the gathering, but he thought, perhaps, his father was angry he got caught. Boys had been sneaking into meetings since they were old enough to crawl, but a certain amount of discretion was expected from them. Naven had never seen them go to war before but was well versed in the knowledge of war should the time arrive, and his father was taking far longer than usual.

      The boy waited a long while until he thought he should make for his own bed before he saw his father coming through the dim light of the glowing lanterns. He walked alone and appeared to be talking to himself, moving from tree to tree, unsure of which one was his. He shook his head left and right, as if not in agreement with his own thoughts. Naven thought he might be a little drunk.

      “I’m not drunk,” his father called, clearly drunk, as he walked to where the boy sat. Whiskey it was then. His father sauntered over to him and sat next to him heavily, with a great sigh. There were other men moving amongst the trees as well, each with a similar gait, save for the guards that patrolled the ground.

      “War is our passion,” his father said, though seemingly to himself.

      Naven looked at him. “Are you mad at me for listening in at the meeting?

      “No,” his father said. “But I am…wary.”

      “Wary?”

      His father looked at him. His eyes were sad, but the smile on his face spoke of pride. “War. True war is something even our Lord fled from. I am wary. Even with the legacy we carry, we’re still chomping at the bit like a colt in the ring at the thought of bearing our swords.”

      “But…are they not threatening us?”

      “Oh, I am not saying we shouldn’t fight them. I’m only suggesting we be less…willing.” His father paused and took out his pipe. He took his time digging out the old tobacco and banged out dead embers against the heel of his boot. “I rather like my home, my family,” he said. “Would hate it if something were to happen to them.”

      “Should we not fight them, father?”

      His father grunted. “Might have been something we should have considered. Too late, now.”

      

      The sweat dripped off his forehead and into Jon’s eyes. He held the final pose of the Art’s first form for the space of a few breaths before he dropped his guard. He walked to where he had begun and picked up the scabbard from the ground. He stared at his reflection in the blade as he pressed it home. The sun was well over the horizon, and it was near time to bring in enough wood to cook breakfast. He walked to the river and splashed the sweat from his face. He donned his parka and threw his sword over his shoulder.

      Too late, now.

      He turned from the clearing and made his way back to the house. His memories had dulled with time, but nothing had stayed so fresh as those final moments. The old man insisted they too would fade, but their impression would never die.

      “Hello, Jon.”

      The wood spirit  waited for him where he always did, sitting on the decaying stump of a dead tree covered in green and clothed in hemp. At his feet grew flowers that were not in season. His white bearded face reminded Jon of his father. When they had first met, Jon had thought the spirit was his father’s ghost. Careful queries proved it to be just another woodling sprite.

      “The dead have no need for vengeance,” said the spirit.

      “So, you’ve told me,” Jon replied. “I’m not dead.”

      The spirit had pried into his past time and again, and Jon had been annoyed enough to reveal only a little. With the gods taking an unusual interest in the lives of those around him, Jon had decided to take reserved caution with even this harmless haunting.

      “You’re different,” the spirit said. His lips curled in a half smile.

      “Oh?”

      “Aye.” The sprite took up a spirited walk beside the boy. “Everything well on the home front?”

      Jon did not know how the spirit always seemed to know his mind, but his questions had always been answered with riddles and phrases that made no sense. “You already know the answer to that,” said Jon.

      “She’s pretty.”

      “That’s an understatement.”

      “Come now, Jon.” Jon had never told the spirit his name, and yet he clearly knew. “You’re not being any fun today.”

      “There’s a lot on my mind.”

      “Oh.” The sprite seemed to think. “Do you think whatever it is she’s running from will find you here?”

      “I suppose that depends on what it is she’s running from.”

      “Can’t be good. She fled to Evanna in a great ball of fire. Even the gods tend to have more subtlety.”

      “One day you might have to tell me how you know the things you know.”

      “I know what I know because I know it,” he replied. “When I don’t know it is when you should worry.”

      “You knowing what you know already has me worried.”

      The dark man laughed. “Sorry to distress you. I should tell you however, it would be best if she did not use her powers. Your farm is well hidden; but should Anu’s hunters even catch a wisp of a scent, they’ll bring all kinds of hell upon your head.”

      Jon stopped and looked at the spirit’s aged face in annoyance. “What are you? A fly on the wall? Don’t you have a squirrel to chase up a tree or something?”

      “I am no dog, good sir! I am—”

      Jon waited apprehensively, thinking he might finally get a clue as to what it actually was.

      “Merely a spirit of this forest,” he concluded.

      Jon grunted and continued his trek home. “How vague of you.” The sprite’s wealth of knowledge was both disconcerting and a bit frightening. The dark-skinned spirit had intimate knowledge of the farm and the forest. Jon had not looked for a way to exorcise the damn thing, for as of the last ten years he had not seemed a threat. However, for the last ten years, there had not been anything worth knowing regarding Jon and the old man.

      Jon looked at the sprite and found him smiling. “Do you have something you wish to ask me, Jon?” it said.

      Jon considered. “The affairs of my home—”

      “Are your affairs and will be left at that.” It made to pat Jon on the shoulder. “You’ve not to fear that they will stay that way.”

      Again, Jon wondered about the spirit’s actual origin. “You know, Jon,” he continued, “I cannot say that I know the future, but things do seem to be moving along rather rapidly suddenly. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Jon sighed. “Are they?”

      The spirit bobbed its head, as though it is trying to imitate a human nod. “Oh, yes. I fear the Arienaethin’s appearance may have brought your enemies closer than ever.”

      Arienaethin? “What’s the matter? Afraid I’ll do something rash, and you won’t have someone to annoy?”

      “That is worrisome, yes, but I think I am more worried about the swift cascade of events. Lords dead in their heavenly homes, Ladies are falling from the sky, old enemies arrive at your door, and all the while the forest stirs as wolves circle your homestead.”

      Jon stopped and looked at the spirit. “What do you know?”

      “All that I’ve said. You and I have always had a somewhat one-sided relationship, but I’ve thought of us as friends, and as friends I’ll tell you that I am worried about all this unexpected attention.”

      “Would it help if I told you it was all part of the plan?”

      “Quite the opposite. Gods and men have always had a very violent history.”

      “And why do you think that is?”

      The spirit tilted its head to the sky and arched its back in a contemplative gesture. “I suppose one has always been envious of the other. Can’t tell you who is who, however.”

      Jon’s laugh was forced. “So philosophical today. Are you sure you don’t have any other friends?”

      “Squirrels make such poor conversationalists, I’m afraid.”
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      Noah waited at the table for Ana to wake. The boy was off, practicing his father’s art as he did every morning, leaving the old man relatively alone. The cup of coffee in front of him had stopped steaming, taking on the warmth of the room, and the wood stove burned politely as it heated a pot of oatmeal. Finally, Ana crept down the stairs, her steps surer than the day before, and wandered into the kitchen. Her head hung low, and her eyes were red rimmed, as though sleep had not come easily, nor stayed long. She took the seat across from him but did not meet his eyes.

      “Would you like something to eat?” the old man asked. She shook her head. She folded her arms on the table in front of her and laid her head down, staring blankly at the far wall. The old man grunted.

      “Your divinity is not gone.” He saw her eyes flicker toward him. “Nor is it leaving. This is an…adjustment period.”

      Ana’s head rose from her arms and she looked at him cautiously. “What does that mean?”

      “Here, the rules are different. Your form is not meant to hold a god’s likeness. It will take time for you to learn how to manage it.”

      She considered. “You can teach me this?”

      He sipped his coffee. “Yes.”

      She perked at that, her hands fell to her lap and her eyes sparked with anticipation. “When can we—”

      “It’s not so simple,” interrupted the old man. “I can teach you, and I agree it must be taught, but should you…express yourself with abandon, then they will surely find you. That would put both me and the boy at risk, and that I cannot allow.”

      She thought a moment before nodding, “Who is Jon?” The old man held a dead stare and did not answer. “Why is he so important to you?”

      Noah did not answer right away. He stood and took his breakfast dishes from the table. “He is important to all of us.”

      She propped her elbows on the table and leaned forward as though to prod him further, but the boy entered through the kitchen door wearing a parka and holding his sheathed sword. Noah watched the boy as he washed his face in the basin. Ana cocked her head, her eyes roaming over the boy’s muscled frame. Near a dozen scars crossed his back and torso before they gave way to a patchwork of tightened skin a shade lighter than the boy’s complexion. Burns.

      The boy dried his face and looked at them both. “Something the matter?”

      The old man continued to clean his bowl and said nothing, but Ana took no such cue. “I was asking who you are.”

      The boy walked to the counter and poured himself a cup of coffee. “Me?”

      “Yes.”

      Jon shrugged. “What do you want to know?”

      Ana leaned into her chair, throwing a questioning glare to the old man. “Let’s start with your full name.”

      The boy took his seat next to her. “Here, we go by West.”

      “Jon West? Is that your true name?”

      “No. It’s close enough.”

      “Are you of Natheran lineage?”

      “Could be, I suppose. Heard they all died out.”

      “You wouldn’t have heard that unless you’d been there. The gods themselves made sure.”

      “I hear they’re having some problems, too.”

      Ana grimaced and Noah chuckled. “Are you always this flippant?” she asked.

      “Always,” Noah answered. The boy grinned unrepentantly.

      Ana grunted in frustration. “From where do you hail then, Jon West?”

      Jon’s irritating smile stayed where it was. “West.”

      “As far west as Nathera, perhaps?”

      “Thought that was to the north.”

      She threw up her hands and turned back to the old man. “This is the one you deem so important?”

      The old man dried his bowl and growled. Ana huffed and made for the door. When she was gone, the old man admonished the boy with a glare.

      The boy poured himself a cup of coffee. “What?”
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          A Hasty Deception

        

      

    

    
      The general, now a commander, held to his chest the last letter his wife had written. He knew the words by heart, and though he always kept it close to him, he still could not bear to read the words.

      Dear Ivan…

      He hurriedly put the note back into his pocket, knowing its presence to be a knife in his gut but one that he could not bear to part with. She had died years ago of some wasting disease they could not cure, and despite its slow process it had not prepared him for the inevitable. His son must have felt the same; he had not returned to their home since the day she passed, having now found a life of his own. And just what would she think of me now? Hunting down a woman at the behest of a creature Lamen itself did not want.

      A knock at the door tore him from his thoughts and he looked across the office, forgetting for a moment that he was not at home. He grunted loudly and the door opened to admit Tao Magrin, Captain of the Maddogs advanced infantry. In the days of the war, the general had known them through reputation as the Emperor’s personal hit squad. All rumor, of course. Captain Magrin was not an imposing man but his eyes were hard, and his experience spoke volumes. His character was one of unquestioning loyalty, but the mind of a quiet tactician lurked beneath his gaze.

      “Captain,” Emersin greeted.

      “Commander,” Magrin returned.

      “Your assessment?”

      “Farmers with pitchforks in paper armor. Most of them still drunk from last night.”

      Emersin looked at the clock above the door. Early afternoon. “Do what you must. We will need the manpower.”

      “Have you read the list I provided?” Magrin asked.

      “Yes. As far as new arrivals: the merchants seem unlikely. Most of them are well known, but we should check them first before expanding our search. And if she is hiding in the wilds…well, let’s hope she’s not hiding in the wilds.”

      The captain grew quiet with a knowing smile as he waited at attention.

      “Speak your mind, Captain.”

      Magrin bristled almost imperceptibly. “The source of our information, the ambassador, has been fraternizing with the troops and townsfolk.”

      Emersin waited.

      “I am concerned.”

      Emersin nodded his assent, “Your concern is noted.”

      “He is not natural.”

      “Agreed.”

      The general’s curtness gave the Captain Magrin a visible pause. A silent conversation happened then that ended with the captain nodding and turning quickly to the door. The Ambassador would be under the captain’s careful gaze, and every movement would be reported. The general watched him go, the edge of his finger tapping the letter in his pocket. Emersin stood and looked through the window. The garrison was already showing signs of improvement with the Maddogs efficiently clearing space for their own supplies and training areas. Magrin’s displeasure with the Ambassador, while not allaying any fears, did present a bare glimmer of hope that Ivan was not alone after all.
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      Ana heaved what breakfast still lingered in her stomach off the porch, as the sight of skinned rabbits did not agree with her stomach. Jon continued his work with a wry grin. A month had passed; the leaves of autumn that had burned so brightly now fell in heaps. The fields had been harvested, leaving Jon with the grudging admission that Ana had been more helpful than not. The old man had taken the first of their trove down the road and sold most to their neighbors at a discount. Their quiet agreement had been reached years ago, allowing Jon and the old man to remain mostly unnoticed, requiring only a few trips a year into town for the most basic of supplies. At least, that was true of the old man. Jon had seen fit to share drinks and trade tales at the local tavern. The old man did not like the idea garnering attention no matter how small; over time, however, he did acknowledge that such small gestures alleviated some of their mystery, keeping them for curious eyes and out of the circles of town gossip.

      “Perhaps this is one of the chores you can skip out on,” he said to her. Despite her initial grumblings, there was actually very little that she was unwilling to do. The blisters on her hands turned to calluses, and her newly formed muscles began to develop quickly. What time she did not spend with Jon she spent with the old man, sitting quietly staring at each other and Jon assumed she was learning something he could not discern.  He thought for sure she’d balk when he suggested that they clean the stalls, or that she should try her hand at kneading bread, but she had done all he had asked with minimal complaint. Until now.

      Skin and blood and bone filled the bucket beside his stool. The remaining meat was plucked from the carcass and put aside in a wooden bowl. Jon wiped his skinning knife on his trousers and walked to where Ana stood. His backside found the front stair of the porch, and he admired her backside as she continued to dry heave. Jon took out his pipe and stuffed it with tobacco, struck a match, and puffed quietly as he waited for her to finish.

      She spat the last of her insides on the ground and sat down on the wooden floor with a heavy sigh.

      “No rabbits in Anu?” Jon asked.

      Ana eyed the boy with irritation. “There are rabbits.”

      “I’m guessing someone else skins them for you?”

      “I do not eat in Anu,” she answered. “Rabbits run wild and free and have no fear of men and their…knives.”

      “Wait till you see what we have to do with the cows.” A had month passed, and yet this was the first she had seen a rabbit’s fate.

      “You only have the one cow,” she protested.

      He grinned wickedly. “There used to be more.”

      Ana shook her head in disgust. “What did the rabbits and the cows ever do to you?”

      “Nothing,” said Jon through his smoke, “but a man has to eat.”

      “Anu forbid that cows and rabbits find a taste for man meat.”

      Jon nodded agreement. “Aye.”

      Ana straightened and stood. She walked over to him and leaned out over the porch’s railing with a sigh.

      “So much space,” she said. Jon nodded minutely. She closed her eyes as a breeze passed, ruffling distant leaves and tall grass. “What do you plan to do with it all?”

      Jon considered a moment before he shrugged his shoulders. “Farm it.”

      “Is that all?”

      “Like I said, man’s got to eat.”

      “Seems a lot for two men.”

      “And a woman.” He flashed a smile.

      She looked at him before stepping away from the railing. “And how long do you plan to keep farming?”

      “Until we are no longer hungry,” Jon responded. “Why do you ask?”

      She descended the stair and walked to the barrel of rainwater, palmed a handful, drank, and spat. She wiped her chin on the edge of her shirt and came to sit next to him. “They’re coming. You must know this, yes?” she asked.

      “I don’t know anything other than what you and the old man have alluded to. If you say they’re coming, then so they are.”

      “Are you making fun of me?” she asked.

      Jon smiled. “No, I’m being honest.”

      “And you’ve no fear of them?”

      Jon puffed his pipe and held out his hands, “What good would come of it?”

      Ana quietly stared across the fields as she pondered his question. He suspected she no longer thought him entirely ignorant. At least, not so much as he gathered she had originally assumed. The old man had clearly prepared for her coming, but Jon didn’t know how far they would go should the worst come to pass. Whatever the worst might be.

      “Do you still plan on leaving?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” she answered truthfully. She turned to him and grinned. “Trying to get rid of me?”

      He shrugged with a sly smile. “Nah.”

      “Hm.”

      Jon watched her as she subconsciously ran a hand through the fuzz on her head. “Wouldn’t hurt to let that grow out a bit, before you leave,” he remarked.

      She cocked an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with my hair?”

      “Nothing. It’s nice, but its short. Your Aden come to the back of your neck.”

      She reflexively put a hand to where he had indicated. She eyed Jon before she sighed and leaned forward placing her elbow on her knees, the heel of her right foot tapping with nervous energy. And maybe a little dehydration. They shared a moment without speaking, looking out to the rolling hills admiring the winds playfulness among the fields.

      “I don’t even know where I would go,” Ana admitted quietly.

      “That would be helpful to know,” he answered.

      She turned to him. “Do you want me to leave?”

      “Oh, yes. Save us from having another mouth to feed.”

      “Now you’re making fun of me.”

      “Pfft, that’s not like me at all.”

      A short laugh, and Ana smiled. Her eyes found his and she looked at him fondly. “You sure you don’t have any…ulterior motives?”

      That is a nice smile. Before Jon could think of a witty response, something caught the corner of his eye—a dust cloud on the horizon. Too small to be a devil and too large to be happenstance. Two horses, by his make. Ana followed his sudden gaze and stood up quickly.

      “Easy,” said Jon.

      “Should we warn the old man?” she asked.

      “Doubtless he already knows. Keep calm. It’ll be fine.”

      The horses were still a way out, but by their trot they would be upon the farm shortly. The King’s Road was seldom traveled this far from town, which left only few options. Colors glimpsed through the dust marked them as soldiers from the local garrison. Patrols made it this far from Errol’s Fortune on rare occurrences, and usually preceded an event of some import. The boy took the remains of his rabbit and brought it inside. He set the bowl down and began to pluck the bits of fur still clinging to the meat. Ana stood in the corner and watched him earnestly. He bore her stare for only a moment.

      “Shouldn’t you be kneading the bread? Unless you’d like to try your hand at grinding coffee?” he said.

      “Are they coming inside?”

      “Aye, and they’ll probably want something to eat.”

      “Should…”

      “Ana,” said Jon, “calm down. They’re boys playing at soldiers, and only here because some asshole at the top told them to be. Don’t make it complicated.”

      She came up beside him and began to work slowly, taking her time adding flour first to her hands. They worked in silence until the boy heard the soldiers’ voices over the tread of their horses. He put the bowl of fur and bone on the table and walked out the front door. They led their horses lazily down the winding path to the edge of their home. Ham and Rom, by the look of them. Both frequented the tavern back in town and knew Jon as well as he allowed.

      “Oy there, Jon!” Ham called. His armor was ill fitting but recently polished, a leather chest piece that had seen more time in an armory closet than it had sunlight. The short sword at his side hung by a leather thread, having only seen action on practice fields or when Ham showed off to the girls. Rom had much the same look with an added air of anxiety.

      “Oy,” Jon acknowledged. “You two shits don’t have anything better to do?”

      “Fuck off. You got food in there? Rom forgot his rations.”

      “Funny how that happens,” said Jon. “See smoke from the chimney and all of sudden you’ve forgotten your rations.”

      “We’re not supposed to be stopping,” said Rom.

      “Oh, here he is!” said Ham gesturing broadly at Rom as he tethered his horse. “You weren’t so vocal when we were riding out. If I recall correctly, it was ‘Sure as fuck hope there’s a stew on somewhere so as I don’t have to eat this shit bread.’”

      “I’ve reconsidered my position! Hardtack ain’t so bad. Maybe we should just get a move on.”

      “This is the last stead between here and fuck all, and I’d like to have a full belly. That is if Jon here is kind enough to oblige?”

      “Aye, there’s food enough.” Jon looked at Rom. “Something up in town?”

      “Aye,” said Ham before Rom could reply. “Some big shit deal from the capital just rode in on a fucking airship. Not so kindly removed Commander Isend from his perch and sat his ass down in the big chair.”

      “Which is why we should be getting a move on,” said Rom. “Might as well have ridden in swords out with orders for us to drop trousers and take the pointy end up the wrong direction.”

      “Might as well grab some food, Rom.” The soldiers started as the old man walked up silently behind them. He carried a scythe on one shoulder and the handle of a cart on the other. “No point in arguing. We’ll even keep some together for your return trip if you like.” The old man passed the boys on his way to the shed with nary another word.

      “There, see?” said Ham, “Now there’s an old man who’s talking sense.”

      The old man stopped and eyed the young soldier. “This old man will lay you flat before you can call for your mother’s tit, boy.”

      Ham stared at the old man with his mouth agape before he visibly shuddered. “Right, uh, apologies, sir.”

      Jon laughed. “When you get your foot out of your ass long enough to learn to walk again, feel free to help set the table.” He turned from them and walked back into the house.

      Jon returned to the house as the soldiers wiped down their horses. Ana grabbed his arm as he came through the kitchen.

      “You’re inviting them in!?” she said in a harsh whisper.

      “Would have been decidedly more suspicious not to,” he calmly replied.

      “Should I hide upstairs?”

      “This house creaks like an old woman. Best to hide in plain sight.”

      Her eyes grew wide, and a sudden breeze cracked the shudders. “Stop,” he said. “Calm thoughts.”

      Her face clenched and unclenched with effort. The wind ceased as she took a breath. “So? What do we say?” she said with a strain.

      Jon grimaced. “We’re going to have to lie, and I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

      He added the rabbit to the stew with a pinch of salt. The water had come to a boil and the blood and broth bubbled pleasantly. Pepper and carrots and a few potatoes rose and bobbed with the meat of thin game. Beside him, Ana opened the oven with a mitt and carefully placed the unrisen bread on the rack. Her flour covered hands and face did nothing to diminish her beauty. Even as she worked amongst the humans, she carried herself high and walked with grace more fitting with birds and leaves, calmly adhering to gravity as she saw fit. He heard the soldiers finish with their horses before they banged their boots outside the front door. They barged in with the elegance of a stampede and practiced nothing to conceal their voices.

      “We’re only staying a moment,” said Rom.

      “Aye, yes, only a moment! For the gods’ sake Rom, you can remove the commander’s firm, polished rod out of your ass at any time now. He can’t see us.”

      “It’s always like this with you! ‘Only a moment, aye, yes. Well hold on! We need to stay for tea and biscuit’. And then, ‘Well since we’re here, might as well have a dollop of brandy.’”

      “If they offer, who am I to refuse?!” Ham exclaimed. “Plain rude, that is.”

      “All well and good with Isend, but Isend isn’t there anymore, now is he? If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to keep my pay, and probably more importantly, my head.”

      “Piss off, there’s no one willing to waste the time to cut off your—HOLY TITS!!.”

      Jon turned. Both the soldiers were awestruck in the kitchen entrance. Their eyes roamed hungrily over Ana, who stood calmly wiping her hands with a towel. She met the gazes with curious reservation, or would have, had they been looking at her face. Jon threw a plate at Ham and was amused when it bounced off his armor and landed with a clamor on the floor. The soldiers startled and looked from him, to Ana, to the plate on the floor.

      “Fuck me,” said Rom.

      Ham cleared his throat and elbowed his mate. “Sorry, poor manners, I think what he meant to say was, ‘Hello, what an amazing pleasure it is to fuck you. Tits. Meet you. Balls, sorry.”

      The goddess in farmer’s garb stared at them and said nothing. “Ana,” said Jon, “I’d like you to meet Ham and Rom. Regular fuck ups at the local garrison.”

      “Sir Hamsey Frill,” corrected Ham. “And despite his demeaning introduction, I assure you there’s nothing regular about my fucking.”

      Silence.

      “Probably not appropriate,” said Rom quietly.

      “Definitely not,” teased Jon. “This is Ana, my…wife.” The boys turned in unison and regarded Jon with wide eyes, missing Ana’s horrified expression, despite his earlier warning and measured words. The deception, he had decided, made the most sense. Farmers married young, and it was well known that he had no family outside the old man. The solution seemed simple and required minimal explanation. At least, he hoped.

      “Fuck,” said Ham, “No fucking way. You may have all the girls in town swooning, but you are not that good looking.”

      “For once I might agree with Ham,” Rom agreed, “Jon, when did this come about? And what the fuck is Jenny going to say? You promised her a dance at the next Harvest Moon.”

      Jon glared. “Really, Rom? Really?”

      Jon watched as Ana narrowed her eyes. Cold fury was replaced by a frigid storm. “Jenny?” she asked, almost politely.

      “Before I met you, darling, I was…frivolous with my promises,” said Jon.

      The back door clanged open, and the old man’s entrance provided a welcome distraction. Noah entered and washed his hands in the basin before turning an eye to the scene.

      “Why is the table not set?” he asked. The soldiers looked at each other before recovering from their stupor and making busy with bowls and plates, filling water cups, and gathering utensils. Ana strode calmly to Jon and met his eyes a handspan away. She placed a gentle hand on his shoulder and leaned into him. However affectionate the gesture may have seemed to the waiting soldiers, the hairs on the back of Jon’s neck stood on end with the weight of Ana’s palm. Windows rattled softly, and the light of the candles blew crazed shadows against an impending sunset.

      “Calm down,” said Jon quietly before she could voice her anger. “Think. Why else would a girl show up at a farm in the middle of nowhere?”

      She stared at him before taking a shuddering breath. “This lie does not please me,” she murmured. “At all.”

      “You don’t have to like it,” he whispered back. “You just have to go with it for a moment.”

      She cocked her head, “Go with it?”

      “Yes. Entertain that it is the truth.”

      Her masked fury dissipated, and she smiled. It was not at all convincing, “The Wind is not without a sense of playfulness.” She turned back to the soldiers and helped them finish setting the table.

      “So, who’s Jenny?” she said loud enough for all to hear. The visitors stopped their work and looked between her and Jon. Jon eyed her. He sighed and accepted his penance.

      “She’s a girl. In town,” he said.

      “Frightfully ugly, though,” added Ham quickly. “I’m sure Jon only offered her a dance only out of the kindness that he keeps very near to his heart.”

      Rom eyed his friend. “Are we talking about the same Jenny?”

      “So, she’s not frightfully ugly?” asked Ana.

      “Well compared to you,” said Ham with a grin.

      “Ham,” said Jon. “Stop helping me.” He turned to Ana. “I promised her a dance last year. That’s it. Nothing came of it.”

      “Nothing,” laughed Ham. “She only serves him at the tavern, hoping that he’ll get drunk enough to take a pass at her. Not that you’d have to be drunk, mind you.”

      “Ham! Stop. Helping. Me.”

      “So, you’ve led this poor girl on,” said Ana seriously, “with no mention of your impending betrothal. Gods, had my father known this….” She angrily threw forks and spoons at plates. “How many others have there been, I wonder?”

      “Now, miss—er, missus,” said Rom, “I’m sure it just slipped his mind, as he hasn’t been to the tavern in quite some time. Why I dare say that there’s no one in town with knowledge of your marriage. Honestly, Jon, we could use a bit of warning every now and again.”

      “Marriage.” All eyes turned to the old man at his seat at the head of the table. He sat quietly observing Jon with an upraised brow.

      “Yes,” confirmed Ana. “Can you believe that Jon neglected to mention our betrothal to anyone?”

      “Nay,” said the old man. “Such oversight is very unlike you, my son.”

      “Quite rude,” agreed Ham, “And a far more important matter is that of family.”

      “What are you on about?” Rom asked.

      “I’m glad you asked.” Ham turned to Ana. “Tell me miss, do you have any sisters?”

      “That’s enough,” said the old man. “Ham fill the bowls. Rom, the bread.”

      Ana and Jon joined the old man at the table while the guests finished serving without question. As was often the case, people did not question the old man, and seldom gave pause to his commands. The old man shared a look with Ana before they turned to Jon in unison. He shrugged. Ham ladled stew into everyone’s bowl and Rom took his time carving the bread. They waited for the soldiers to sit before they started to eat.

      For a while, none spoke as they gorged on stewed rabbit and hot bread. The guests ate without fanfare, but they spilled nothing and naught was wasted. There was plenty to eat, but at the rate they finished their first and second bowl, Jon harbored a small fear they would run out. Eventually they slowed, dipping bits of bread into remnants of stew.

      “Drop of brandy?” asked the old man. Before they answered he got up and gathered the old bottle from the cupboard.

      “Sorry, sir,” began Rom, “but we really should be going.”

      “Nonsense,” said Ham to Rom’s great displeasure. “We would be honored, sir.” Ham shook off Rom’s added look. “Don’t be rude; have a drink.”

      The old man poured their glasses, and one for himself, Ana, and Jon.

      “So,” Rom started. “How did you two meet?”

      Ah shit, thought Jon. “Well—”

      “I was born,” Ana interrupted, “very much north of here. Jon and his father were there on an…expedition of sorts.”

      “Seeking trade with the Roamers,” chimed the old man, “if I recall correctly.” He sipped his brandy and Jon suspected he might very nearly be enjoying himself.

      “My father was one of the wealthier, and I the youngest of quite a few,” Ana said whimsically while twirling the brandy between her fingers. All sense of her previous anxiety evaporated as she wove the tale from thin air.

      Ham gasped. “There are more of you…”

      “Oh yes, my sisters are quite the capricious lot. Should they ever come to town, I’ll be sure to provide an introduction. The ones still unclaimed, of course.”

      Rom replied, “I am very much interested in this word…capricious.”

      “If it means what I think it means, then when can they get here and how long will it take to get a message to them?” Ham added.

      Ana laughed. It was so melodious that all the young men at the table, Jon included, smiled inward and out. “At any rate, Noah was speaking with my father when Jon here decided he would explore our house.”

      “Do not the Roamers live on those big ass carriages that take two teams to pull?” Rom asked.

      “Her father’s carriage was very nearly the size of this house,” added the old man.

      “And he stumbled upon me in the bath.” Ana smiled over her glass. He had not realized it, but Jon had leaned forward on his arms with Ham and Rom at the revealing of this little detail. I suddenly wish this had been an actual occurrence, he thought.

      She continued, “After a great deal of embarrassment and some hurried displays of chivalry, he actually asked me out for a ride.”

      “I did?” Jon barely whispered before clearing his throat. “I did. And what a ride that was.”

      Rom started, “You actually said yes? After he unabashedly stumbled upon you…naked?”

      “I must admit that such a thing has yet to happen to me when I stumble into the baths,” Ham muttered.

      “Aye, he’s got the switch marks to prove it,” Rom confirmed.

      She shrugged. “What can I say? I liked the way he…looked at me. Afterwards we rode to a field of flowers and…well here we are.” She shared a teasing smile just for Jon, and he felt his cheeks grow hot. He and the other young men grew silent as they contemplated the depths of hidden meaning in her grin.

      The old man barked a laugh. “Her father was less than pleased, but the promise of their first born seemed enough to ease his pain.”

      The shock of their faces drew a great laugh from Ana.

      “Wait…” managed Rom. “What?”

      “H-how much of that was true?” exclaimed Ham woefully. “Someone tell me some of that was true!”

      Jon leaned back in his seat and rubbed his face to hide the redness. Their laughter sent a pleased rumble through the house. They quieted down, sipping the last of their brandies, and settled into a contented silence.

      The old man finally spoke. “What news from the town? What of this new commander?” he asked. Jon relaxed in his chair as the soldiers perked up. Ana looked across the table at Jon, satisfied. He hung his head, embarrassed.

      Ham grimaced and admired the remaining contents of his glass. “Some old dog from back in the Expansion. Usually you’d think an outpost like this would be like being put out to pasture, but this one’s different.”

      “Aye,” agreed Rom, “Commander Isend didn’t care for it much, neither. Out of the blue, it came.”

      “What is different?” the old man asked.

      “He’s got everyone up in arms,” Rom answered. “Increasing patrols, shining boots, routine inspections, more time in the fields.”

      “Sword arm actually starting to get sore,” said Ham.

      “Poor bastards,” said Jon. “Might actually have to work now.”

      “Laugh all you want,” said Ham. “But this one’s got a stick up his ass the size of the Emperor’s cock…which I’m sure is very large. Even got the goddamn Maddogs going around looking for some…war criminal was it?”

      “Which,” said Rom, “I must reiterate, is why I argue so forcefully for getting on. Bastard’s like to be standing there and marking the dial every time a patrol comes in.”

      “That’s a load of shit.”

      “If we end up spit shining latrines for the sake of a drop of brandy, I swear by all the gods I’ll fuck your mother.”

      Ham spat out his drink. “What the fu…?! A little unnecessary, don’t you think?”

      “What is his name?” the old man asked. “This commander?”

      Ham took a moment to detract his attention from Rom. “Emersin, I think it was. He was a general at one point. That’s what they say anyway.”
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      They shook hands and said their goodbyes. As Ham prepped his horse, Rom pulled Jon to the side. “In all seriousness, Jon, they are looking for someone,” Rom said quietly. The sounds of Ana and the old man cleaning the table the only thing filling the air between them. “Someone new to town.” Rom gestured back to the house.

      Jon shifted uncomfortably. “You think it’s her?”

      Rom shrugged. “War criminal or not, she’s the only new face I’ve seen. If what you’ve told me is true, I don’t see how it could be her.”

      “Rom,” said Jon, “everything’s fine. She’s from the north. We just haven’t made anything official yet. I’m sure we’ll clear it up with the garrison when we make it to town.”

      Rom hesitated before he nodded. The door opened for the old man and the woman. Jon took Rom’s arm in farewell. Jon and the old man watched the soldiers, and their horses chase the remaining sunlight toward the King’s road. The pair waved fondly but their expressions were grim indeed. When Ham and Rom were out of sight Jon shook his head and huffed. The old man looked to him with somber eyes.

      “Something funny?” the old man asked.

      Jon replied, “That spirit, the one of the forest.”

      The old man scoffed. “What of it?”

      “He said something about the wolves circling. Among other things. Perhaps he does know something.”

      “That meddling ghost should mind its business.”

      Jon nodded in agreement, though he knew it was unconvincing.

      “But,” the old man continued, “it’s not wrong.”

      “It’s hardly coincidence,” said Jon. “Emersin, here, weeks after she arrives and leagues away from the capital. Why send him, though? Why make a human do the dirty work?”

      “Anu can only extend its arm so far. They must use others as their eyes,” the old man answered.

      “What do we do?” Ana’s voice spoke quietly behind them, sheathed in the shadow of the doorframe, holding her arms against an unfelt cold.

      “We need tread carefully,” the old man gestured to the dust trails in the distance, “Those boys will spread rumors faster than a wildfire. Rumors that we will not be able to deny.” He looked at Jon. “Your ploy may very well be our salvation or damnation depending on how well we play our hand. But shaking the general’s suspicion will require more…elaboration.”

      Ana took in a breath. “And…what does that mean?”

      “He means we’ll have to sell the deception,” Jon answered. “I have to wonder though, how did he even know to come here?”

      “He is not alone,” Ana answered. “I’ve heard his name in…places I was not supposed to be. Something rides him and has before, as well.”

      “Yes,” the old man replied. “It was the same at Nathera’s burning.”

      Jon felt Ana’s curiosity. “How would you know this?” she asked.

      The old man did not answer. Jon sighed. “Because we were there. I’m Natheran.”

      Ana turned slowly to him. She pointed a finger. “I knew it!”
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      The war in Anu raged.

      Explosions of thunder and fire ravaged the Endless Plain, once fertile and green, now a torn and burning battlefield. The Coalition forces were split in the North, East, and Westguard, a combination of Lords, Ladies, and the willing, human souls electing to take part in the war for Anu. The Westguard had dwindled to nothing, and still the Angels bore upon the stragglers, their great beams of terrible light obliterating hopes of both advance and retreat. The Northguard charged the Holy Legion middle ranks with great warbeasts, horned and ancient, even as Angels continued to fly forth from the city’s gates in never ending numbers. The Eastguard held, just barely, against the horde of willing as they threw themselves before the mercy of gods and artillery. Fire blossomed in the crowded sky, throwing the bodies of gods and warriors alike to the ground in a bloody rain. The body on Arienaethin’s back grew heavier as she flew through the debris of war. Below her, concussions of power raked the front lines and beyond, flinging the Willing to eternal death and breaching the best laid defenses. Leisha, Lady of Thunder, unleashed another round of lightning, shattering Coalition war machines sending them burning back to the ground. Arienaethin flew under the cover of one such fiery hulk, deftly dodging the heavy fire of gods and falling machines. On her back, Arienaethin carried Maerko’s still breathing body, whose breath was now coming in ragged gasps.

      “Hold on Maerko!” Arienathin shouted. Almost there. The lines of Arthen’s artillery lumbered forward, their outlines lit by their continuous explosions of gunpowder, ravaging both land and sky. She moved around the dying airship—its crew and complement most certainly dead and destroyed as it plummeted to the ground—and into what should have been friendly sky. Holy fire followed her and tore through her escape route. She weaved and dived, willing the current into more than it could offer as lines of light cracked and lit the air on fire. Come on!

      In the end, there were too many. The Angels behind her did not fear the assault from below and flew without caution into the concussive blasts from the artillery line. Many perished, but as Arienaethin was to discover, even a few could cut hard. Angel fire ripped into her side, sending her into a limping spiral. Maerko fell from her shoulders, and she hit with a force that tortured the ground. She stood, dazed, but quickly noted the body a distance from her. She ran as the crash of Angels dropped upon her, their eyes of light finding her quickly and throwing beams of power into her path. She turned as she reached out her hand, calling forth Galeblade, the shaft of the spear alighting her palm. She heaved the spear at the nearest armored body, its tip punching through the Angel’s torso, the light of its armor and eyes flickering before fading entirely.

      “MAERKO! Wake up!” Arienaethin ran the last few meters to the still body, noting the ethereal blood streaming from multiple cuts. She reached out her hand again and Galeblade returned to her in time to deflect another blast of power. Two Angels landed to either side of her, their eyes lighting in fury.

      “MAERKO!”
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      A gentle pat on her shoulder and she woke violently, sitting bolt upright amidst disorderly sheets. The shadow of a man skittered from her vision with a small yelp and the sound of a door closing quickly. She eyed the door in confusion before it dawned on her that she was naked. The small laugh that left her lips banished the worst of the nightmare.

      “It’s nothing you’ve not seen before. Besides, I think we’re married now,” she said joylessly. She hurled the sheets from the bed and lazily stretched before getting up to don her clothes, attempting to shake the dream from her thoughts. The farmer’s garb was starting to wear on her, and she began to wonder if humans ever wore anything else.

      “Yeah. I…uh, I wanted to apologize for last night,” he answered through the door. “We probably should have discussed the plan first.”

      She half smiled at that, though she would not let him see it. She shrugged on the shirt and struggled with the pants, tightening the belt through the new notches Jon had made. Both belt and the shoes they had provided had been his when he had been younger and fit well enough.

      “So,” she said. “The old man is making you apologize?”

      “He mentioned I might have been a little rash.”

      She laughed softly. “In older times I might have flayed your skin for such a slight.”

      There was a moment of silence. “Really?”

      She thought. “I don’t know, I’ve never actually done it. Then again, before recently I’d never been caged and forced to marry.”

      “Well now hold on, we’re not actually married. And you can technically leave anytime you want.”

      She took her jacket from the floor and dusted it off before remembering which way the buttons faced. She opened the door and found him leaning against the wall. “I wasn’t talking about you.”

      He cocked his head in confusion. “What do you mea—”

      “No,” she interrupted. “The less you know the better.”

      “Shouldn’t I be the judge of that?”

      “It’s not your secret to keep. You and the old man have shown me kindness, for which I am grateful, but that does not entitle you to all my secrets.”

      He lowered his eyes then nodded glumly. “Fair enough.”

      “Oh, and by the way. I’m not going to sleep with you, o husband of mine.” It had the effect she intended, drawing a bright and startled laugh from her false spouse. She graced him with a smile.

      “After today, you’re probably right.” He turned and headed to the stairs.

      “Why?” she asked, “What are we doing today?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough. Now come on, we’ve got stock to feed.”
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      She held to the saddle’s horn as though it the only line to life she had. The horse under her legs moved from side to side without provocation, and she pitched forward in the attempt to keep her balance. The reins had made a spider’s web around her wrists and tightly clenched fists, and the horse jerked its head to and fro, begging for some leave.

      “Gods woman, grip with your thighs, and let go of the damn reins for a moment,” Jon said from his stump. The look on Jon’s face told her he was trying desperately not to laugh. It infuriated her.

      “You get mad, the horse gets mad, so leave off!” He called.

      “Lamen take you!”

      “Very mature. I’m telling you just drop the reins and he’ll stop.” She dropped the reins in exhaustion and exaggerated anger, but the horse did, in fact, stop moving. She sat still in the saddle, afraid the slightest movement would send the animal into a frenzy, and enjoyed for a moment the marvel of staying upright.

      “See? You can do it,” said the boy.

      She nearly retorted but the horse shook its mane. She took it as a sign to stay silent. The boy strode to her and calmly took the reins. He melded them into his fingers and gestured toward her. “Hold them like this; not so loose as to lose control, not so tight as to piss him off.” He casually handed them to her, and she attempted to mimic his grip. He reached up and gently took her hand to correct her. His callused palms rasped against her unblemished skin, and she eyed him coolly. The horse stomped a hoof, and the boy met her glare for glare.

      “He can feel your tension,” he said. “Just relax.” She breathed noisily through her nostrils. She despised being told to relax or calm down, but she decided his knowledge might be superior to hers in this matter. She shook her shoulders free, unknotting her tightened muscles, and made minute changes to more comfortably fit her rear in the saddle. The horse seemed to take this without notice. She held the reins firmly, careful not to jerk or make any sudden movements. She looked to the boy with expectation.

      “Heels down,” he suggested. “And tell him to walk.”

      She said nothing but could not keep the annoyance from her face. She decided she would take her time—no need to be hasty—and squeezed her thighs gently, careful not to knee the horse’s ribs. She let out a breath as calmly as she could and told the horse to walk.

      The horse did not move.

      She sat still as stone as she waited, only to have the horse turn its head and flutter his lips in her direction. Her anger rose like a storm.

      “Don’t get angry—” Jon started to say.

      But she was tiring quickly of men and flippant horses. “I told you to walk!” She kicked the horse as hard as she could muster from such an awkward angle. The horse cried out and leapt into the air. She barely had time to get a decent grip in the saddle as the horse bolted at Jon.

      His surprised face would have made her laugh were she not terrified. The horse hurtled toward the fields, and she soon lost sight of anything not immediately in front of her. They passed the storage shed and house in short order, crashing into the fields with the finesse of a wild boar under the lance. Jon’s shouts were lost as the wind rushed past her ears, and the horse’s hooves thundered against the ground. The shorn wheat stems whipped at her legs, pain that would have been minor had there not been quite so many of them. She ground her teeth and leaned into the horse’s neck, bringing her butt out of the saddle. Her balance immediately improved, but it seemed to encourage the horse to go faster. For a long time, she could not take her eyes off the dirt passing hastily below. With her rear in the air and balance redressed she realized that she could move without falling. She looked up, taking her face from the horse’s mane and the earth beneath them to admire the world passing by.

      White towers of clouds lazily floated in a blue sky, casting shadows on far off fields and mountains alike. Forests in autumn colors bordered fields of rolling hills, both cultured and wild. A lone river lolled in the distance, snaking its way in and out of the forest, occasionally cutting a path through the valley. Flocks of birds sang and danced in keeping with the beat of the hooves. Men, women, and children dotted the fields, working the rows with wooden tools and guiding machines drug by mules. At the horse’s speed, Ana thought they would reach the white capped mountains before the sun set. The Wind rode next to her and smiled.

      Almost there, it laughed.

      Ana found herself smiling back. It will do.

      She stood up in her stirrups and leaned over the horse’s neck. “How fast can you take me?”

      She could have sworn she heard the horse give throaty laughter at her challenge before he lowered his head and charged. They rounded the top of a hill, and Ana had but a moment to take in the valley, patches of woodland and farms surrounding a clump of buildings in the distance. They descended at a speed that took her breath away and made her stomach leap to her heart. She laughed as they crossed fields, jumped creeks, and invaded forests. Small animals scampered at their sudden appearance, and a woman had to pull a child from harm’s way. Ana’s shouted apology went unheard as the horse whisked her away. They hurdled fences and roads and logs and ditches and all the while the Wind laughed. She was enjoying herself so much that when the horse suddenly stopped, she flew head over heels out of the saddle and landed on her ass in a patch of tall grass.

      Her breath was so thoroughly taken from her that she could only look at the equine with an expression of utter betrayal. The horse, who seemed enamored with his newfound stockpile of snacks, paused from his grazing to grant her a noncommittal, apologetic shrug. Too winded to hurl insults, she simply fell onto her back and stared at the sky. A small bird circled her figure and tweeted something humorous. She smiled and started to laugh.

      What fun, said the Wind.

      Aye, she replied.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The old man came upon the boy at the southern tip of the back quarter; standing on a hill and shielding his eyes, “Teaching her to ride?”

      “Aye.”

      The old man grunted. The fields extended for miles well into the horizon, with no sign of horse or woman. “You have tracks?”

      “Aye.”

      “Which way did they go?”

      The boy pointed south across the hills. “I was hoping Irving would bring her home by now,” he said.

      The old man nodded, then paused. “You put her on Irving?”

      The boy shrugged. “He seemed in a fine mood this morning.”

      “Huh.” The old man started back for the house. “Might want to try Isca tomorrow.”

      “Thought their tempers might clash.”

      The old man laughed.
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      General Ivan Emersin walked along the edge of the crater nearly a league away from the town. The trees had been blown backward and blackened, and with summer gone no greenery had made its way back into the area. Just a couple thousand fallen leaves that had been blown from elsewhere. Captain Tao Magrin walked with him; his trackers had fanned out into the surrounding woods looking for any sign of the woman’s passing. In the center of the crater, the Ambassador examined a vaguely human shaped scorch mark.

      “Whelp,” said the Ambassador, “she definitely fell right here.”

      Both the captain and general gave identical groans. Emersin looked at the Magrin, “Anything more substantial?”

      Captain Magrin waved to one of the trackers who made his way over. “Solas, anything?”

      The tracker, Solas, stood from where he had been admiring tracks and answered, “Lots of tracks, sir. Deer, rabbit, cat, what have you. If she landed when you say she did then we’ll not find anything worthwhile unless they’ve had no rain, which judging from the state of things seems unlikely. Errol’s Fortune is the closest town, and the next closest is leagues away.”

      “Oh, she’s definitely here,” said the Ambassador as he climbed from the crater.

      “You’re sure of that?” Emersin asked.

      “Call it a feeling.”

      Magrin rolled his eyes. “That’s not much to go on.”

      “But,” the Ambassador held up a finger, “it’s not nothing to go on.”

      Captain Tao Magrin was a man who dealt in absolutes and details. His belief in the gods had been minimal at best, but looking at him now, the disbelief in his eyes and the last hours’ worth of desperate inquires to disprove the supernatural, led Emersin to believe the captain’s faith shaken. “You all right?” Emersin asked.

      The captain growled. “People don’t fall from the sky.”

      Emersin gestured at the crater in response. “Something did. Back to town. We’ll start interviews and have the outlying farms inspected. She’ll need food, water, shelter.”

      “If she’s human,” the captain admitted quietly. “And if she fled after securing basic needs, she’ll have weeks of a head start.”

      “Then we had better pray she did not flee.”
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      “Lost, miss?”

      Ana turned to the wary voice and sat up immediately. An old farmer regarded her as he leaned on a hoe and chewed languidly on a thin shoot. He wore much the same garb as the boy and the old man: short sleeves and rugged pants with a broad brimmed hat perched on his head. His eyes widened when she stood and, for a moment, he stopped chewing.

      “Yes,” she replied. “Apparently. Uh, my…husband, was just teaching me to ride.”

      The old man considered her, and spit. “Got some work to do then.”

      She turned up her nose as his spittle watered the ground but caught herself from bringing attention to it. Perhaps it was his manner, or that she had spent too long in the company of Jon and Noah, but she did not take it as an insult, or rather, she knew she should not.

      “Yes,” she said, “I, um, I don’t suppose you know where my horse is?”

      The farmer nodded and gestured behind her. She turned and found the stallion grazing heartily not far from where he had dropped her.

      “Wasn’t aware the boy had taken a wife,” said the man. She turned to him with a silent question. “Irving,” he nodded to the horse. “Noah’s stallion.”

      “Yes, Jon is my husband.”

      “Huh.”

      She straightened her back. “Do you have something you wish to ask me, sir?”

      Her tone caused him to grip his hoe a little tighter. “Don’t see a band.”

      “It was a rushed wedding.”

      “Don’t sound like you from these parts.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You running?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      He dropped the stem from his mouth and bent to pick a new one. “Me daughter had that same look, once. Didn’t much like the farm. Thought elsewhere might be better.”

      “I’m not…running.”

      The old man nodded. “Aye. So you hain’t no horse thief either?”

      “No.” She was starting to get angry, and the air was building, rustling the fields around them. She started to the man, “I do not care much for your tone, old man.”

      The farmer stood his ground and met her hard eyes. “That all true, Jon?” She whirled and found her supposed husband leaning on a tree behind her, the other horse, Isca, a step behind him. He smiled. She attempted to filter some relief through her anger, and felt her face contort to varying degrees.

      “Aye, Nort. She’s no horse thief.”

      “And your wife?”

      “Aye, love of my life,” Jon answered.

      Nort pursed his lips. “Huh, when that happen?”

      “Recently.”

      “Women’s Council won’t like that.”

      “We didn’t ask their permission.”

      “Imagine that’s what they won’t like.”

      Jon sighed and shrugged. “We’ll deal with that in time, I reckon. It was a…spur of the moment kind of thing.”

      The farmer thought. “Pregnant?”

      Ana started. “What? Why in Evanna would that be relevant?”

      “No, Nort,” Jon interrupted. “She’s not pregnant.”

      Nort snorted, clearly disbelieving them. “Fair enough.” He tipped his hat to her with a “Ma’am,” and walked backed to his fields.

      She stormed to Jon’s tree. “I had everything handled!”

      “Oh, aye.” His gaze roamed the field. “Regular storm brewing, I see. Is this how we’re going to solve all of our issues?”

      She glared, then walked away from him toward the horse. She reached Irving and took his reins.

      “Come on, don’t be angry. I just recued you, didn’t I?” he called after her.

      “I didn’t need recuing! And what was all that about a Women’s Council?” She pulled at the horse’s head, but he refused to leave his afternoon meal. “Come on!”

      “Ana—”

      “That’s not my name!”

      “All right, fine!” He visibly struggled to call her something else. “Goddess of…the Wind. Marriage approval goes through the Women’s Council. It’s a…check and balance kind of thing to make sure two people aren’t making a stupid decision.”

      She pulled angrily at the obstinate horse to no avail. “Oh, and these women know better than everyone, eh?”

      “They certainly think they do. Unfortunately for us, they’re right more often than not. Look, he really doesn’t like that.” Jon came over and gently took the reins from her, bearing her glare. “He’s big and imposing but truly he’s a sensitive soul and likes to be charmed.” He gave a gentle pull and a quiet command. The horse rose swiftly and stood still. He guided the horse away from his treasure trove. She let out an exasperated breath as she cursed the horse. She vowed a grumpy silence before following.

      Jon brushed the grass from the horse with the palm of his hand and adjusted the girth under the saddle. “And don’t act like you aren’t happy to see me.”

      She was certainly not happy to see him, and she would never admit that his intervention had been most timely. He offered his hand for a leg up, and she took it without complaint. She hoisted herself into the saddle and waited for him to hand her the reins.

      “Gently,” he said. “Just grip with your thighs and tell him to walk. Let your body roll with the rhythm of his.” She thought very little of his instruction, and her expression must have said so. He left her the reins and clicked to Isca, who quickly followed. Ana swayed uneasily until she remembered to lower her heels and grip with her thighs. She braced herself.

      “Walk,” she said confidently. Irving walked. She marveled and breathed a sigh of relief.

      Jon gracefully mounted Isca and rode up beside her. “You seemed to be enjoying yourself. Before I lost sight of you, that is,” he said. She did not answer, and he continued, “Trick with a horse, when he gets away from you, is to pull his head sharply to one side. Can’t run if he can’t see where he’s going. I would say you did well, however, keeping your seat and such.”

      She rolled her eyes at the compliment but felt her face flush. They walked a way, and her anger bled out. She distracted herself by admiring the patches of forest they crossed and found herself listening to the birdsongs above them. The sound of the leaves shaking free of their purchases and falling hushed her thoughts, and the swaying horse eased her body. Before long, her anger faded and she was at peace, of a sort.

      “Anyway,” Jon was saying, “we may as well try Isca tomorrow. Irving can be a little shit if he puts his head to it.”

      “No,” she betrayed herself by speaking. “No. I…Irving is fine.” The horse seemed to grunt agreement. She was starting to wonder just how well horses understood man-tongue.

      “If the two of you say so,” Jon said. “What is your name, if I may ask?”

      She smiled wryly at his ignorance. There had been a time when the names of all the gods were common knowledge, but time had permitted humans to forget, or…perhaps it had been inattention.

      “Aerienaethin.”

      The boy grunted. “You sure I can’t just call you Ana?”

      The woman scoffed, “You’re making fun of a name as old as the worlds?”

      “Fun? No, I’d just like to know what to call you. If I go around calling you princess or spouting a name in the High Speech people might think me mad, or, worse yet, a proper husband.”

      She sighed through a tightly concealed smirk. “Ana will do.”

      “As you wish,” he replied.

      “I’m not royalty. You needn’t treat me as such.”

      “Pardon?”

      “I’m not royalty. I never was.”

      Jon turned in his saddle to look at her. “You mean you don’t have a palace in Anu, or a throne next to the Creator’s? Where will we retire when we grow old?”

      “I am the Wind, and of the sky. I have never needed nor desired such things. Sorry to disrupt your plans.”

      He laughed, deep and nearly musical. It made her smile, though only briefly.

      “Never really planned on growing old anyway,” Jon added.

      “And why’s that? All men grow old.”

      Jon was silent for a moment, and his smile faded. He turned from her and resumed leading the horse. “I suppose that’s true, of most men.”

      “You plan on dying young then?”

      “Maybe not. I don’t know. Growing old, having a family…nice notions. Just not mine.”

      She could not think of a response and rode in silence. She admired her pretend husband’s posture for a moment, the graceful way he sat astride Isca with perfect balance. She noticed that he did not breathe, or perhaps only imperceptibly, the air around him was barely disturbed by his presence.

      They crossed the patch of forest and came to the edge of a field of harvested wheat, strolling through so informally that she thought it must belong to Jon and the old man. The crops danced at the Wind’s beck, and she enjoyed the warm sun on her skin as it moved closer to the shadowed mountaintops. The day had passed quickly, and she had not even noticed. For just a moment, she had not been thinking of the heavens. Of her home in Anu. For once, her despair had waned. She closed her eyes and smiled into the golden sunlight.

      “Not so bad, you think?” He was looking at her, with his lips on the edge of a grin. Not as a patron did a god or a father a child, but as a man did a woman.

      “No, perhaps not,” she answered.
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          A Dance

        

      

    

    
      The Maddog captain, Tao Magrin, walked with a group of veterans through homes, making interviews and posing questions in the late afternoon. Shadows cast from the western sun brought in cooler air as the townsfolk closed their shops. Street sweepers brushed and gathered the autumn leaves and the day’s leavings from the gutters and crevices while most others walked home at a leisurely pace. From their perch along the garrison wall, Ham and Rom looked on with suspicion, not at the townsfolk, but the Maddogs themselves. Or Rom did. Ham seemed to have lost interest in the goings on of the newcomers days ago, resigning himself to blissful ignorance.

      “They’re looking for a woman,” said Rom under his breath.

      “Wha’?” Ham’s response was midway between bites of an apple.

      Rom looked at him. “And a newcomer.”

      Ham swallowed his bite. “Jon’s on the level. You’re worried ‘bout nothing.”

      “Aye, but is she?”

      “Come on, Rom.”

      “I’m serious—”

      “So am I! You’re driving yourself mad drawing conclusions. Just because she’s a roamer doesn’t mean she’s suddenly some imperial fugitive.” The argument was as old as they day they met Ana, but Rom was growing more uneasy.

      “I’m not saying she is or isn’t, I’m merely noting some glaring coincidences.”

      Ham spit an apple seed. “Well, quit. What are you going to do about it anyway? Tell the fucking Maddogs where to find her? And what if she is, in fact, legitimately Jon’s wife? What then? Fucking embarrassing is what it would be.”

      “I wasn’t going to tell them,” Rom retorted. “But…it’s a only matter of time before someone comes along asking questions.”
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      The old man piled the last of the day’s harvest in the shed and paused to stretch his back. Nort had offered to purchase a quarter of their fields a few years back, and the old man was seriously considering letting him have the whole damn thing. Hell, now that the girl is here, we all may be very dead soon anyway. Wrapped, packed and ready for market, the last of the fields’ harvest filled the shed nearly full to bursting, and with luck they would be able sell most to the magistrate at the local garrison. Border towns such as Errol’s Fortune had limited options for selling large amounts of produce, but the army appreciated excess and had the money to pay. The old man closed the shed and took a moment to gaze out at the gently rolling hills, now cut and relaxing from a year’s hard work. Dax trotted up and looked at him expectantly. The old man took a seat on the dry grass gave the dog a scratch behind his ear. Together they watched the slow passing of the day. The old man dug around for his pipe. Untethered clouds passed through the warming rays of sunlight, casting formless shadows over the shorn fields. What leaves still clung to the shedding trees rattled softly in the autumn breeze.

      “I will miss this place,” the old man said quietly.

      Dax followed the Noah’s gaze and sighed, “It is a good place.” Dax turned and gave the old man a look. “You are in a good place.”

      Noah grunted and lit his pipe, “I won’t be able to stay.”

      Dax sniffed. “Why?”

      He sighed. “Because, I’m not supposed to be here.”

      “What does that matter?”

      The old man shook his head. Dogs. Loyal to the end, but they could be rather pointed. Black and white. Dax was getting older; another year or so and the knee of his that kept hitching would give out completely, but he had the spirit of a younger pup. The old man did not enjoy the thought of his friend getting on in years, but here, on these empty fields, he found himself immensely grateful for the companionship.

      “Where are the mates?” the dog asked.

      The old man grunted again. “The market. They’re not mates.”

      Dax sniffed again. “Smell like mates.” Noah rolled his eyes. She’s not been here long enough for any of that…ah, Lamen. He felt the whiff of air on his backside that let him know he was being watched. The old man frowned and turned his head.

      “This your doing?” he asked. The meddling spirit in question wandered into his peripheral vision, bare feet and umber brown skin, a full white beard brimming with authority and leaves. Dax regarded the spirit for only a moment before turning back to the fields.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” said the spirit in a deep baritone.

      The old man shook his head and puffed his pipe. “Yes, you do.”

      “Seems to me like it was good fortune they met.”

      “Good fortune,” the Noah scoffed. “You play a dangerous game. Forcing those two together will have greater ramifications that any of us can comprehend. And it will bring Lamen on us all.”

      “I know better than most that you can force nothing,” said the spirit. “But I would not deny them some happiness, Wanderer. It may be that there is little left to find.”

      “That was not a denial.”

      “I may have plucked a string or two.”

      Noah looked at the dark-skinned spirit, his smug expression grinning at the hills below. String or two. “You, my friend, could stand to take your companion’s advice,” the old spirit said. He turned and looked at the old man and smiled with perfect teeth. “You are in a good place. Perhaps you should enjoy it.”

      The old man grumbled and chewed his pipe. “And you should stop meddling. ‘Plucking strings.’”

      “Are you so bitter, old friend? Everything that has happened and happens now may very well be what was fated all along.”

      The old man puffed his pipe. He felt the spirit leave, no doubt celebrating that he had had the last word. He heard Dax offer a soft chuckle.

      “Told you. They smell like mates.”
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      The horses led them at a leisurely pace, and Jon did not prod them. Ana sat her saddle uneasily, the art of riding still new, and her untrained thighs chafed against the worn leather. The town of Errol’s Fortune lay before her in the barest valley guarded by rolling hills. According to Jon, the town was little more than the market and the garrison, a watering well for farmers and soldiers alike, here on the fringes of the world’s mightiest empire. Small homes dotted the outskirts of the town, housing only the local shop owners and officers.

      The old man insisted that they needed supplies: wax for candle making, tools for sharpening scythes, and fresh cooking utensils. Jon argued that they needed none of these things, and the market served only as a stage at which they could keep up the appearance of farmers. At this, Ana wondered what Jon was afraid the townsfolk would uncover. To her, her hosts were farmers, and apart from the swords by the fireplace, there was nothing, other than her own knowledge, to dispute their claim. She brushed a lock from her forehead and twirled it around her finger; her deep golden hair had grown into a short wave that promised long curls. She’d become so used to the air on her scalp that the strands slipping from her hand felt nearly foreign. She looked to Jon as he conversed with a couple on a wagon. He seemed to know everyone on the road and off, proving to be an expert at polite conversation. She noted that he had not brought his sword and was armed with only the knife at his belt.

      The King’s Road itself became more populated the closer they grew to town. Men with horses and carts laden with goods and produce languidly walked in single file, dragging cartwheels through weathered ruts. Men chewed or smoked their tobacco, and boys sucked their straws as they learned to drive the wagons. Younger children played and ran, dodging cartwheels and horse’s hooves deftly and not caring for on-coming traffic. Soldiers in polished armor rode lightly fitted horses with spears racked across their saddles. All were smiling, and the only unkind words were those shouted in jest.

      The town harbored no gates, and the entrance was home to a single guard post. The town itself boasted modest homes packed closely together, squat and wide with red tiled roofs and walls of yellow stone. Most doors and windows were open, and long lines of drying clothing harvested sunlight in narrow alleys. Men and women shouted over each other, waving different wares to the passersby and promising low prices. The line of farmers drew their carts and mules to the side of the market to unload their product, while others, having arrived earlier, secured new goods for the journey home. Up the hill, soldiers patrolled the tops of the garrison walls casting watchful eyes over the crowded market. Jon nodded for her to follow and put Isca into a trot around the heaviest of traffic. There were more men at the guard post, wearing different uniforms than those patrolling on horseback. They searched carts and looked over ledgers while asking questions to all seeking passage through the gates. Via some experience as a thief or magician, Jon led her and the horses through the post without interruption. Her heart nearly leapt from her chest in several instances where a soldier would turn her way, but each time something happened, Jon was either next to her smiling and waving, or a carriage would happen to roll around, blocking her from sight. A few minutes of dodging and weaving in plain sight and they were well into the town, making their way to the market.

      “This way,” Jon told her. The rode their horses to past the market to a large building. The sign above the door portrayed some bird being choked by a fist.

      “The Strangled Rooster?” she read. The word ‘cock’ had been scratched out though still clearly visible.

      “Aye. Original owner had a sense of humor. They’ve attempted to make it more family friendly over the years.”

      “So, they named it The Strangled Rooster?”

      “Cheaper than buying a new sign,” he said as they dismounted. They led their horses around the back where a girl waited by the stable. Several horses already made their bay behind stall doors, and the girl was doing his best to spit shine weathered tack.

      “Mister Jon!” she shouted. She carefully laid the leather pieces on the ground and ran to take Isca’s reins. “Why you ride Isca, eh? Irving no like you anymore? You not feed him enough?”

      “Irving seems to have taken to the lady, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh…aye. And who wouldn’t?” The girl’s eyes widened with something like awe as she took in Ana’s appearance. Despite her love of being worshipped, she felt herself blush.

      “Mind your manners,” Jon took the reins from Ana and handed them to the stable girl. “They don’t need a stall. Just brush them down and tie them out back. No treats.”

      “Come on, Mister Jon. Just a little alfie to keep them happy, maybe a carrot or two.”

      “Just hay, Tin. If I find Master Honren has charged me for another bucket of carrots, it’ll be your hide.” Jon slipped a fat coin into the stable girl’s pocket.

      “Aye, aye,” the girl turned away leading both horses. “I’ll see if I got some extra in the cellar, okay?” Irving was sticking his nose in the boy’s hand as they walked to the back to the stable.

      “Irving’s half a shit because of Tin,” said Jon when they were a few steps from the stable.

      “And the other half?”

      “The old man, and his soft heart.”

      Ana half smiled through a scoff. “Somehow I find that hard to believe.”

      They backtracked their way into the market. Without the horses, their path was more crowded as those gathered pushed and shoved and attempted to mind their business while being a part of everyone else’s. The smells were not unlike the farm, only harsher and more of them. Sweat and animal leavings and dusted crops lingered in the air while old and new piss filtered through the rainwater in the manmade ditches in the side of the road. Men and women yelled from carts and stalls, waving leaves of tobacco, candles, clothing, knives, jewelry, and ceramic pottery. All the while the midday sun beamed merrily upon them, and none seemed to mind. The cool autumn air notwithstanding, Ana’s own clothing began to stick to her flesh as sweat dripped from her back uncomfortably.

      Jon led her here and there, taking her to different vendors that he assured were of quality goods and fair prices. He passed the custodians coin in exchange for candles, wooden and steel parts for a grindstone, and several cooking utensils. He loaded his pack with goods he swore they did not need, but he did it all with a smile and a friendly handshake. She admired the process at first, being the silent third party of every engagement, but as the sun climbed higher, she became bored. Jon spoke with the fletcher, going on about the nature of different arrow heads and shafts, and which could better hold the others weight, and the like. She was not afraid to leave Jon’s side; however, the old man had insisted that it would be in her best interest if she did not. She seriously considered ignoring that advice, if only for a moment. She took a step away from Jon and looked across the crowd, through the sweaty, sun-stained faces to the garrison on the hill. Her eyes adjusted far better to the earthly light over the last few weeks, she had noticed. Her goddess’ eyes had been able to spot a hare from half a mile away when she and Jon hunted, or spot a snake as it hid in a pile of dead corn husks. Now, she stared at the sleepy faces of the men on watch. The sun glared off their plated chests, and their weary eyes could not keep up the pretense of vigilance. She started when one looked directly at her and met her gaze. Yellow eyes sparked from under the rim of his flat helmet, and a wolfish grin curled his lips.

      She nearly screamed when his voice came to her ear, “Lovely day.” He stood behind her now, the Wolf. His long figure walked in view, the illusion of his face faltering to her superior vision. His long nose and blood tarnished fangs broke into a hungry smile.

      She could not move as impenetrable fear overwhelmed her body. Her heart quickened, and she found she could hardly breathe. She managed her hands into fists as she sought to gather the wind but found her grasp fleeting. To fight or to flee, she had not decided.

      Put that away, he growled in the High Speech. You’ve great need to be afraid, but not of me.

      That remains to be seen, she seethed.

      Be calm. I’m on your side, and I’m only here to make sure you stay out of sight from the others.

      Her face betrayed her momentary shock. What others? I thought myself the only one to make it through?

      You were. The others I speak of are not your companions. I speak of the hunters.

      Are you not one?

      No.

      She considered. This new commander then?

      Aye. And more. Some might even be here, in this town. I smell them, but I cannot see them.

      So you’re the one hiding us at the farm?

      Not I, the Wolf chuckled. The old man handles that well enough on his own.

      The old man? she asked. Who—what—is he?

      You’ll have to ask him.

      And what of my companions? Do they remain in Anu?

      Some. But I believe most to be dead.

      Her heart dropped, and her breath caught. Dead?

      The Wolf nodded as he scanned the crowd. Most of the rebellion has been crushed under heel. Those that survived have gone into hiding, as you have, some even venturing to the other worlds. I have heard no word of them.

      She nodded. It had been something she had planned to do herself before it had become more prudent to simply flee in any direction. The Regime ignored the moral road laid down by the Creator and would stop at nothing to remake the worlds in their image. Especially their leader.

      So, she said, are you to be trusted? I seem to recall you wanting no part in the fight.

      He snarled silently. They made this my fight. My reasons are the same as everyone else’s. For now. Trust me or not Lady, I will keep you safe as best I know how. The last remnants of the rebellion would have words with you when the time is right.

      What?

      Aye. They make plans even now of finding a way to Evanna. They must be cautious; His eyes are everywhere.

      Her heart became heavy with sudden worry. She had been blissfully ignorant of the grander scheme during her time here. In a way, the farm was a heaven all on its own. Now, pieces on a game board were being placed ever so carefully, in a game she had forgotten she was still playing. She looked at her false husband, still grinning with the fletcher, and felt a pang of sorrow. The Wolf followed her gaze.

      I wouldn’t worry too much about him.

      She gave the wolf a steady stare. He deserves some happiness. He has only ever known one thing. He barely knows me, and yet he’ll stand in the way of anything that comes.

      I’d worry more about the ones he’s standing against. Natherans: don’t underestimate them.

      They can die like anyone else. Fate saw to that.

      Aye.

      If they find him…

      They won’t. Noah has masked his scent. And yours.

      She shook her head. How?

      Something else you will have to ask Noah himself. We’ve dallied too long, but I promise we will speak more. Enjoy the market. He left her standing at the side of the street scratching her head.

      The waving hand of an old woman caught her eye, and she realized that she had been staring at her stall inadvertently. She shook the Wolf from her thoughts and walked to the old woman out of curiosity and for the act of being polite. The woman held a broad brimmed hat to her.

      “For the sun,” she said. Ana took the hat hesitantly, uncertain of how to proceed but sure that she now owed this woman coin she did not currently have. “Your skin,” the woman continued. “It’s too soft. Wouldn’t hurt to be a bit sun touched but…no need for you to swelter.”

      “Oh,” Ana instinctively ran a hand across her cheek. “Thank you. I don’t have coin.”

      “Take it, as a gift.”

      “Why?”

      The woman laughed. “Your man needs to buy you better clothes, dear.”

      “You know my husband?”

      “Everyone knows everyone, dear, but there’s not anyone who knows you. All we know, of course, is that you arrived with Jon.”

      Ana nodded. “I suppose that makes sense.” She tried on the hat. It fit nicely over what little hair she had, and she felt immediate relief as the shade cooled her face.

      “I ought to teach that boy a lesson,” the woman said. “Dressing you in a boy’s garb, not telling anyone he was getting married, then waiting this long to take you into town! What? Is he ashamed? If I had had half a mind that he was open to it, I’d have had me daughter set on him years ago. Alas, she’s run off with an idiot who doesn’t know the plow from a mule’s ass.”

      Ana laughed. “I suppose…I’m glad you didn’t?”

      “Oh aye, lucky for you, but what about me? Here.” The woman started to pull different fabrics from her cart. “Let’s get you something a little cooler. Men’s clothes, bah! Chafe you like a whore on the carpet.”

      “Oh, uh, all right, but I really don’t have any coin on me.”

      “Nonsense lass, I’ll get the money from Jon when next I see him. Now, let’s see what we can do.”
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      She was wearing a dress. Jon stopped in the middle of the market, much to the surprise of the people around him, and stared. Tight at the waist, loose around the legs, stopping just below the knee. Simple, off-white, but gorgeous against her complexion. Jon did not know much about fashion, as this town of farmers and soldiers rarely required anything other than shirt and trousers, and sometimes not even that, but he did know he suddenly felt ashamed for offering nothing other than boy’s clothing the last few months. He groaned when he saw it was Evie dressing her and having a time of it. That hag was the queen of the town gossip court, not to mention a prominent member of the Women’s Council. Married to a guard captain, as it was, placed her as near nobility. Sure, she was nice enough, but give her a thread and she was like to take the quilt.

      Evie gave Ana another hat, this one matching the dress, and Ana smiled as she tried it on. Not at the hat, no—she was smiling at him. He blinked out of his reverie and walked to the women, careful to not to let his eyes linger.

      He stopped halfway across the street when he felt Rom and Ham walk up to either side of him, both sharing his view. Apparently on patrol, the two of them nearly looked like soldiers; their hair shorn and their scruff shaven. Even in the cool autumn air, both were clearly sweltering as the sun baked their armor.

      “When do we get to meet her sisters?” Rom asked.

      Jon grunted.

      “I hear they have really large families out there in the north,” said Ham. “We could invite and take them for a nice frolic around the town.”

      “A frolic?” Rom asked.

      “Yeah, I hear they love frolicking.”

      Jon nearly laughed. “And where did you hear that?”

      “Oh, I’ve my ways. Always keeping my ear to the ground with regards to beautiful women.”

      “I’m not sure that’s something you would like advertised Ham,” Rom observed. “Might not be taken the way you think. As for you, Jon, I can’t help but notice you seem to be keeping a sort of distance.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re staring at her like we are. Like it’s the first time you’ve seen her in a dress.”

      Jon shifted uncomfortably. “Well…It’s a new marriage.”

      Ham leaned over Jon to look at Rom. “When the fuck you become so observant? He’s still in the honeymoon stage. Were she and I married, I too might have to enjoy some lingering glances as she dresses and undresses. Hold the shit—what you mean by ‘new marriage?’” Ham’s face contorted as he looked closely at Jon trying to look away, “You two haven’t fucked yet?”

      “Ham!” Rom blurted, “For gods’ sake, she’s standing right there.”

      “All right,” said Jon. “That’s enough. Goodbye, you two.” He left them in the street.

      “Hang on,” Ham called. “If you haven’t fucked yet, she’s still up for grabs. You got to lock that shit down, sir!”

      “See something you like?” Ana asked. She twirled, and the edges of her dress flitted into the air.

      “I’d be a fool to say no,” Jon replied. A glance over his shoulder told him Ham and Rom were continuing their patrol whilst arguing the finer points of marital bliss. He sighed. Well, they’re not wrong.

      “A fool you are already, Jon,” Evie said. “Give us a few coin, and I’ll get her a few more things. Harvest Moon is on the horizon, and she won’t be dancing in farmer’s garb, I’ll see to that.”

      “The Harvest,” said Jon. “I see you two have been…talking.” He fished a few coins and placed them on the table laden with fabrics. Summer was over and fall in full swing, the townsfolk liked to put on a good show toward the end of the year, even though it had nothing to do with the harvest. It was also a high time for weddings.

      “Oh aye,” said Evie with too much pleasure. “And what’s this about a private ceremony you two had? It won’t do. A woman’s got to have a wedding proper. Leave it to me. I’ll gather the lasses, and we can even have it planned for the Moon.”

      “Oh, uh, no, that won’t be necessary-”

      “Why not?” asked Ana. “As it stands it seems we’ve already ignored several local customs. How am I to be a wife to you and the woman of the house if no one around here sees me as such?”

      Right from Evie’s mouth, thought Jon, and Ana was far too happy to repeat it. He could do nothing other than nod. Fear of putting his foot in his mouth erased any objections he might have been willing to voice. “All right,” he managed. Ana gave him a grin that was near pitying, though mostly pleasure. The women threw in a few more jabs before turning away and ignoring him completely. Ana disappeared behind a curtain several times and reappeared wearing something new, some of them a single piece of fabric, many made of several. Bright colors and a multitude of styles, she tried on every one and seemed to love them all. More than a few coins left his pocket as the bag of clothing grew larger.

      As he admired Ana’s modeling and listened to the women talk, he felt a creeping fear that there might actually be a wedding. The women in the town were able to accomplish wonders when they set their minds to it, and Jon and the old man had been wise to avoid them whenever possible. What was meant to be a temporary solution was turning decidedly more complicated.

      “Evie,” he said. The older woman ceased her gossip and Ana looked at him expectantly. Jon sighed, “About the Women’s Council…”

      “We’re meeting in the morning,” she said curtly.

      Jon nodded and took a breath. “I realize…uh…”

      Evie waited expectantly, a smirk growing on her face. Jon sighed again.

      “I realize that we did not seek approval before our marriage, nor do I have an appointment, but if the council has some time…”

      “We happen to be very busy, Jon West, but yes, I suppose we could fit the two of you in. From what I understand, you did not get married in any official capacity, and that certainly will not do.”

      “Right—”

      “The census bureau has strict standards for this sort of thing, and their rules mean much even out here.”

      “Yes, of course—”

      “Now I don’t know how they do it in the north, but that is hardly my concern. My concern, and that of the council, lies in making sure all our boxes are checked to the letter of the law. The last thing we need is a bunch of imperials inspecting our town and sticking their noses in our business.”

      That was rather specific. Jon looked over to a small squad of imperial soldiers and felt Evie’s hand take his chin, guiding his eyes to hers. Less than a moment of searching him and she had all the evidence she needed.

      “Ana, dear,” she said without taking her eyes off his, “why don’t you try on the dress to your right. Yes, the green one. I’ll be there to help you momentarily.”

      Ana nodded with a smile and a passing look at Jon. She disappeared behind the screen with dress in hand.

      Evie cocked an eyebrow. “Well. Out with it.”

      Jon tried to take his eyes from hers and look at his feet. “It’s not that simple.”

      “Well, you had better make it simple. I’ll help; I’m going to take a wild guess and say she’s the one their looking for?”

      He grunted.

      “Why?”

      He found the prepared lie and decided to add more truth. “Her father…does not agree with our marriage. Nor does the suitor he had in mind. Both are rather influential in the Empire.”

      She did not answer right away. When she did it was measured and layered with caution, “Be at the Women’s Council first thing in the morning.” She turned from him quickly and disappeared behind the screen with Ana.

      Huh, that went better than I thought…Or did it?
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      As the light waned so did the activity in the market. With their fares gathered and the sweat on the backs dried, Jon and Ana made their way back to the Strangled Rooster. The main room was crowded as always at the end of the day, with soldiers and farmers drinking and laughing. Mary minded the bar while her husband, Harden, banged around loudly in the kitchen. Together they owned the tavern; Harden’s mind for business was as poor as his hand in the kitchen was good. Paul, the old minstrel, strummed his guitar causally in the corner by the hearth, a mug of dark ale close at hand. His eyes had failed long ago, but as he would tell it, his hands could still strum the corset off any woman. His fingers worked fine for the somber tune he now played.

      Jon found them seats at the bar as Mary slid him a mug of beer. “For the lady?” she asked.

      “Brandy,” Ana answered. Jon gave her a look.

      “It’s the only thing I know how to order,” Ana replied. Mary fetched a glass and poured her a few fingers as Jon passed coin.

      “Fair enough,” he said.

      “Food too?” Mary asked.

      “Aye.”

      Ana took a sip and coughed as the brandy’s bite scratched her throat. “Ah, hmm, I suppose it’s good? So, how was your talk with Evie?”

      “Well enough I suppose. We’re to meet with the Council in the morning. Get your name on the list and hopefully out of sight of the Empire.”

      “Simple as that?” she smiled coyly.

      Jon grimaced. “Aye.”

      A soldier toppled and crashed into a wooden table. The tavern goers laughed and patted each other on the back as man struggled to regain balance in his drunken stupor.

      “Oy! You go breaking furniture and fuck all, you’ll not see the likes of my bar again!” cursed Mary as she exited her post and made to chastise the drunk further.

      “Did you enjoy yourself today?” Jon asked.

      Ana shrugged. “I found much of it…boring? I’ve not a mind for shopping I’m afraid.”

      “Seen one market, seen them all,” Jon replied over his cup.

      “Hmm,” she turned to the somber musician. “Can he play anything else?”

      Jon glanced at Paul. “He says he can. Why do you ask?”

      She seemed enamored with the strings for a moment. “I like music…and dancing.”

      A patron slammed a tankard on the bar next to Jon. “Oy, Fuckhead!” The man in question was dressed in the uniform of an imperial sergeant. Tall and handsome, Arne Baylor had half the girls in the town swooning when he had been the son of a farmer, and the other half willing to fight for him when he donned the uniform a few years back. Jon had never understood quite why—and Arne seemed to sense his ambivalence, taking it with offense.

      “Arne,” said Jon.

      “What in Lamen’s fat crack brings you into town?” Arne eyed Ana. “And do tell what you are feeding your cock to attract such wonderful wildlife?”

      Ana spit and laughed. Jon gave her a look and a cocked eyebrow.

      “What?” she asked as she wiped her chin. “It was funny.”

      “Right. Arne, that’s my wife you’re talking about. Call her wildlife again and I’ll chop your dick off.”

      “No offense.” He clapped Jon on the back and sat noisily on the stool. Beer fell liberally from his cup and sloshed the bar just as Mary returned to her station. Her eyes narrowed as the vein in her neck bulged. She twisted the rag in her hands with white knuckles. Arne continued, “But to hear Ham and Rom tell it, you married a goddamn goddess. Had to see for myself. Oy, Mary! I need more!”

      “Fuck you and your perfect eyelashes,” Mary replied. She took the tankard nonetheless and filled it. “Spill anymore and you’ll be with your friend on the street.”

      Arne accepted the tankard gingerly and waited for her to turn her back. “Well, she’s in a mood. Might be she’s bleedin—”

      “Arne, we’re trying to have a quiet drink,” said Jon.

      “In this place? Fuck off. Come on lass, let’s dance.” Arne extended an arm to Ana. “Oy, Paul! Play something less depressing!”

      “Eat goat shit!” came the reply.

      Jon batted his arm away. “She’s not interested in dancing.”

      “Says who?” Ana asked, forcing Jon to turn in surprise. “I could do with a bit of a dance.”

      Jon, caught off guard, could not think of a reply.

      “There see, Jon-boy?” smirked Arne. “Come lass, let me show you how a man moves.”

      Ana stood from her stool to take his arm and give Jon a sliding glance. He watched them walk away and felt his gut twist uncomfortably. Mary brought their food as Paul, much to his dissatisfaction, played something more upbeat. The crowd parted as the couple came to the floor, most of them growing quiet as they caught sight of the pair. Together they danced. Ana quickly grasped the steps as Arne led her in the way of a local folk tune. They banged their heels and tapped their toes and twirled in circles of each other. It was not long before it became clear that Ana was the much more professed dancer. Whether or not Arne’s stumbling could be attributed to the beer still in his hand suddenly became unimportant as she glided away from him. She spun and laughed and picked up her heels and the crowd fell in love. They clapped in rhythm and sang in joy together as she moved through the room. She took the outstretched hands of a hollering patron and brought him to the floor with her. She took his lead and stole it again as the steps of the dance evolved to something of her own. The patron fell away from her back into the crowd and was caught by the welcome hands of laughing kin. The hem of her dress flew into open space as it tried vainly to keep up with her legs. Her feet pounded the floorboards and kept the errant beat as she spread her arms and raised them above her. Sensing the change in the air, Paul took cue and strummed his lute with all the more refined glory.

      “So, you won’t be having that dance with me then?”

      Jon tore his eyes from Ana to find an angry green-eyed brunette glaring him down. “Jenny…hey,” he managed.

      “Don’t strain yourself, Jon. It’s not like I’ve been waiting all year for the Harvest if not for a chance to see you.”

      “I…things happened,” he managed to say.

      “Like…you got married? A little warning would have been nice. Enjoy your evening, Jon West.” She stamped away, cutting a swath through the crowd.

      “Wouldn’t worry ‘bout her, love,” said Mary behind him, “Pretty sure she hooked the Ason boy a few nights ago.” Jon nodded with a smile. He did in fact regret promising her a dance. There had been an undertone of more, naturally, but when he looked back to the woman having her way with the melody, he regretted nothing. A hand clapped his shoulder and Jon turned to find Rom regarding him.

      “The hell you doing?” Rom asked. “She’s got no partner, you tit.”

      The crowded clapped and corralled until most of them were on the floor with her. For a while they even tried mirroring her movements, but the effort was beyond them. They took to the old ways, dancing and singing to the song as they knew how. Jon nodded to Rom and downed the rest of his beer. He stripped the coat from his shoulders and strode through the mass of drunken dancers until he found her in the center of the storm. Her skin was glistening with sweat, and her eyes were closed as she found herself prisoner to the sound of strings. Jon reached and took her fingers in his and smiled when she opened her eyes. She paused momentarily. She caught his gaze and cocked her head in a chastising manner. He shrugged a small apology with a smile. They flew through the crowd, Jon matching her for every other beat until she slowed to help him catch up. It was not long before there was no need.
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      The fire faded to bare embers and Paul slept in his chair, the strings of the lute still wrapped in his fingers. The drunks littered the floor and tables, Mary nonchalantly kicking them aside as she cleared cups and plates. Jon and Ana sat alone at a corner of the bar, holding the last of their alcohol and smiling together quietly. By the gods, she’s gorgeous, he thought. He had seen her as herself, finally. During the dance, she had been the happiest since her landing. She had beamed even brighter when he had joined her. Had she? He prayed trust a hope. Not that he had any right to have one.

      “So,” he began. trying to banish slightly more impure thoughts. “You like to dance?”

      She eyed him. “What gave it away?”

      He laughed with her, feeling the full force of the alcohol and faded adrenaline. “When did you have time to learn how?”

      “Well,” she considered, “I’ve always loved to dance. As for time, I am immortal.”

      He nodded. “There is a Lady of the Dance, is there not?”

      “Oh, yes,” she replied. “She may have even taught me a thing or two.”

      He was about to reply when Mary came around the bar. “Drain your cups, loves, and off to bed. I’ve had a room prepared. The morning’s well enough on the way.” Mary slid a key across the bar.

      Jon and Ana looked at each other sheepishly. “Yes, mother,” he said and did as she asked. Ana followed suit and the two of them made unsteady headway to the stair in the back of the tavern. Jon gingerly placed the key into the lock when they reached the door to their room and nearly fell in when it opened. A small candle had been lit beside a well-used mattress just large enough for the two of them. There was no other furniture.

      Ana slid passed him and sat down heavily on the bed, fumbling with her feet to kick off her shoes. Jon threw his jacket on the floor before sitting down next to her to do the same. Ana leaned back on her forearms and breathed a sigh of relief as she stretched her toes.

      “What happens now?” she asked.

      Jon kicked off the last boot and shuddered a sigh. “I…uh.” I hadn’t thought that far. “I’ll, um, sleep on the floor, and—” He cleared his throat. “In the morning, if you like, we’ll see more of the town, after we see the council.” He winced at the thought.

      There was a pause before her response. “All right.”

      Jon glanced and found her looking at him, her eyes full of promise and knowing, and as he held her gaze there was the briefest flicker of sadness. She looked away.

      “We shouldn’t…” she started but could not finish. She visibly struggled to find the words.

      “Please tell me what you’re thinking,” he said softly. Wait…did I just say that out loud? I’m drunk.

      She met his eyes, and while they were mere inches apart, she might as well have been miles away. “You shouldn’t fall in love with me, Jon West.”

      He caught his breath and let it out in a staggered sigh. “I…” He bit back the witty response that no longer made any sense in his head. Yep…definitely drunk. “I think I already have.” Well, I said that out loud too, didn’t I? He laughed quietly to himself. “That’s a bad thing…isn’t it?” He laughed again, unable to help it. “I’m in trouble now.” I am? How do I know?

      With his drunken thoughts swirling through his mind, it took Jon a moment to realize she was staring at him with a bemused grin somewhere between humor and pity. He found her eyes and looked deeply into them. Sky blue. No other color made sense. He reached a hand and, with the barest of touches, caressed her cheek. A moment of fear, trepidation, passed, and she took his hand in hers. She placed her cheek in his palm, turned her head, and gave him the softest of kisses. He held her gaze for what seemed an impossible amount of time, all the while feeling his heart beating out an incredible rhythm before he too felt his happiness fade. He took his hand back, and slowly turned away.

      “Good night, Ana.” He rose from the bed and took his jacket from the floor and made a pillow. He felt her gaze as he blew out the lamp and lay down to rest his head. He closed his eyes and listened to her wrestle the sheets. I’m not entirely sure if I should have handled that differently, he considered before sleep stole his thoughts.

      Sometime in the early morning, his eyes flickered as he felt a weight on his shoulder. Ana made herself comfortable and pulled the blankets over them. She flopped the pillow on the hard ground and threw an arm over his chest.

      “Jon,” she whispered, “I think we’re both in trouble.”

      He felt the remnant of a grin crack the edge of his lips before sleep took him again.
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      The kick of a foot and Sergeant Arne Baylor awoke. The puddle of drool on the bar table came with him as he raised his head. His eyes adjusted to the dim candlelight of the Strangled Rooster’s main room enough to reveal the face of Mary looming over him. In one arm she held a broom, and with the other she to the door where a small gaggle of other half-drunk and soon to be hungover patrons make a slow trek. He nodded his understanding to Mary with a grunt and wiped the drool from his mouth, a motion that brought a flash of white into the corner of his eye. At the edge of the bar near the stairs leading to the rooms above, Jon and Ana shared a quiet moment alone. The sight of her brought jealous thoughts that had weathered the storm of ale and liquor more than any other. He had always seen Jon as a rival in the ways of womanizing, his good looks and general mystery always seemed to have the ladies of the Errol’s Fortune swooning. It was a contest that Jon never acknowledged or claimed to have any stake in. At least, not to Arne. This woman that Jon now called his wife was by far the most beautiful that Arne had ever seen. And it infuriated him.

      Mary kicked him again. “Enough gawking. On with you,” she said quietly.

      Arne spared a brief moment to grant her an annoyed glare before slowly rising from the chair. He joined the half dozen or so others stumbling their way out of the bar. Arne looked back one last time to see Jon and Ana rise from their stools and make their way to a room above. He ground his teeth and shook his head in frustration before taking his leave. Through the door, the cool night air struck him and acted to cool the jealous heat in his belly. Down the stairs of the Rooster’s porch and on the street, the last of the patrons disbanded and went their separate ways, using the light of the lampposts to navigate the narrow streets and alleys. The fog of the alcohol still swirling, Arne stumbled when his feet met the street and nearly faceplanted on the cobblestones. He landed instead on the shoulder of a passerby.

      “Whoa! Easy there, friend!” said the voice of the stranger as he wrapped an arm around Arne’s shoulders heaving him upright. “Had a bit much, have we?”

      “I…I’m sorry,” Arne managed. “Thank you.” Arne looked at the man but could not make out his visage beyond that of a shadow wearing a wide brimmed hat. The light of the nearby lamp only provided enough illumination to show flashes of color of what looked to be a nobles clothing.

      “Of course!” exclaimed the stranger in a friendly manner, “Where you headed young man?”

      “The...um…barracks,” Arne answered. Perhaps it was the drink but thoughts now were harder to come by than they were before.

      “Oh! Of course, the uniform! How I could I be so daft?! And what a wonderful coincidence as well! I am headed in the same direction. Shall we take this journey together?”

      The words of the stranger were loud and Arne tried to lean way to stop the ringing that was now in his ears. Almost imperceptibly, the stranger gripped his shoulders tighter. “That’s…that would be fine…I think,” Arne agreed.

      “Oof. Thinking does not seem to be your strong suit, my boy. Best leave it to me, yes? There are some who would even claim me to be a philosopher. Can you believe it? Me?! A philosopher?” The stranger laughed as he guided Arne down the road. “I can’t say I have ever claimed to be such a thing, of course. I’ve always been a paragon of action, not words. Although there are some,” the stranger leans into Arne’s ear as if to reveal a secret and mimics whispering, “Who think I talk too much. Bah! If they would only listen to what I have to say we wouldn’t be where we are today! Wisdom, my boy, wisdom is gained by those who have acted! And let me tell you I have done enough…actilizing? Actioning? Actionizing? Did I mention I’m not a fellow for words?”

      The stranger took them around a corner, leaving the light of the street and passing through a narrow alley. Through the vomiting of meaningless prose from the stranger, Arne was able to have a thought. “Where are we?”

      “-ut I will admit that some words do cut dee- oh…’where are we’…Right! This is a shortcut! Look at me, thinking on my feet. Yes, a shortcut. We’ll be there in no time, my inconveniently astute friend.”

      “Sir…” says Arne as a creeping chill makes its way up his spine, “I do not think this is the way to the barracks.” In the darkness of the alley a shadow moved. A tall man in a dark coat.

      “Egads! Look! A hooligan!” cried the stranger. He dropped Arne into the dirt who grunted in pain as his knees hit the ground. The ringing in his ears was growing louder and the swirling of his mind was increasing. A man and a woman pressed against each other in a corner of the alley. Unaware of Arne and the stranger

      “Oh my,” said the stranger with an air of disbelief, “Is that…your friend? You know, the one with the new wife. What was his name again?” The snap of fingers and Arne’s mind was suddenly clear. His eyes adjusted to the darkness quickly as he looked at the newcomer. Jon, who had only moments ago been leading his wife to the Rooster’s second floor, stood before Arne and the stranger working to undo the corset of another woman.

      Arne’s jaw dropped, “Jon?”

      Jon turned suddenly as the woman yelped in surprise. Jon looked from Arne to the stranger, one of his hands never leaving the woman’s hip. “Oy! Piss off! Can’t you see we’re busy?” Jon’s accent was different. To Arne he sounded like one of the western merchants but that was impossible. Arne could see as if the sun were directly overhead that it was Jon standing before him.

      “Y-you…” stuttered Arne in confusion, “You just married…?”

      The woman took a sharp look at Jon, “You what?!”

      Jon raised his eyebrows in surprise before he responded. “Wha-? No, nonono, Jez, I am not married!”

      The stranger scoffs, “That is just what a married man would say!”

      “No!” shouts Jon, “Fuck off, you two! Jez, I promise you-” Why would he do this, Arne wonders, He’s got the woman of every man’s dreams sleeping alone not a block from here…

      “Oh, save it for someone who gives a shit!” Jez retorts sharply. She slaps the hand off her hip and shoves Jon away from her. “I fucking knew it! So who is she? Soga? Violent? No, you know what? I don’t fucking care. Do not call on me again and stay the hell away from my wagon!” At nearly a run, Jez leaves the alley with one hand holding the corset together and the other pulling her shawl over her shoulders. Jon watches the woman leave with a dropped jaw.

      Jez out of sight, Jon whipped around, fists curled in tight balls. “All right. Dunno who you two are, but I’m gonna have to fuck you up.” Why is he talking like that? I just caught him red handed!

      The stranger leaned in close to Arne’s ear. “Whaddya say? Want to teach this two-timing-adulterizer a lesson?”

      Yes…yes I do. The stranger tapped Arne’s shoulder, and a surge of strength brought the sergeant fully to his feet, the fog of his mind clearing in an instant. A fist took him solidly in the left cheek, and he was back on the ground. He tasted dirt on his lips as anger surged within him. He is not worthy of her! Fucking, piece of shit!

      “Ah!” yelled the stranger, “You’ve felled my champion! Nono…shit! I’m very sorry, but I can’t get involved! St-whoa! Stop that!” Feet scuffled somewhere behind Arne. Clothes ruffled as Jon’s punches found nothing but air.

      “Stand still you little shit!”

      Arne stood, rolled his shoulders, and cracked his neck. He turned around to witness the stranger dodging Jon’s blows deftly.

      “Look, my friend!” shouted the stranger as he continued to defy natural motion. “He’s trying to kill me! He’s flown into a murderous rage, and I can do naught to stop him! Who is to say he won’t do the same to the one he loves?!”

      “NO!” Arne roared. He sprinted the small distance and tackled Jon in the back. The two fell to the ground in a huff of dust and fists. I’ll not let you harm her! They rolled until Arne found himself atop other and, in a storm of punches and elbows, he landed blow after blow into the other man’s face. Blood splattered on the road below them. Jon reached up and grabbed Arne’s chin with one hand that Arne batted away and pinned to the ground before he drove his forehead into Jon’s nose with a sickening crunch. Jon stilled. Arne did not.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Arne woke from the nightmare to the sound of a saw chewing wood. For a brief moment he thought himself still at the Rooster, drool on his chin and an empty mug of ale draped in limp fingers. But no, the darkness around him was complete. It was still early morning as the sun was yet to rise, and the street’s lampposts were still some distance from his spot in the alley. The sawing stopped and a harsh ripping followed. Arne looked over.

      The stranger crouched over Jon’s body, his fingers deep into the man’s stomach. He plucked and pulled the entrails, examining bowels, muscles, and organs as one would fruit at a stand. The stranger threw a bean shaped piece of meat over his shoulder and put his elbows on his knees with a look of disappointment. His eyes found Arne’s wide-eyed expression and smiled. The façade was gone. There was no man in a noble’s suit. Only a creature.

      “Well,” said the creature, “we can certainly use some of it I suppose. They just don’t make ‘em like they use to. Gods, I’d kill for a virgin right now. Or three.”

      Arne looked the figure up and down. Fear, sudden and powerful, clouded his thoughts, and the only words he could squeak were incoherent at best. Oh gods…Jon…

      “Oh, don’t worry,” the creature said. “He wasn’t who you think he was. This is just some random fellow who’s only purpose in this story is to fulfill my own dark designs. Boy, you really bashed his face in good, didn’t you? And this poor guy was just trying to get laid! By the way, if this guy really was the guy you were thinking, I very much doubt the pretty lady would have let you go on a wild ride with her fun bits.” The figure leaned to the dead man and wrapped a lock of stringy hair in a knife-like finger. It breathed the scent of the corpse and sighed in pleasure. It wore a mask of thin leather, and for a moment it was displaced, showing the decayed musculature underneath. Arne looked around the alley to the distant lamp, plotting escape, and with only a moment’s hesitation was on his feet. The creature was in front of him before Arne could take more than two steps.

      “Rude,” it said. “After all we’ve been through, you’re just going to run? You’ve just committed murder, my friend.” No…I…I didn’t know… “Not to mention the goddamn witness you let walk out of here! But not to worry! I’m here for you!” It snaked an unnaturally lean arm around Arne’s shoulder, “And uh…that brings me to the bad news. You’re going to have to kill that one too.” It sucked in an apologetic breath.

      Unable to move, Arne meekly opened his mouth to protest. Nononono…I cant!

      “Hey, whoa! I don’t make the rules here, friend! But…if we want to break them…we’ll have to do a little more dirty work.”

      “I can’t…I can’t do that…” Arne finally managed.

      “Oh, honey.” Serrated fingers pinched Arne’s cheeks lightly. “Let’s get the suspense out of the way. I’m not going to tell anyone, unless you don’t do as I say. Because then I just can’t let a murder go unreported. I mean, that wouldn’t be very neighborly of me. Oh, I’m jesting, you caught me!” It raised its arms in an act of surrender. “In fact, I admire your work; you beat the shit outta that guy! Good for you!”

      I didn’t know! Arne’s breath became ragged as panic filled him.

      “Oh, my boy, we are going to have so much fun! But first things first, you must tell me everything you know about that woman. And please, don’t pretend you don’t know exactly who I’m talking about.”

      Arne started, but swallowed his voice. He did know. He nodded.

      “Good,” it said. “Now, before we begin, give me your finger.”

      Arne reflexively curled his hand into a fist. “Why?” he asked softly.

      It leaned forward. “Because I need to make a call.”
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      Murder wiped its blades. The cloth, already filthy, did little to bare away the dark blood stains of its knives, their serrated edges clogged with clunks of dead skin and human waste. It paused a moment and wiped its brow with the back of its hand. I usually don’t do this kind of work. The morning was cool but did little for the sweat that streamed off his face; steam practically unfolded from his head and shoulders, as though the Lord of Murder had just walked through fire. A river rolled before the creature, bubbling softly, the only sound in the darkness. The body in front of it, Arne’s first victim, lay in pieces. Each wrapped in linen and tied to stones. Dragging the body here unseen had been easy enough, but the physical effort was slightly unanticipated.

      “Who is this?” the voice came like a giant’s whisper. Murder looked and found the Lord of the Hunt leaning against a tree. Covered in furs, his mask was that of a boar, complete with tusks and golden eyes. Oh joy, he got my message, Murder thought.

      “No one you need concern yourself with,” Murder replied. “Just taking care of a little business.”

      “How have you summoned me? And how are you here? The gates are closed.”

      “Not to the one who has a key. As to the how, it’s not important. I’ve a job for you.” Murder gathered the first of the man’s legs and heaved it into the river with a grunt.

      “I am not at your beck and call.”

      “Clearly,” Murder replied. “Please. Just stand there. I don’t need any help.” It heaved the second leg.

      “Sarcasm is lost on me,” Hunt said, unmoved.

      Murder was breathing hard as it grabbed the torso. “No shit. So, anyway…I think I’ve found our little lost sheep. To which I think He will be very pleased.” Murder could not throw the torso, so it settled for laying the once-broad chest on the riverbank and kicking it into the current with the tip of his big toe.

      “If you’ve already found her…” Hunt started.

      “Well, that’s just the thing. I could see her—at least I thought I could—but then everything went blurry,” interrupted Murder. “Someone is hiding her.”

      Hunt nodded slowly. “I see. How am I to hunt our quarry with nothing to track?”

      Murder drew something and from its tattered cloak and threw it to Hunt before he continued his work. Hunt caught it out of the air and examined it: a man’s forefinger. Murder grabbed the dead man’s head in one hand and a leg in the other and threw them into the river as Hunt took in the scent.

      “Got it off a man who danced with her. Just this night,” Murder confided.

      “Not much to work with, but…yes, Arienaethin is definitely there.”

      Murder sat against a tree wearily, taking deep breaths of the cool morning air. It looked up at Hunt with a toothy smile. “So, whaddya say? You up for an old-fashioned hunt…Hunt?”

      The Lord of the Hunt grimaced, looked again at the finger, and nodded.
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          The Women’s Council

        

      

    

    
      Sergeant Arne Baylor stumbled into the mess hall, wearing his uniform from the night before, stained and odorous as it was. He found an empty bench and sat heavily. He put his head in his hands, willing the tears away and feeling very strange indeed. He had killed a man…and a woman. Try as he had, he could not wash the blood from his hands, or remove the bits of bone that did not belong to him from his knuckles. That creature…

      “Sergeant?” Arne jumped. Ham, Hersh, Rom, and Beeter all collapsed around him, each holding a bowl of porridge and some bread. “Not eating today? Watching your figure?”

      Arne ignored the remarks and rubbed his eyes.

      “Ya know, Sarge,” said Ham through bites, “some bread might help that hangover. Bath’s not out of the question neither.”

      “You get some ass last night, Sarge? She wear you out?”

      “Must have been a fit one to have you with your head so near your ass.”

      Laughter. Arne rubbed his eyes harder, trying to drown out their voices.

      “Who was it? Was it Vannah?”

      “Nah it couldn’t have been, she was making doe eyes at Ham all night.”

      “She was not…was she?”

      “Ah yeah. You like ‘em curvy don’t ya? You should take a swing.”

      “I do like ‘em curvy…”

      He could hear it now. The sawing of bones and meat. Please stop. Please make it stop.

      “Was it Jenny? She was mad something fierce at West last night.”

      “I saw her walking off with Will with his hand halfway up her dress.”

      “Fuckin’ hell.”

      “Had some hopes did ya?”

      The woman from the wagon, the witness, struggled against his arm around her neck as the creature applauded…

      “Speaking of West, you see his girl last night? I mean, what the hell? He is not that good looking.”

      “That’s what I said!”

      SHUT THE FUCK UP!

      Arne’s hand trembled as he rubbed the fresh bite in his fingers. He froze when he touched the bandage over a finger that was no longer there, and the pain came rushing back to him. Ohgodsohgodsohgods…

      “I was saying we should all go north and see if we can’t find her sisters.”

      “Now that’s thinking. No wonder you’re the corporal. Did you see the way she danced? Think of the things she could do to you…”

      The cold calculating voice found his thoughts. “Oh, my boy, we are going to have so much fun!”

      The table was silent, and Arne was standing with his hands over his ears.

      “You okay, Sarge?” Rom asked.

      Arne looked over the squad and tried to slow his breathing. He swallowed. “I have to go.” He quickly moved away from them, ignoring the stares from the other tables.

      “Sarge! Are we skipping morning routines? The scary new captain said it wasn’t optional! Sarge!?”

      “Should we follow him?”

      “I really don’t think we should skip routines.”

      “Yeah…but he really don’t look right.”

      “Was he missing a finger?”
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      The Council chamber was in the town square opposite the House of Law and the Mayoral Office. The two-story structure was well kept and sported a fair share of greenery and flowers impeccably maintained. A woman’s touch, it certainly had. The first floor was a dedicated waiting area. Potted plants, a small bubbling fountain and lavish furniture were strategically placed to provide a sense of both comfort and propriety. The windows were open, and the wind played with the colorful curtains. The smells of the outdoors had no sway over the floral scents of the indoor garden or the cinnamon tea brewing somewhere beyond Jon’s line of sight.

      It all made him very uncomfortable.

      “Well,” said Ana, “this is a welcome change.”

      “Yeah,” he replied. He had never been to this place before and felt he was at a large tactical disadvantage. A woman he did not recognize descended the intricately carved staircase.

      “Jon West,” she greeted. She wore a humble robe of a low tier noble, but her hands and skin were stained from the farm and the sun. She took his hand in hers and met his eyes. Though weathered, her face told him of a life of laughter, but in her eyes, she concealed a sadness. She smiled now. “I understand you’re married.”

      He understood his reply to this statement was very important. He puffed a small breath. “Am I?”

      Her smile touched her ears. She let go of his hand and turned to Ana, allowing him to release his nervous breath. Ana showed none of the same anxiety as she and the woman touched hands politely.

      “Ana, my name is Maerko. On behalf of Errol’s Fortune, I welcome you.”

      “Thank you,” Ana replied, but there was something in her voice gave Jon pause. “This place is beautiful and most welcoming.”

      “Your accent is wonderful. I must hear more of it.” Maerko turned to Jon. “Jon, they’ve cleared the docket this morning and await upstairs. Run along now. Ana, would you join me for some tea?”

      Jon’s eyes went from the waiting stairs to Ana’s face. She returned his regard with an annoyed expression and gestured for him to do as he was told. Oh boy. He climbed the winding staircase cautiously, having only superficial knowledge of what awaited him above. From the corner of his eye, he glimpsed Ana and Maerko making their way to a table set for two. He paused long enough to gather his breath and approached the top of the stair.

      Much like below, the room above was full of comfort and light, with comfortable seating and bright décor that harnessed an autumn flair for yellows and reds and oranges. The open windows displayed a view of the town just waking. Tenants of the Four, priests of the once thriving church, laid out bread and water across the steps of their modest home as the poorest of the townsfolk made their daily pilgrimage. Shopkeepers brought goods to their stands, managing carts and a semblance of breakfast with ease. Guardsmen traded shifts, and the remnants of the drunk or hungover weaved their ways home. Two women sat on a sofa directly beneath one such window, while a third prepared tea. All three watched Jon silently with hawkish eyes. He stepped quietly into the center of the room, his gaze gathering details—one in particular: he had never seen these women before. He knew most of the townsfolk in passing, if not with some intimacy. If he did not, he knew their look well enough to know they belonged here. These three hailed from somewhere else, and their beauty was striking.

      The first sat with her arm draped around the back of the couch; hair the color of fire in exquisite braids fell across her shoulders. Her cheekbones were high, her eyes both blue and orange, and her skin a warm brown, smooth enough to suggest the coloration was not from years in the sun. The second, sitting next to the first, had darker skin than any Jon had seen this far north of the Hyperion Range. Her head was shaven, her eyes so brown as to be nearly black. The third was adding honey to her tea; long white hair and violet eyes met his as her thin face spread into a predatory smile. Jon stayed where he was in the middle of the room. The three said nothing as they watched him, and the silence was deafening. These are not the Women’s Council. He moved slowly to the chair opposite the two in the couch, wary that his movements might startle them to violence. When he sat, the white-haired beauty approached, her feet gliding across the floor in a wistful dance, and placed the cup she had been stirring into his hands. Her smile never changed as he accepted the cup. He met her eyes briefly before glancing to the marking on the back of her hand. Aden. She danced away, and he was left holding the cup in perfect stillness as his mind made leaps.

      The Red, the White, the Black.

      Watching, they wait.

      They know your fate.

      The Red, the White, the Black.

      A children’s rhyme. One his own people had shared, and one he had heard the sung in playful circles in the streets below. Like most rhymes, Jon had never much paid attention nor pondered their meaning, but he did know that this one referred to the Wise. A council of three goddesses, or near the like, that knew all that had ever happened and served the Lord of Fate.

      “You can see the wheels turning.” He looked up to see the Red and the Black regarding him as the White stared out a window. Jon remained silent.

      The Red placed her cup in her lap. “He does seem deep in thought.”

      “Struck by the lightning I should think,” said the White.

      “Is he mute? Were all Natherans as such?” asked the Black.

      “He weighs his options,” the Red replied. “He thinks our intentions malicious.”

      “Are they?” pondered the White.

      As one, they looked at him begging an answer.

      He cleared his throat. “I don’t know.”

      “A wise answer,” purred the Red with a smile. “No. You needn’t worry; we are not here to harm you nor Arienaethin. But caution would not be imprudent.”

      “Then…why are you here?” he asked.

      The Red spread her hands. “To assess your marriage of course.”

      Jon stared. “Really?”

      “An interesting deception,” remarked the Black. “Smart, even, though perhaps too late.”

      “Perhaps it was always his plan,” added the White.

      The Red bristled. “If that is true, then it is a dangerous gamble. Her thread is already quite frayed.”

      The Black leaned toward Jon. “Can it be remade I wonder?”

      “The last Natheran is an interesting piece to play. This one is long removed from the line, but there is power. It is waiting,” purred the White.

      “Is it enough?” asked the Red.

      The Black picked up her cup. “Time will tell.”

      Context clues led Jon through circles of grand imagination. He knew the legend of his lineage was somehow connected to the gods and their wars, but hearing such aloud from goddesses in casual conversation made him uneasy. He was also fairly certain that the plan they’d mentioned wasn’t referring to his marriage ruse.

      “So,” he interjected. “How does it look? My marriage?”

      They smiled as one, sharing a silent laugh. The Red put down her cup. “Like folly.”

      “It will have to be made real,” said the Black. “In the eyes of gods and men.”

      “What purpose would that serve?” Jon started. “Can we throw some notes on paper and make it official to escape notice? That is, assuming all of us in this room are in the business of keeping Ana hidden?”

      “Ana? Is that the name you have chosen for her? Yes, we are that, and more,” agreed the Black. “But it is not so simple. The plan in the making is one of greater…drama.”

      “For the time being, we can make it seem as though this marriage is legitimate,” said the Red. “A whispered word here and there can make sure your hunters stay off your trail. The Women’s Council will indeed aid you. After all, they serve the Wise.”

      The White sighed and turned from the window. “But they will have to be dealt with. The one in particular.” The three fell silent in shared looks of disgust.

      Jon turned to the White. “The general.”

      “Oh,” she whispered, “it is the other, I’m afraid.”

      Jon cocked an eyebrow.

      “Truths will be revealed to you in time, godchild,” said the Black. “I do not think you are ready to hear them all just yet.”

      Jon turned his gaze to her. “If not now, when?”

      She smiled. “When she is ready to tell you.”
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      Ana held back the tears as she gazed at her friend, quietly sipping tea. Maerko, Lady of the Dance, looked upon her with love.

      “How are you?” Maerko asked, her smile sad. It was all Ana could do to not throw the cup to the floor and grab the goddess in an embrace. But through the smile and the pleasantries, there was warning in her eyes.

      Ana waved away any concern with a small shake of her head. “I’m fine. How…How are you here? The Wolf said—”

      “I’m not. Here, I mean. Not truly. Think of it as…looking through the veil.”

      “So then…where are you?”

      Maerko’s eyes found the floor. “We are…still there.”

      Ana nodded solemnly. “And is He…?”

      “He busies himself with his experiments. More fall to his predilections every day. The last of the Arthen’s rebellion are swiftly fading. He was very angry when you escaped. Halafel and Raro did not fare well when they were caught.”

      The sound of their names brought tears to Ana’s eyes. “And you?”

      Maerko considered the question. “I…am hanging by a thread. But I am still me for now. You, on the other hand, seem to have found Arthen’s heir.”

      Ana noted the change in her old friend and regarded her with sadness and knowing. Ana nodded. “So it would seem.”

      “Do you like him?”

      She sighed. “Yes. I like him.”

      “But…?”

      “I do not think there is much godblood in him. He is not Arthen, and if what I hear is true, then Nathera was indeed crushed long ago, leaving only Jon.”

      “How has he remained hidden this long?”

      “The old man. Noah. He has power of some sort.”

      “A human sorcerer?”

      “I think he’s a divine one. I just…don’t know who he is.”

      Maerko’s grin faded. “How do you not know? Has he not told you?”

      “His history is shrouded, and he is not very revealing. If he is a Lord of some sort, I do not remember him.”

      Maerko’s look became pensive. “Perhaps it is a result of the tampering.”

      Ana scoffed. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

      Gently, Maerko placed a hand on hers. “We will make it right.”

      “Will we?” Ana whispered. “There is no one left.”

      “There is you. And Jon. There is still some hope.”

      Ana shook her head and stood. Unseen weight rounded her shoulders. She looked to the sunlit window and allowed a tear to fall. “Have you ever thought…maybe it is better to—”

      “No.” Maerko’s voice was suddenly hard. The touch of venom brought Ana around, seeing Maerko’s face become a wall of metal. Tight, beleaguered lines spoke of the iron still left of her will. “There is no forgiveness. There is no turning back. My last breath will be my own, not His.”

      Ana sat back down, retaking her friend’s hand. “I’m sorry. I had a…moment.”

      Maerko’s grin was strained. “I know. I’ve had one or two myself. You know as well as anyone what He can do. He must be stopped, or there will no longer be a you or an I.”

      “But how?”

      “There is a plan. One that involves a certain ‘binding of threads.’”

      “The marriage?” Ana asked doubtfully. “Of Jon and I?”

      Maerko grin widened. “Yes.”

      Ana stared in confusion. “You…think he will come here to prevent my thread from being bound?”

      “We do.”

      “He desires me that much?”

      “He does. He will not tolerate you being bound to another.”

      Ana folded her arms across her chest as she ground her teeth in frustration. “Is this truly the only plan we have?”

      Maerko dragged her finger around the rim of the teacup. “As far as the resistance is concerned, our numbers are in the single digits. We have to be clever. So far, you are the only subject that has fought and beaten Fate’s ministrations. So far, you are the only subject of His that he has fallen in love with. His conquest of your heart and mind is of a personal nature. He would have you be his queen in Anu.”

      The shock must have been evident on her face. Maerko reached and placed her hand on Ana’s shoulder. “I…I don’t remember any of that,” Ana managed. She stood quickly as frustration and anger invaded her muscles. “I don’t remember being bound to him, I don’t know how long I was there, and I have absolutely no recollection of how I was able to escape His grasp. And how am I here? As a human of all things!?”

      “Arienaethin, calm down.”

      “No, I won’t fucking calm down! My skin burns in the sun, my belly aches from hunger, and my fucking…womanhood is bleeding for unknown reasons for days at the end of every month!”

      “Those are all symptoms of being human, Arie.”

      “But why? Why human?

      “It was the only way to get you out. Anu is locked; Lords and Ladies cannot traverse the gates, and souls have not been allowed admittance. We were able to use the Ways to smuggle you out, but obviously there were complications. Your heavenly body would have been too easily tracked.”

      Ana slowly let the anger fade, breathing it and out as Jon had shown her. She paced the floor as her mind raced to find some memory of the time before that would aid her now. She remembered the war; she remembered creation and millennia upon millennia of life in Anu, but she could recall nothing after her capture at the end of the war. She sat and put her head in her hands.

      “Sorry,” Ana muttered. “I’m frustrated.”

      “I know,” said Maerko, “These are confusing times.” She waited a moment. “So…you like the boy?”

      Ana sputtered a laugh. “It’s worse than that. I think I’m falling in love with him.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Three and Maerko watched from the second story window as Jon and Arienaethin departed. They watched as the goddess deftly threw saddlebags over a horse and mounted with ease. Maerko grinned to herself. Well, she’s adapting.

      “The power in the boy will need to be awakened,” said the Black.

      “But it is there,” answered the Red.

      “If only just. It will have to arranged.” The Black rubbed her hands. “Perhaps a push is in order?”

      “I am not so sure there will be a need,” the Red replied. “The shroud around them is potent. If not for the boy’s deception, we might have never found them.”

      “And it is certainly not the boy’s handiwork. Someone else is here, just as our Lord predicted.”

      “Yes, but who?” the Red wondered. “Did Arienaethin have anything useful to offer?”

      Maerko hesitated. In the past, during the war, the three had been invaluable to the Revolution. Now, in the wake of the Coalition’s defeat, she could not trust that they had not already been swayed to the other side. “She is playing her part, adamant in her role to revitalize the revolution, but she could offer nothing regarding the ‘old man, Noah,’ as she called him.”

      “That is troublesome,” said the Black.

      “Oh,” remarked the White, “I know that ass anywhere.”

      They turned to her with similar expressions.

      “Sister?” asked the Red.

      The White pointed. “That’s Irving. And his wife, Isca.”

      Maerko stifled a gasp. The Lord and Lady of Horses? How did they get here?
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      The Lord of the Hunt watched from a rooftop as the human and the goddess mounted horses he recognized. The scents of the town assailed him. Fear, anger, piss, shit, dirt, horse, dog, sex, cooking meat, and boiling vegetables. With their heads bowed together he could not hear the conversation they had amid the crowded street and hollers of street vendors.

      “Are you sure that is her?” he asked.

      “Can’t be certain,” offered Murder. “Her face is hidden from me for some reason.”

      “Mine as well.”

      “Can you track her?”

      The Hunt grunted. “She will be difficult. There is a haze. Should I follow, no doubt I will become lost quickly and forget everything I was doing. I’ve not seen this veil’s like in some time.”

      “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking joking.”

      “I’m not. Do you not have another blood rite in preparation?”

      “Yeah, but it takes time. At the moment, I’ve only got one guy gathering the supplies.”

      “Then we wait.”

      “Oh, come on!”

      “Not for you,” the Hunt stood. “I will have to flush her from the source. Give me a few days.”
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          The Forest

        

      

    

    
      “Wanderer.”

      The old man threw the last of the hay into the Isca’s stall and turned to Dax, who waited patiently by the barn door. The morning chores were Noah’s today, and the boy and Ana were off falling in love against the old man’s cautioning.

      “What is it?” he asked. The shepherd padded to him.

      “Death. In town,” said Dax, “Not natural.”

      “Another?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who?”

      “A woman in the same caravan as the first. Found further down the river from the man. Insides the same. Ripped.”

      “When?”

      “Same night as the first from the smell.”

      Irving’s ears picked up and he raised his head from the hay. “That’s two in a single night,” the horse observed.

      The old man nodded. “Murder has been busy. Clumsy work, but for what purpose?”

      “Got a dark mind, that one. Perhaps for sport?” replied Irving.

      The old man snorted. “He is not that stupid. He is forbidden from direct intervention. He would have had the girl killed through proxy. But why so many? It will bring attention to him.”

      “He was bored,” said Isca. Possibly. Murder was rarely a creature of patience, often carried a flair for the dramatic, and was erratically violent. But a killing, first with Jon and Ana within spitting distance, and now another, suggested a grander scheme.

      Dax cocked his head as though he wished to say more.

      “What else?” the old man asked.

      “Something else came through a rift. Smelled of dead meat and fear.”

      The old man went still. “Dax,” he said, “Find the Wolf. Now.”
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      “You’re going to kill it?” Ana whispered over his shoulder.

      “Aye,” Jon replied calmly as he looked down the shaft of the arrow. The string was tight, and the yew bow gave slightly. The doe grazed calmly a few dozen meters out, within bowshot but still far enough to allow some sound to be made. Which was good considering Ana’s breathing could have woken a graveyard.

      “I’m not hungry anymore,” she said quickly, “In fact I think I saw some nice berries only a few yards back.”

      “Oh, those nice big red ones?”

      “Yes! Those.” She grew excited.

      “Poison,” he replied.

      She grunted. “You made that up. You just like killing things.”

      “I like eating. And you’re the one who ate my entire bag of jerky before the first sun went down.” The doe twitched her ears. Too loud. He lined up the shot. A twig snapped and Ana sprang past him waving her hands and hollering as loud as she could, “RUN! RUN! He’s going to kill you!”

      The doe’s head came up fast, and before he could blink, she had sprinted away. Ana breathed an audible sigh and turned back to him with a triumphant smile.

      He let off the tension in the bow and gave her the most annoyed expression he could manage. “That was dinner, and all of our meals tomorrow.”

      “It looks like we shall be dining off something else, tonight. Now, which way to the berries that are not poison?”

      He slung his bow over his shoulder and placed the arrow back in the quiver. “You are aware that more than half the meals you’ve eaten have been meat, yes?” He gestured broadly to the forest. “Where do you think that comes from?”

      “If we find a deer dead from natural causes, the meat is all yours. Now, please, a meal without death?”

      She started to walk in a direction she picked seemingly at random. Jon watched her walk away while shaking his head. This trip had been her idea. A few days in the woods to whet her tongue on living off the land. Get to know the surrounding area, she had said, learn to live among the wild and free. It had brought more trouble that it was worth. She’d eaten their first stash of rations, namely the jerky, in the first day, and she did not appreciate the lack of soft, warm bread. Or a bed, for that matter.

      The forest before them was one Jon had come to know well. He and the old man had hunted this area, rife with game, many times, and before Ana had come to them Jon had trekked here often. At the edge of the Empire, there were not many who wandered this far from town except for the occasional trapper, and even they found plenty of furs closer to home. Beyond the forest, the eastern villages stayed far and away, wishing to neither leave their fishing boats, nor entangle with the Emperor’s legions.

      “Very kind of her, you know.” Jon looked up to find the dark-skinned spirit watching from a high branch. Ana had wandered some distance and was inspecting a shrub that would not produce the berries she was looking for.

      “She’s a nuisance,” said Jon.

      “Don’t give her grief for not wanting to eat dead things. It’s rare to meet someone so inclined to let things live. You know well which berries to eat.”

      “Aye, and they usually go well atop a venison pie.”

      “Come, Jon. Teach her some things. She may be here awhile.”

      Jon gave the spirit a wry smile. “One can hope.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Ana called. Jon looked to the branch to find it unsurprisingly empty.

      “Myself. Apparently.” He walked to her. “Come on, let’s find some berries. Keep a lookout for mushrooms as well; mayhap we can get a stew going.”

      “You men and your stew,” she said. She left her shrub alone and made to follow him. He led her through the dense foliage to a clearer patch. Here, the trees grew unencumbered with trunks many times thicker than a man and spires that nearly reached the sky. The sodden carpet of dying leaves bent softly beneath their boots as they explored the forest’s inner reaches. He showed her berries that were not poison on twisting vines, tart reds and sweet blues, and fattened mushrooms among the roots. Wild onions grew in sparse gardens of stray sunlight, and Jon even turned up a few turnips. They decided they had collected enough when Ana’s stomach began to grumble audibly. Jon led her to a stream some distance from where they had seen the doe. He collected enough water to fill his pot and started a fire from dry kindling.

      It was nearly dusk before the water reached a soft boil, and he emptied the contents of his pouch. The mushrooms browned the water, making a sour broth. The onions and the turnips came next, followed lastly by the berries to sweeten the soup. He set some of the blues aside for dessert. When they had eaten, and their stomachs were nearly full, they sat among the roots of a sheltering tree and listened to the sounds of the forest, watching the sun fall.

      “Light of Anu, there is beauty in this place,” she said softly to herself. “What other sights does this world hold, I wonder?”

      “Stay long enough, you may find out,” he replied, lighting his pipe.

      “You would show them to me?”

      “Sure. Might have to find another guide along the way. It would take many lifetimes.” He jested at her immortality, but it drew from her a long silence. The sun burned the rest of its little light and the stars sparked to life through the canopy.

      “Have you ever been married before?” she asked.

      He nearly laughed. “Can’t say as I have.”

      “So, you’ve never been in love either?”

      “You don’t have to be married to be in love. Or the other way around.”

      “Oh? Well then, in human terms, how do two people usually end up married?”

      The boy blew out a puff. “Usually the girl just ends up pregnant.” There was a pause, and then she laughed. He smiled. “What?” he asked. “You think I’m joking? I’m serious. Farmgirls get trapped on the farm, farmboys run off to be soldiers, and all of a sudden everyone wants to run away together. To consummate their love, they spend a night in one of those ‘special spots’ that everyone knows about and then ‘pop!’ Less than a year later they’ve got a baby, and everyone moves back to the farm to repeat the cycle.”

      She laughed again for a few moments more. When she finished, she said, “You still didn’t answer the question.”

      Frogs conversed in the creek nearby and the crickets made music. Jon added some sticks to the fire and sat back against the tree trunk. “No,” he finally answered. “I’ve never been in love. You?”

      There was a long moment before she said, “No. At least I don’t remember.”

      He nodded. “What do you remember?”

      She considered before answering. “I remember Anu. I remember the war. I remember the day we lost. I remember the Ways. There are flashes of other things…”

      He sat thoughtfully a moment, blowing smoke into wreaths above them. “What was it about? The war.”

      “The Lord of Fate began to weave the threads of creation as he saw fit. The Lord of War disagreed with the practice. Violently,” Ana replied.

      “What did the Creator have to say about all that?”

      “The Creator has been absent for some time.”

      “You’re fucking joking.”

      “I’m not.”

      Jon nearly laughed. “Well, that’s…depressing.”

      “Quite.”

      “Did you fight?”

      She nodded. “The war lasted a thousand of your years. I fought with the Lord of War and countless others. In the end, we did not have the numbers. The Forges could produce Angels by the hundreds very quickly, and the Lord of Fate’s ranks were already flush with Lords and Ladies and the willing.”

      “Willing?”

      “Souls that pledged to fight for either side.”

      Jon shook his head. “Why would they do that? They’re already in Anu.”

      “Same reason anyone goes to war; they fought for a better future, or they were coerced.”

      “Anu sounds a lot like Evanna.”

      “Aside from the gods throwing lighting at one another, yes. The two worlds are similar. The greatest difference would be that Anu is infinite. As you can imagine, a war that spans an eternity has a very large body count.”

      “And what happens when one dies in Anu?”

      She breathed. “I don’t know.”

      Jon knocked out the remnants of his pipe. “What happened after?”

      She stared into the fire. “We were captured. Those that survived. The Lord of War disappeared. Most were beheaded and impaled as a reminder to those still defiant. Some, like me, were taken to the laboratory. And here we are.”

      “Here we are,” he agreed. He smiled.

      She cocked her head. “This pleases you?”

      He gave an uncertain shake of his head. “Not the um…death and destruction, no. I suppose I am pleased that you’re here.”

      She smiled in turn. “So you like me being here?”

      “Well, yes, I would say so.”

      “So, you enjoy the thought of a feigned marriage to me?”

      “Uh…”

      “Just answer the question.”

      “That is a…complicated question.”

      “The answer is simple.”

      “I’m not sure if I agree.”

      “Why?”

      “Gods woman…”

      “I like it when you blush.”

      He looked at her smile and smiled back. She moved a little closer to him, the light of the fire dancing in her eyes.

      “You told me you were in love with me,” she said plainly.

      His stomach turned a bit, and he felt his face contort with heat. “I was drunk?”

      “Did that make it untrue?”

      His face contorted again, “Ah…no. It did not.”

      “You’ve avoided me for days.”

      “I’ve done no such thing. We’ve barely separated.”

      “Until now you’ve avoided meaningful conversation.”

      “I didn’t know you wanted to talk about it. We were both a bit inebriated, and…”

      She waited. “And…what?”

      “I didn’t know if it was a lasting feeling, for me or…you?”

      “And was it? Lasting?”

      “For me?” he paused as he found her eyes once more. “Yes. You?”

      The span of a breath, and she kissed him. The world stood still when her lips touched his. There, in that place; with the fire their spotlight, and the forest carpet their stage. There was no doubt in his mind that this was the greatest moment he had ever known. He knew also that there might never be another quite so perfect.

      “Yes,” she said when at last they pulled away. “It lasted.”
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      She settled her head into his shoulder, her naked body pressed to his, their clothes thrown about loosely across them. The fire waned to its last glowing embers, and the bedroll bunched and nestled beneath them comfortably. Jon remained awake. At first, he only stared, picking out constellations through the bare canopy, the wind lazily pulling and coaxing the branches. Their lovemaking had teetered the line between guarded and passionate as comfort and need battled pure carnal longing. He had slept with women before, though usually they were quickly forgotten scenarios under regrettable circumstances. Never like this. His father had told him once of the time he and Jon’s mother had met. She’d been on the practice fields, a girl no more than five, beaten bloody by her mentor’s stick. She refused to surrender, launching again with fruitless attack after fruitless attack, each growing slower than the last. When she at last collapsed on the field, her mentor, an elder in the village, pointed at random to a boy in the crowd to pick her up and carry her home: Jon’s father, a child only a year older. His father had carried her to her home in the trees where he left her with her parents to tend her wounds. Before he left, she had opened her eyes and met his. To him, there had been no more clarifying a moment in all his life.

      Jon imagined the way he felt at this moment was very comparable. He looked at the Aden spiraling up her arm, the faintest glow on her bronzing skin. Softly he traced the patterns with the tips of his fingers, wondering at the depth of their meaning. It could have been nothing more than his imagination, but the markings seemed to glow a touch brighter at his caress. She shifted closer into him and sighed pleasantly. Like a spark of flint over a distance, a muted light swarmed from her Aden and into his fingers. He pulled his hand away quickly, but the effect was still present; the glow melting from his fingers and into his hand, disappearing eventually beneath his skin. Well…that was ominous.

      “We’re bound,” she said quietly.

      “Is that what that was? Did I do that?”

      “Yes. But you could not have without my permission.” She picked her head up and looked at him. “I give it freely.”

      “And what does that mean?”

      She smiled softly and kissed him. She laid her head back on his shoulder and closed her eyes. “You know what it means.”
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      The chains around her hands bit painfully with every move as she trudged wearily through the Avenue of New Beginnings. An impossibly long line of gods and Willing marched with their heads down, bound in their chains, to the chorus of victory chants from the crowd. Rockets flared, and the people rejoiced: the Revolution was over, the Coalition crushed, with their own leader fleeing in defeat. The last of them marched here. Step by halting step, they made their way up the Harted Stair to face the headsman.

      “Head up, my lady,” said a voice beside her. Arienaethin looked upon a man, one of the Willing, a soul whose life on Evanna had earned him a place in Anu. This man who had chosen to fight amongst the gods walked with a gait that spoke of pride.

      “Do not let them see your fear,” he said.

      She looked at Maerko’s body being dragged face down by those chained, her ragged breaths coming in uneven spurts. “But I am afraid,” she whispered.

      “This is the Avenue of New Beginnings is it not? What awaits us at the end of this road, up those stairs, is just something new once more.”

      Arienaethin scoffed.

      “You doubt. That’s all right. So did I…at first.”

      She looked at him. “At the end of this road, there is nothing. This end is Final.”

      The man nodded. “Yes. A rest, for I am weary.” He smiled sadly. “It is clear to me that the Creator is no longer here. I think I grasped that upon the very moments of my death. But…I think that is for the better. I think He would be disappointed.”

      Yes, she agreed. I think he would. She found her voice, “How did you know? That the Creator was not here.”

      He looked at her with sadness. “Because my wife is not.”

      She held his gaze as long as she could bear before she turned away, wiping the tear from her eye.

      “I looked for her. For so long in this…paradise. Her eyes, her lips, and by the gods those legs…” Despite everything, Arienaethin chuckled at that. But the man sobered. “I did not find her, and I think I have been looking for a very long time. But it is all right. It just means that she is somewhere else. Somewhere I am heading as well.”

      Arienaethin slowly shook her head, hiding her tears. She did not know this man, or any of the Willing, and she had not given thought to their plight. Perhaps with time, and less war…but no, she was immortal, and these things had not crossed her mind until this very moment. Ashamed, she looked up finally and asked, “Why did you fight?”

      They were to the stairs now, the line in front of them growing ever shorter.

      He looked at her, and then past her. “There is something wrong here, in this place. I did not have a choice.”

      “There is always a choice.”

      “No. Not for me.”

      They took the stairs one by one in silence. Moment by agonizing moment. Maerko’s body ascended painfully as the chains threatened to relieve her of her arms. They were close enough now to see the Headsman, what was left of the Judges, and Fate himself upon a high balcony extending from the Palace. She witnessed with both horror and resignation the deaths of her comrades; god and Willing alike, their heads rolled into a terrible pile that grew with an agonizing display of patience, the bodies to be carried away by automaton Servants and nailed to crosses one and all. She winced at every stroke of the axe, at every hammer fall, and watched as every cross, now bearing a body, was carried away to some unknown destination.

      She cried as a Servant took Maerko’s body next and brought her to the dais before the Headsman. She barely noticed as he spoke, his voice grave and quiet, “Here we find Maerko, Lady of the Dance, guilty of treason against the Throne of Anu. The sentence is everlasting death.” The Headsman passed the scroll to a Servant and picked up his axe, blazoned with blood both dried and fresh. Without hesitation, he raised it over his head and brought it down in a swift motion.

      “Hold.”

      The axe’s blade held a hair from Maerko’s neck in perfect stillness. The Headsman looked at the Lord of Fate, who nodded in turn. The Headsman removed his axe and gestured to the Servants, announcing, “Your sentence has been postponed. You will serve Fate once more.”

      The Servants moved and took her unconscious form away, and Arienaethin watched until she no longer could, her stomach now in her throat. Without fanfare the line moved again. The Willing man with whom she had shared her last moments moved in front of her. He stood before the Headsman with his head held high as the Servants adjusted his chains and maneuvered his body before the chopping block.

      “Sir,” she said to him and met his eyes one last time. “Thank you. And…I’m sorry.”

      As his name and crimes were read aloud, he smiled. “I’m not.”

      The axe fell.
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      She mumbled in her sleep, curses and pleas, and then she began to shiver. A nightmare perhaps. Jon had his own from time to time. He thought he might leave her be, until she cried out. She darted out of their pallet, pushing off away and throwing off their clothes into the glowing embers of the fire. Jon moved quickly and snatched them before they began to smoke. Ana sat and stared at him, tears streaming from her eyes, seemingly surprised to find him there.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. A sob escaped her throat. Jon found one of the blankets they had neglected and brushed it clean. He draped it over her bare shoulders and sat beside her. She breathed uneasily for a time and did not bother to wipe her eyes.

      “A dream,” she said. “Nothing more. Sorry to have wakened you.”

      Jon nodded. He got up and gathered some more kindling to add to the embers, then stoked them in silence until a small flame appeared. He returned to his seat beside her and took out his pipe, though he did not light it.

      “I dream of fire,” he said. She looked at him, and he met her eyes with a sad smile. “Surrounded by fire…calling for my mother. I’m not very old, barely a child. The blaze is endless, and there is no escape, no matter how hard I try. I find my sword, wooden at the time, and I try my damnedest to beat it back. What I remember the most is the smell, so vivid that it doesn’t feel like a dream at all. Smoke…and flesh. Searing. I walk through the fire—it eats my clothes, my skin. When I find my mother, I am crawling on the ground, barely able to move. I reach out a hand and take to hers in mine.” He poked at the campfire, so small and harmless in contrast to his dreams, and stoked the flames. “Then I wake up.”

      She pulled her blanket closer around her and leaned against him, saying nothing. The old man knew of his dream, but they did not speak of it. When Jon had first woken in sweats so many years ago, the old man had grabbed him and held him tightly until he stopped flailing. Years passed, and he learned to simply wake before the flames consumed him.

      She spoke quietly. “I dream of the war, but mostly of the time after. Flashes of memory from time to time. I’m not sure if I don’t remember fully because of what happened in the laboratory or…I just don’t want to.”

      Jon paused, gathering his thoughts and phrasing his next question with utmost care. “The old man—he knew where to find you that day in the woods. Did you in turn know he would be there?”

      “I was told someone was waiting. I did not know who.”

      He took a breath. “Ana, what else is going on?”

      Her answer was not quick. “Arthen, the Lord of War, fled Anu through some means we don’t know. He built a citadel, trained an army of men and women to fight, as the gods do. That it was blatant disobedience to Anu’s oldest laws mattered little. Such interference in the lives of men is strictly forbidden.” She took Jon’s chin in her fingers and brought his eyes to hers. “Fate found him. He engineered the great campaign and burnt it to the ground.”

      Jon took a breath. Nathera.

      She nodded, understanding his realization. “I was sent here to find him. After the burning of Nathera, there was still no sign as to whether he had lived or died. There had been a small hope that we might be able to revitalize some form of revolution.”

      “So, you escaped?”

      “Yes. With help. I don’t know how, but I was able to resist Fate’s…machinations, though not until after some…damage had been done.”

      Jon waited.

      She shook her head. “But…then there is you.”

      “Me?”

      “You shouldn’t exist. The last of War’s bloodline that was supposedly murdered to a child. How is it you are here? You said it yourself, you remember the fire. You even remember burning in it.”

      “It’s a dream, Ana.”

      “No, Jon, a memory.”

      Jon said nothing. Yes. It’s a memory. But, oh, how I wish it was a dream. “I know. The old man pulled me out. Just in time I suppose.” My hand grabs hers, her eyes tearing as she burns…her fingers clutch mine one last time as I call her name. Then nothing. Over the years he had shed many tears for his mother. He had no more to give.

      Ana took hold of his arm. “The old man…you know he isn’t Natheran. You are the last.”

      Jon swallowed. “Yes.”

      “Maybe…just maybe, you’re the one I was sent to find.”

      She must have sensed his sudden withdrawal. Walls erected around his heart where previously there had been none. She stopped leaning on him but left a hand on his arm. He had begun to suspect, but now he could confirm. A pawn, he thought, in this game of Lords and Ladies. Just how long have I been such? Bred, trained, pulled from a fire, and miraculously finding myself with the woman of my dreams. I’ve been a fool. These things don’t just happen.

      He felt his blood rise and worked quickly to sheathe it. There had always been a grander scheme in the making. He knew the farm was not his destiny, even though there had been times when he wished it were. His lack of choice was not the source of his anger, but it did add fuel to the fire.

      Ana must have sensed something had changed. She cautiously started to shake her head. “Jon—”

      His throat dried, and his voice turned to gravel, making it harder to hide the hurt. “Was this all part of the plan? Me, you, the old man? So…what? We go back to Anu, your assassin in hand, and I kill the Lord of Fate?”

      “Jon, wait—”

      “I know what I am.” He felt her stare in the sudden silence. “I’ve always known. But I won’t be anyone’s pawn in some celestial game that has already claimed my family. My home.”

      “I didn’t know who you were. No one did.” She gripped is arm tighter, as if scared he would leave. “And now that I do….it hasn’t changed anything. This,” she lifted her palm, revealing her Aden, and placed it in his, “is real.” The Aden glowed fiercely between them. Through it he felt her—her love and wanting. The truth in her words. The truth of her.

      His walls came down in a tumble, and he shuddered with relief as fear left him. He kissed her. Her hands came to his face and cradled it. She pulled away with a smile.

      “This,” he breathed, “it feels like…”

      “Fate?” she answered.

      He nodded. “But it can’t be, right?”

      “No,” she kissed him again. “We make our own.”
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      “Someone comes.”

      Jon’s eyes snapped open. The forest was wreathed in fog and a soft gray light filtered through the branches of the slow rising sun. Who had spoken?

      Jon’s senses detected little had changed from the night before—except for the smell. A lingering odor carried downwind: tarnished leather, old steel, rotted teeth. Sweat and blood. He rose carefully, trying not to disturb the woman still asleep beside him. Men were close, but there was still enough distance for him to prepare. He tapped Ana on the shoulder, and she rolled over to him almost casually. Her nose wrinkled and her eyes snapped open. Jon motioned her to silence. Her senses were as good as his, if not better. Understanding crossed her face and she rolled to a crouched position, looking to him for instruction. He could almost feel the power gathering in her palm.

      He signaled for her to feign sleep, and she shook her head vehemently. He sighed and pointed to a tree a few meters off. Hushed voices reached their ears, and Ana rushed off with a handful of clothes and disappeared behind the tree’s trunk. Jon pulled on his trousers and secured his belt—no time for anything else. He loosened his belt knife and hid behind another tree nearer to the camp. Their small cookfire had doused itself early in the morning, but the smoke would have drifted upward for some time, a clear marker on a clear night. Jon allowed himself a moment to curse his stupidity, then closed his eyes to focus on the quarry. He was suddenly very grateful they had not brought the horses.

      “They was here,” someone whispered. “Man and woman, I swears.”

      A grunt.

      “They fuckers?”

      “Ohs yah. Al’night.”

      “Yous lookin’?

      “’Course.”

      Their accents placed them as southern Murkers from the sound; the raiders came north in groups to rape and rob, never more than a few. The presence of the Imperials did little to deter them, as they did not take roads and kept to the forests. Murkers usually targeted only a few farmsteads at a time, and recent times had seen a decline in their presence, most likely due to in-fighting. With his sword still at the farm, Jon drew his knife and waited. Their footsteps were light but easy to track. They passed his tree in a hurry, making for the camp.

      “Theys not here,” said one.

      “They hadn’t gone nowhere. I’d have seent it.”

      Jon moved from the tree, and silent as night placed his blade against the neck of the first and slit his throat. The man in broken leather smelled of sweat and piss, and his blood had the rot of infection. The man gurgled and fell as the others turned: two with large clubs and the third carrying a short sword edged in rust. Jon threw his knife into the eye of the nearest and rushed the second. The raider swung his club with a shout as Jon dodged the first and second swing before intercepting the third. He moved outside the Murker’s reach and delivered a sharp blow to the raider’s elbow, cracking it unnaturally. Jon caught the club as it fell from the Murker’s hand and cracked it against the man’s head. The man fell limp and hit the ground hard.

      The last Murker charged, swinging and stabbing wildly with his sword. Jon dived over the corpse with the knife in the eye and plucked it. He rolled into a crouch and threw. The blade went through the Murker’s hand and pinned it to a tree. The raider shouted in pain and dropped to his knees.

      Jon strode to him and crouched at eye level. “Far from home. None to hear you scream.”

      The Murker stopped his wails and brought his eyes to Jon. “Easy prey…not so easy.”

      “Easy prey,” Jon considered. “Who told you this?”

      The forest became darker. Jon looked from the man and found the fog had come lower to the ground, masking the moss. What sunlight there had been suddenly dampened, as though covered by a lantern shade. Low lying branches bent and pulled away from the ground and all matter of creatures went silent.

      “Jon!” Ana was suddenly beside him. “We need to run, now!”

      As she pulled on his arm, Jon spied a darkened figure several dozen meters away. The fog seemed to stream off him. He carried a great bow, and glowing eyes burned in boar mask under a dark hood. In one motion he drew and let fly. Jon barely had time to gather Ana in his arms and dive to the ground before the arrow sunk into the man pinned to the tree.

      “What the fuck is that?!” he gasped.

      “No time!” Ana launched herself up and pulled him along. They began at a sprint in the general direction of their homestead, though they were days away. Arrows flew rapidly, piercing trees and marking spaces they had been only seconds before. They ran across the creek and made their jagged path into denser foliage. The forest seemed to act against them, trees appeared suddenly in their path, and every turn they made immediately required another. Seemingly caught in a maze, Ana stopped, considered, and sprinted through a web of vines and vegetation barreling her way to the other side. They skidded to a halt when they found the gorge. The forest continued on the other side, across hundreds of meters down and wide, and the river at the bottom of the gorge raged and twisted for leagues until it snaked out of sight.

      “I can fight him if I can get close enough,” said Jon.

      “No, you can’t,” she said. “We need to fly.”

      “Old man said that was a bad idea.”

      “The old man’s not here!” The fog followed them out of the forest and grasped intangibly at their heels.

      “She’s right, Jon. Your options are limited.” Jon saw the spirit perched on the ledge of the gorge, looking down into its depths. Jon followed his gaze.

      He took Ana into his arms. “I have another option.” Before she could protest, he jumped.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Hunt cursed himself as he watched them leap into the gorge. Arienaethin had bent the flight of his arrows. He was sure of it. She’s protecting the boy. He grunted. The forest moved for him, allowing easy passage to the edge of the gorge. As insignificant as it was impressive, the Hunt acknowledged that he had underestimated the Lady of the Wind, and the manchild seemed also to have some passing martial prowess.

      “This won’t end well for you, Erlwhen.” The Hunt turned and found a man of umber brown skin and a white beard dressed in green garb assessing him from a high branch. He knew that voice.

      “What are you doing here?” the Hunt growled.

      The spirit gestured. “Tending my garden.”

      “You’re supposed to be dead.”

      “And much of me is.”

      The Hunt bristled in annoyance. “Are they a part of your garden? Have you finally thrown in with the Rebellion?”

      “Which side burned the forest? It was yours, wasn’t it?”

      “It was war.”

      “It was unnecessary.”

      “War often is.”

      The spirit jumped from his perch and landed standing in front of the Hunt. “Pursuing them will not end well, old friend.”

      The Hunt stared. “If you get in my way, it is you I will hunt next.”

      The woodland spirit smiled sadly. He nodded slowly, acknowledging something unto himself, “Then goodbye, old friend.” The spirit turned; his leaving marked only by the slow fall of autumn leaves.

      The Hunt bristled in frustration. This was not going well.
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      The fall was far. Very far. Ana was not one for fear, and heights surely did not bother her, but suddenly facing an abrupt end to her short mortal life left her shaking. She could not fly with Jon’s arms wrapped around her, and even if she were free, carrying added weight would not help. Nor could she compel enough of the Wind to make a whirlwind to catch them in the time they had before they hit the ground. These thoughts came fast as she and Jon plummeted to the river below. The only sure certainty that remained to her was that she was about to come to a sure and sudden death. She involuntarily wrapped her arms around Jon very tightly.

      You can’t fly, said the Wind.

      Thanks for noticing, she replied.

      Perhaps you could float? The Wind might have been jesting, but the idea suddenly occurred to her that while she could not halt their descent, perhaps she could slow it. She released her hands from Jon’s back and twisted around in his grasp so that she was facing the river. She held out her hands and willed the Wind to flow toward her. It resisted. Her human form still too unfamiliar. Now angry, she pulled.

      Oh, you could have just asked, the Wind said.

      The Wind came at them with a gallant force, pushing against their combined weight, encouraging them to fight gravity. The torrent filled her ears, but their descent slowed with the river only seconds away. They hit the water with a mighty crash and the current ripped them from each other. She fought and tumbled in an angry frenzy, her breath all but gone until her face broke the surface. She coughed and gagged on the freezing water and pulled in a small amount of air before the river took her again. She collided with a rock, scraping her leg on its sharp edge, and she cried out in pain, only to have water fill her lungs. She flailed desperately but willed herself to find the surface. Underwater, she found the voice of the Wind silent. She panicked as dark circles flooded her vision and the last of her strength faded.

      “I love you,” he said.

      “And I you,” she replied. They stared hand in hand at the valley below the Heavenly Palace. As always, something urged to step from the balcony and fly. As always, something else compelled her not to.

      “So, what’s next?” she asked. “Anu is ours, and you are mine. What else could we possibly want?”

      “My work is nearly finished,” said the Lord of Fate. “At least for a time. There are one or two ends to tie up. Perhaps…no, let us just enjoy ourselves for now.” He leaned into her and kissed her cheek.

      She woke with a gasp in the dark. Her back ached and her chest felt as though a giant had sat on her. An orange glow revealed an uneven ceiling; dark shapes flitted back and forth, and pointed rocks glared angrily upon her. Water dripped somewhere in the distance and echoed in the stone halls. The roar of the river was muted but still present. She sat up slowly, cognizant of the pain, and groaned.

      Jon appeared before her and placed a hand on her back to give her support. “Easy. You’ve had a busy day,” he said softly.

      “Where are we?” Her voice was harsh as it had been when she came down from Anu.

      “Cave I found.” He looked up to the bats on the ceiling and gave them a dissatisfied look. “I figured maybe we could recoup here until that thing stops looking for us.”

      “He’ll never stop,” she said. She grunted as she tried to rise. “He is the Lord of the Hunt. This is his expertise.”

      “Surely he didn’t follow us all the way down the river,” he replied.

      “He’ll follow us to our grav—AH!” The pain in her leg radiated up her back, and she nearly fell.

      “Easy! You’ll undo the stitching,” said Jon. He helped her back down to the hard stone floor. Her boots were gone, her leg was wrapped in his shirt, and blood had seeped through the cloth along the long gash down her calf. She gently pulled back the top of the makeshift bandage. Somehow, he had taken twine and stitched together her bloodied leg, though the sight was ghastly. She looked away from it as she replaced the cloth.

      “We may have lost him if the river carried us far enough,” she said. “But finding things is what he does.”

      Jon stood and started pacing by the fire. “This…just got complicated.”

      His crumpled face and wrinkled brow made her laugh out loud. Doing so made her body hurt, but she could do little to help herself. His eyes flicked to her, but his frown remained in place. “I’m glad you find this funny.”

      “I’m sorry.” She tried her best to stop. “But…your wife is a goddess who fell from the sky, we’re being tracked by the Lord of the Hunt himself, we just fell from a league high gorge, and now your life is complicated?”

      “Well…” he struggled. “I suppose it’s kind of funny. In the ‘I’m going to die soon’ way. How did he know where to find us?”

      “I feel this is redundant, but the Lord of the Hunt hunts pretty well,” she said.

      “Thanks, smart ass.”

      “Regretting our marriage?”

      He smiled. “I regret leaving my sword at home.”

      “It wouldn’t have done you any good.”

      “I don’t know, I’m pretty good with it.”

      “My, they do make men foolish. You can’t fight the Hunt as you would a man. We have to be smart. They are Lords for a reason.”

      “Are you telling me that no Lord has ever died by a man’s hand?”

      “That is exactly what I am telling you.”

      “Then how about you explain the blood on your leg? Or the cuts on your face? Bleeding things die. Plain and simple.”

      She raised a hand to her face and felt the scratches along her cheek. “I am different. My body is human. His is not. Lords in human skin are not something that is a common occurrence.”

      “All right,” he replied, “so it’ll be difficult. How do we do it?”

      She extended her hand. The Aden along her arm lit, and a silver spear of light extended from her palm.

      “Whoa…how long has that been there?”

      “Since my conception. Galeblade is my answer when compassion and reason have failed. All Lords and Ladies carry with them a weapon of their choosing, made of will and light.”

      “And that light stick will get the job done?”

      She paused and looked at him. She did not know if she should be appalled or humored. The thought of taking a life grieved her, as did the lives of those she had already taken. Her “light stick” had been her closest friend and most reliable ally through the ages, Jon’s off-hand remark could only be attributed to honest ignorance.

      “Yes,” she finally answered. “My…light stick will get the job done.”

      “That’s something then. The more immediate issue is getting off the river.”

      “Do you have a plan?”

      “A bumbling one. I don’t know if he will come at us here. If it were me, I’d wait for us to be on dry land again. Easier to track that way. The cliffs are the problem. We can’t climb them in our current condition, or even if we were perfectly healthy—it would take too long. We will have to float downriver. Doing so means he loses our scent, and maybe then we can sneak by him.”

      “We’re going to float downriver?”

      “Aye,” he answered. “I’ll gather enough wood for a raft to carry us as far as we need. There’s a port some ways downstream, a little trading post. We find ourselves a horse, and we’re home free, give or take maybe a day or two more to get home.”

      “And what’s to stop the Hunt from finding us in the meantime?”

      Jon grinned. “A bit of luck? That’s all we have, so if it doesn’t work, we’re fucked.”
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      Night came before Jon was finished gathering enough floating debris to make a raft. He tore strips from her cloak and his trousers to bind the stray pieces together. Even if the day had been warm, she would not have noticed. She scooted closer to the small fire to fight the cool dampness of her skin. As her self-assigned job, she kept it going, setting aside a small pile of sticks Jon brought her to keep dry. The mouth of the cave opened into the river itself, and a large pool swirled at the entrance.

      Jon surfaced from the pool after his last trip into the river; a soaked log as tall as he in his arms. He shook himself from the cold mountain water and lay his prize by the half-finished raft. Rubbing his hands, he gathered himself before the fire and shivered.

      “That’s all we can do tonight,” he said.

      “You’ve done quite a bit,” she replied. She took one the remaining strips of her cloak they had and began to rewrap her leg. The blood had clotted along her calf, the sharp pain barely fading. “Do you think it will hold?” she asked.

      “I’ve done what I can, but no, it probably won’t hold. Hopefully it’s enough to get us out of the gorge at least.”

      She nodded. She wrapped her leg as the he shown her, keeping it tight without cutting off the blood flow. She winced.

      “Here.” Her future husband came to her and took the cloth from her hands.

      “I can manage just fine, thanks,” she said.

      “Quit,” he said sternly. “You could do it yourself, but this way will be a lot less painful.” Gently, he continued her work with ease and much faster than she was able. Eyeing the damage to her leg, she reflected on Jon’s remarks regarding bleeding things dying. Gods very rarely, if at all, found themselves in situations such as hers. How fragile these forms are. Had she been turned the wrong way, it could have been her head, and then where would she be? A single misstep from the Judges’ door. At least, that was how it stood for mortals. But what of her? If gods required judgment, she did not think she would find herself again in Anu. Fate’s anger was too dire and far too long lasting to forgive one such as her—not that she would ever ask for it. But then, had not Maerko suggested that Fate wished her to be his queen?

      “Deep thoughts?” Jon asked as he finished with her leg and, satisfied it would hold, added a stick to the fire.

      “Yes,” she answered truthfully.

      “Care to share?”

      She eyed the fire and took a breath. “Not really.”

      Jon nodded and left her in a silence. She changed her mind. “I was thinking about my… mortality? My leg…and whatever else can happen.”

      “We’ll make it. The river’s not that rough,” he said.

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know what you meant. Death is scary.” His face darkened, and he looked elsewhere.

      “That’s putting it mildly,” she answered. “And after…what’s next? Anu or Lamen? Do I return to the Ether as the Wizened would have us believe, or do I simply…fade away?”

      “Men have been asking such questions since the day we could.”

      She grimaced as she moved closer to the fire. How young she must sound, asking questions she never thought or had the need to ask. Here she was, learning to work a farm and ride a horse and hunt…things they taught babes before they could speak. How terribly naïve she must look to him.

      “Might want to get some sleep. Dark thoughts can take you to dark places,” said Jon. He made to douse the fire.

      “What are you doing?” she asked. It was their only source of warmth.

      He pointed to the cave entrance and the lengthening shadows on the river. “No need to give the Hunt a light.” He doused the fire with river water, closing them in darkness, and lay down on the cold rock beside her. “Let’s just focus on getting out of here, and then we can discuss the…dichotomy of life and death.” She agreed. They had more pressing matters than her own self-pity. For the moment, anyway.
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      Sleep was a long time coming. The cave was generally uncomfortable; the floor under her was unbending, and the rock that was her pillow left her aching through her neck and shoulders. The cold settled in very quickly, cave walls not being conducive to heat. The shadows of bats above them flickered from perch to perch, irked at the small fire and its smoke. She shivered with her legs drawn against her for what she assumed was hours; it felt even longer when her stomach started to grumble audibly. She snuggled herself into Jon’s back and buried her head between his shoulder blades. The warmth was a substantial improvement. He smelled of the river, native and fresh, and his skin was as damp and cool as her own. He stirred and turned over, taking her head into his chest and wrapping her in his arms. She marveled at the warmth that spread through her chest and knew it to be more than physical. After several moments of breathing him in, listening to the steady thump of his heart, she drifted into dreamless slumber.
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      When she awoke, her head lay against his outstretched arm, her face in his chest. She looked up at him to find him still sleeping, except that his breathing was not as deep as it should have been.

      “Are you feigning sleep?” she asked quietly.

      A small grin appeared through his untrimmed beard, though he didn’t open his eyes. “Aye.”

      “Hmm,” she purred. “Trying to get out of work?” He laughed as she pushed him away and sat up. Light came from the cave entrance, and what she could see of the river seemed mildly tempered.

      “Aye,” he said. He lazily pushed himself up and started to pull the last of the logs together with what remained of the tattered cloak. “I would say ‘let’s go fishing,’ but we are not in a good spot. The river is deep where we are. I had to swim out with an arm on the cave entrance just to gather what wood we have here.”

      “How long will it take get to the port?”

      “Not as long as you’d think, but longer than we’re going to like.” He put together the last of the wood. On end it stood taller than a man and nearly as wide. He had fitted the larger pieces on either end, using the strips from her cloak to bind the whole structure end to end.

      “Why do you say that?” she asked. He dragged the raft to the cave entrance.

      “Because this water is cold as fuck.”

      With his help, she put her boots on carefully to cover the wound and limped to the pool. The water was indeed as cold as fuck. The boy slowly pulled the floating craft to her. With a great deal of concentration and balance, and the boy’s hand, she was able to board.

      “Keep your weight in the center for now. This bastard’s likely to tip at the first provocation,” he said. He grasped her wrist and ungracefully rolled onto the raft. She shifted her weight to one side to compensate for his and mimicked his position, rolling onto her stomach next to him.

      “Well,” he looked at her, and smiled at her obvious uncertainty. “Nothing to do but…do it.” They started paddling slowly. Upon exiting the cave, the river swept them away. Her breath was taken, not by the speed, but by the river’s unpredictability. They bounced and weaved through ragged waves. Jon used his hands and feet to push away from rocks and steer them toward the middle of the current. She, on the other hand, wedged the fingers of both her hands in between the tied timbers and gripped them tightly. Their speed increased as they rounded a bend, their course taking a downward trek. The gorge walls to either side prevented the idea of rest.

      The water ran over the wood with abandon, soaking everything that was not her back. They crested a ridge and landed in a splash that nearly took them under. She spit out what had gotten past her tightly clenched teeth.

      “This. Is. Not. Fun,” she grated.

      “I must admit,” responded the boy, “I’ve shown girls better times.”

      Her eyes darted to him—she dared not move her neck for fear of the slightest movement—as she felt a pang of jealousy. “What. Girls?”

      “Not important. Lean right!” She leaned into him as he paddled enthusiastically to move away from the rock on their left. The left side of their craft rose out of the water before it scrapped hard against the sharp surface, causing them to rock violently when the raft came crashing back down. With his body, the boy shoved her back center and the rocking stopped. He put a hand over hers.

      “See? Nothing to worry abo—”

      The raft broke apart beneath them and the boy went under immediately. Ana clung desperately to the half of raft that had not broken, praying to Hope that it would hold together as it spun about in the current uncontrollably. She looked behind her trying to find any sign of the boy’s head breaking the surface.

      “Jon!” she shouted. “JON!”
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      The old man set the tea to boil then walked slowly to his chair by the fire. His knees were starting to ache during the day as well as the night and groaned like rusty hinges. His back relaxed gratefully as he settled into the worn cushions. The pipe still smoked next to his chair, filling the room with the smell of his tobacco. He coughed before he put the stem to his lips. Getting old, he thought. He found the silence as disturbing as the boy’s incessant jokes.

      A knock at the door interrupted his reverie. He groaned, put the pipe to his mouth and went to open it. The Wolf greeted him.

      “It’s the Hunt,” he said without preamble.

      The old man kept still, and took the pipe from his mouth, “Shit.”
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      Jon had neither much hair nor a shirt, so Ana put both hands around his jaw and pulled. Her fingernails dug into the sides of his neck and forced his eyes open.

      “Jon! Wake up!” Her voice rang his eardrums, and if he’d had enough breath he would have informed her that his hearing was just fine. The water was just as cold as previously advertised. He could not be sure, but he felt that he had been under longer than was healthy. His body was leaden, but he got a hand up to Ana’s half of the raft and managed to hold. She released his head, to great relief, and hauled him aboard.

      “Come on you heavy bastard!” she grunted.

      Should I take that as an insult? He had always thought himself rather fit, and to have a pretty girl chastise him for it felt deprecating. He would, of course, discuss this with her further once he figured out why he could not get warm. She was pretty though. Her eyes seemed to light up whenever she looked at him. Nice smile too…and breasts…and ass. He supposed he could forgive her this one grievance. She looked warm, possibly because she was so flustered. Her lips looked warm, too… gods, he was cold.

      Together, they managed to get his torso out of the water, the girl yelling at him all the way. “Jon, we’re in trouble!” Always so fiery, this one. Always yelling. At me, the old man, Irving, the plow, the stove. That vein in her head is going to burst if she’s not careful. He did not know why she was so upset; he was halfway out of the water, and the river did seem much calmer. He supposed the next question was…where did the river go? Oh, it’s a waterfall. Which made sense, he supposed. Rivers in gorges only got out of gorges by falling out.

      “Oh, this is a tall one.” He had not meant to say it out loud.

      “What?! What’s tall?” She was yelling again. Still pretty though. Her hair was coming in nicely, like a burnt gold or…burnt corn? His head hit the raft when she slapped him.

      “JON! What’s tall?”

      “The waterfall,” he said. Hey, that rhymed, he thought. His face hurt.

      The raft went over the ledge and dumped its contents into the spray. He lost sight of Ana as they fell, but gained a wonderful view of the valley, albeit upside down, and his stomach fled into his lungs. The sun in his eyes told him that it was nearly midday. Wouldn’t be a bad way to go, he thought. Sun on my face, I’m cooled off from a swim, the winds in my ears, and I’m hand in hand with a pretty girl…or…I was until I lost her.

      Arms wrapped around him as Ana tackled him. They flew out of the spray and their descent slowed as they made a fast spiral to the pool far below them.

      “Hold on!” Ana shouted. It sounded like a fine idea considering he was not currently holding onto anything. He tried to wrap his arms around her, however with the angle and the gravity, and the dark edges to his vision, he was barely able to find her waist before he slipped from her entirely. He plummeted quickly through the open air, the roar of the wind dwarfing that of the waterfall. The pool rushed to him and he hit the water shoulder first. There was great wrenching where his arm met chest before his vision went black.
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      Godsdammit, he’s heavy. Since she hadn’t had a chance for him to teach her to swim yet, she had to get creative. She used the wind to propel her upward and then into a dive in hopes she could get to him before he sank too deep. Her velocity suffered greatly when she hit the water, but she was able to wrap an arm through his shoulders. She kicked and flailed her way to the surface and spent the next several moments urging the wind to push them to shore. She lent a silent “thank you” to the old man for teaching her a better grasp of her abilities, but noted that she needed more practice. When she reached the muddied bank, she pulled the boy behind her and lay down next to him. His eyes were closed and his breathing, like hers, was ragged. At least he was breathing. The mountain water left her freezing and her muscles drained, but the sun was doing wonders to her skin. They would need shelter…and a fire. Her stomach reminded her of another issue, though that one she could ignore for the time being.

      She forced herself up onto her elbows and cast an eye down the riverbank. Past the pool and blurred in the distance were the makings of a wooden structure extending into the water—the dock the boy had mentioned. She sighed and lay back down. She looked to the man next to her. Gods bless the look of his muscles; however, the idea of hauling that hulk to the distant port made her think that perhaps it would be better if Hunt just found them and got it over with. Almost. She gathered her weary legs under her and took his arm in her hands. A few pulls convinced her that it would not work. The mud was too thick, the boy too big, and she not big enough. She dropped his arm and sat, overlooking the lazy water.

      Does he float? asked the Wind.

      Not well, she replied. But then, he doesn’t have to, she thought. The water near the bank was shallow enough for her to stand and deep enough where Jon could float on his back, were he so inclined. If she held him by his shoulders, she could pull him to the port with the current’s gentle push. She felt so excited at her discovery that she took the Jon’s feet and jerked him back into the water, which flowed quickly over his face and nose. A few moments’ struggle and she had him breathing air again, with some muttered apologies. She put his back to her stomach and her arms under his pits.

      Now we’re getting somewhere. They began their slow trudge to the port. The boy’s weight was less of an issue in the water, and the current worked well as a guide downstream. The sun had moved considerably when they reached the dock, and the building attached to it, the trading post, appeared dark and abandoned. She hollered for help as she began the wearying process of bringing the boy to shore.

      She lay the boy on the wooden planks near the structure and grasped the handrail to catch her breath. She was glad to find him still alive, though he had gone slightly pale. The water, she figured, was the most likely culprit and she prayed it was not something more sinister. The door to the building was open and full of webs, looking unused for quite some time. Dust and dirt carpeted the wood. Vines and green leafy things that had not yet fallen to autumn’s spell fell through the windows and roof, allowing the sun to light the inside. Bags of rotted grain and goods were stacked against the back wall far beyond usage. An age worth of soot and silt caked the fireplace, and the clerks’ counter had long since collapsed in on itself.

      She heaved the boy in and dragged him to a corner that looked dryer than the rest, then collapsed next to him. Gods, what a day. This would be the last time she suggested they spend some time in the wilderness. What I wouldn’t do for a warm bed and some bread. She looked at Jon to remark as such, but the sight of him stilled her. There was a spot on his head she had not noticed before. Blood caked the side of his scalp, and small red rivulets ran past his ear. She stared a moment longer before she hurriedly began looking for something to staunch the bleeding.

      Shit, she said in High Speech. Finding nothing worthwhile, she took off her pants, leaving her in a shirt and men’s undergarments, and pressed them to the boy’s head.

      What is it? asked the Wind.

      He’s bleeding. I don’t know for how long.

      Hm, humans need that.

      She rolled her eyes, Yes, thank you.

      He grimaced. Good, she thought, there is that at least. Ana kept pressure on his head until she felt she would fall from exhaustion. Cautiously she removed the assumed bandage and examined the wound. The bleeding had stopped. She touched the area probingly, and was alarmed to find his skin was cold, colder than it should have been. Again, she looked around the store for something to cover him, something to start a fire, anything that might be of use. Desperation suddenly filled her heart and flooded her lungs and she wanted to cry. This world and its beauty, all a canvas for grave threats that should give anyone cause to tread with feathered shoes. Fucking rivers and their fucking rocks! Fucking hunters and their fucking bows on this thrice damned world.

      “Fuck!” she cried.

      She looked to the ceiling as if she were going to plead to the gods for relief when she eyed the broken roof. With it she received a swift inspiration. She grabbed the boy and dragged him to the where the sun spilled to the ground. She had another thought and took her shirt off, lay next to him bare chested, and hugged him tightly. She used her shirt as a cover, hoping that time and light would dry it efficiently.

      “Jon,” she said softly, “Please wake up.”

      She held him until her breathing slowed and the sunlight waned from its spot on the floor. The light of her Aden softly glowed where she held him, and she felt some power leave her. She fell asleep just as some color returned to his cheeks.
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      Jon awoke with a headache, though to call it so would be to give the pain a disservice. He felt as though someone had mistaken his scalp for a log and decided to split it. His vision cleared after several moments of blinking. The sun was long gone, and the silver light of the moon gave just enough to see through the dark. Wherever he was, he did not recall anything of how they got there, though it seemed they must have crawled through a field of razors to accomplish such. He groaned as the cuts on his back quickly made their presence felt. Ana shifted next to him in her sleep, and the top of her head rubbed his chin.

      Her man-sized shirt covered the two of them, which, he realized, meant she was not wearing it. Were his head less muddled, his thoughts would have turned elsewhere—and indeed parts of him acknowledged the woman pressed against his skin—but for the moment he found it hard to think at all. He tore his eyes away from her, looked to the hole in the ceiling of their little shelter, and pondered at the possibility of rain. He hoped it would not; he had had enough of water, even though he found himself profoundly thirsty. Brandy would do, but that was a far cry in their current predicament. He longed to sit up and get his bruised muscles off the ground, but he could not bring himself to wake the sleeping woman.

      His thoughts began the gradual process of resurfacing, and he closed his eyes to the pain they brought. The cave, the raft, the river. He had fallen at some point, then fallen again in grander fashion. He could not remember anything after that. He admitted to himself he had forgotten there was a waterfall there, but to be fair, he and the old man had never traveled that way before. It would seem Ana had found the trading post, after all. She must have found some sled dogs or something to get him here…which must be how she found the aforementioned field of razors. Why would you use sled dogs in a place with no snow? He grunted again and attempted to shift slightly to even out the pressure on his backside. He accomplished little.

      He looked to see if he had disturbed the woman and found her looking back at him. Blue eyes, the color of a clear day, sighed with relief upon seeing him awake. He felt his heart beat a little faster, and all previously ignored thoughts came rushing back, causing blood to rush in places that would soon be noticeable.

      “So,” he said quietly, “you found the dock?”

      She smiled and rested her head back on his shoulder. “Yes, I found the dock.”

      “And…the giant who beat me. You kill him, or did he get away?”

      Her gaze did not leave his. “Sorry, he seems to have escaped me. It’s good to see you awake.” She was closer than she had been. He could see every line of her lips, and every darkened freckle of her eye.

      “It’s…very good to be awake.” He glanced downward. “It behooves my manhood to ask, but…why are you naked?”

      “You were cold,” she said.

      “Ah, yes I seem to remember something about that now.” She was even closer now. He took her chin in his hand and raised her face gently to his lips. Soft and full and slightly salty, as though she had been crying. She leaned into him.

      He released their embrace slowly and put his head to hers. “Thank you. I owe you my life.” Her eyes danced across his face before she pulled him to her. She kissed him passionately, her tongue slipping past his teeth. Within moments she was astride him, and his hands were on her waist. Smooth and soft, she moved against him, her breath quickening, her hips moving pleasantly. His hands moved to the small of her back and pulled her closer. Her heart beat at his chest, and when she pulled away to gaze upon him, he felt a surge of strength. He braced with one arm, gathered her in the other, and rolled. She hit the floorboards with a gasp. The surprise in her eyes lasted mere seconds before they sparked approval. She opened her legs to him, wrapping his outer thighs.

      He slowed his breathing. He bent to kiss her breasts, making a long lingering circle until he held her nipple between his teeth. She groaned as her fingers worked the catch of his trousers. Her hand slipped past the cloth and found him ready. She shimmied further beneath him, taking a harsher hold. He released her nipple and licked his lips as her free hand worked the fabric of his trousers over his hips. He pulled back long enough to grasp her undergarments and tear them from her. Naked together, they paused a moment and looked at one another in the pale moonlight. Everything about her was perfect; her Aden reflected the night, and the creamed perfection that was her body was a poor mirror to his scarred and bruised torso. He lowered his lips to hers, kissed her slowly, and smiled. He moved down the length of her body and took her sex in his mouth.

      He stroked her with his tongue as she moaned encouragement. She buried her fingers into his short hair as he covered her sex with his lips and suckled sweetly at first, and then harder. She gasped and threw her head back to the ground, taking his head between her thighs and squeezing. Her nails raked the back of his shoulders, drawing blood in places the rocks had grazed. The pain in his head and back infringed on his desire and he jerked his head up with a grimace. Ana noticed and released him quickly.

      She brought herself up on her elbows with surprised eyes. “S-sorry!” she managed.

      The concern in her expression rekindled his desire, banishing the pain. “It’s all right,” he promised, intending to be gentle. “It’s all rig—” She grabbed his face in her hands before he could finish and brought his lips to hers, swallowing his words. As their kiss heated, she flung him aside. He landed on his back beside her with a grunt—Apparently she’s not that sorry—but as she moved atop him and held his arms to the floorboards, working him inside her, her movements banished any lingering pain in his back. She sighed as he entered her fully and released his hands. He took hold of her rear and worked his hands to her hips, holding her close as he thrust.

      They began to move in rhythm with one another, and it did not take long for Jon to feel his passion come to a head. He shuddered as he felt himself release, Ana rode his orgasm like a gentle wave. She grinned coyly.

      “Was that all?” she asked.

      Jon took a couple breaths and gathered his wit. He looked into her sky blue eyes and tried his best to match her smile. “Uh…No…not even close.”
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      “‘Gun squad four’…what the hell is a gun squad?” Ham shoved the notice into his pocket as he continued to lace up his boots.

      “I dare say it has something to do with your new promotion, Corporal,” Rom answered. He donned his leather armor and adjusted his sword belt, grabbed his sword from the rack, and made his way outside the barracks. The fields were already brimming with men, both local and not, all busy with some task or another—a stark change from times prior to their new arrivals. The new captain was already among the Maddogs, discussing something Rom could not hear, and handing out assignments. The local boys did their best in their new roles, actual soldiering, but there seemed to be a clear discrepancy between the veterans and themselves. Ham came up next to him, adjusting his belt. A young man waved at them from across the field.

      Ham waved back. “Who the fuck’s that guy?”

      “Corporal Frill!” called the young officer.

      “I think he likes you,” said Rom. Ham groaned.

      The man approached. He might have their age, but the scars on his arms and face marked him a veteran and their senior. “Corporal, I am Lancer Killian. I’ve been instructed to introduce you to the squad and get you familiarized with the cannons.”

      “Aye, about that Lancer,” started Ham. “I think there must have been some mistake. I barely know what a cannon is, and I definitely don’t know how to fire one.”

      Killian gave a fake smile. “No mistake, corporal. The commander wishes to integrate this garrison with the Maddogs to insure everyone is up to speed on the latest military protocols. Even your friend here is sure to receive new orders shortly. As for as finding the wrong end of a cannon…well you’ll only do it once.”

      “Right…” Ham looked to Rom for help, who shrugged in turn.

      “Sorry, mate,” said Rom. “I’ll see you in a bit, yeah?”

      Ham grunted and walked away with the lancer. Rom crossed to the field to where his squad usually mustered, to find only Hersh and Beeter waiting with their thumbs in their belts. Rom looked around. “Where’s Arne?”

      Beeter shook his head. “Haven’t seen him since last night. Shook off his armor and wandered into town again.”

      “Didn’t see him this morning either,” Hersh added. “Been acting kind of weird for a few days now.”

      Rom nodded. “So, Arne’s not here, and the new fellas just took Ham into a gun squad.”

      Beeter spit, and Hersh huffed. The two looked up over Rom’s shoulder as one and snapped to attention. Rom turned and did the same as their new captain approached. The man was tall and thin, and his mouth had not touched a smile in some time.

      “Private,” said the captain, “Where is your sergeant?”

      “He’s, uh, just running a touch late, sir,” Rom replied. “Something about his gruel last night not agreeing with him.”

      “He’s in the shitter?”

      “…Yes?”

      The captain growled under his breath. He handed the missive with their assignment to Rom, along with a new badge. “You’re a corporal now. Congratulations. When your sergeant is finished relieving himself, inform him I would like a word.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      “One other thing.”

      “Sir?”

      “You are acquainted with Jon West and his wife Ana?”

      Rom swallowed. “Aye, sir.”

      “Good. Come by my office after your shift. It’ll be quick.” The captain turned and walked to the next squad.

      Rom stared at the captain’s back stupidly before turning to find equally stupefied expressions on Hersh and Beeter. Oh, shit. No no, it’ll be fine. Their marriage is completely legitimate. I’m sure of it.
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      Noah, the Wolf, Irving and Isca stalked the camp. Leavings of a fire, a stew, and their clothes made it seem as if the boy and Ana had left in a hurry.

      “They were here,” said Irving. The horse’s ears flickered at the camp sight. Old soot in a small pit, the boy’s bow and bundle by the hollowed tree.

      “Aye,” the Wolf agreed, “but it was a day past at least. The arrows in the trees are not his, and these men here are corpses.”

      “Yes,” said the horse dryly. “Was it the stench or the decay that gave them away?”

      “I mean these men were either already dead or on the verge. Hunt must have recruited them.”

      “That is not typical of the Hunt,” Noah remarked.

      “But these are his arrows,” Wolf remarked. “I would know them anywhere.”

      Noah nodded, his suspicions leading him to unsettling conclusions. This stinks of Murder. “Wolf,” he said, “Did you find where they went?”

      “Yes, their tracks lead to the gorge…and then into it.”

      “She flew…”

      “I think not,” the Wolf argued. “The boy’s marks are the ones that met the edge. I think perhaps they took to the river.”

      “If they survived the fall,” Irving surmised. “But if they did, they would have been carried downstream.”

      Noah rubbed his beard. “Irving, do you remember the trading post? The one on the forest path before the plains set in?”

      “If you want to call it that, yes.”

      “Then we should make haste.”
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      His shirt was still a bandage on her leg, and all their equipment, save his belt knife, had been abandoned before their plunge into the river. He created a sack from a torn pant leg and a bit of twine. A burlap sack that once held rotted grain was now his satchel for what food they could find. He did not mind their long hikes in the days that followed. The sun was warm, and their constant uphill battle to regain ground kept his blood pumping. In fact, he felt better than he had before their plunge. They found berries and wild things in the ground that worked well enough for eating, and he even convinced Ana to let him make a few rabbit snares from materials salvaged.

      “What do you suppose the old man is doing now?” Ana asked. They walked among a grove of tall oak trees, sparsely spaced in the makings of a young forest. Their branches hung low and the shallow roots did not allow for an abundance of other vegetation. Jon threw sticks high into their branches to save himself from boredom as they hiked.

      “Smoking and drinking all the brandy,” he answered. He doubted that, but he sought to allay Ana’s fears. They had been gone too long. Nearly half a week had past, and the old man was no doubt scouring the northern fields and forest for signs of their passing. It would take them another day before they reached the edge of what Jon and the old man referred to as their land, though it was not legally so.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Ana remarked. “Perhaps we will see him over the next hill. Irving and Isca will be with him. Perhaps he’ll even be pulling a cart so that I might lay my head down all the way home.”

      “Oh, aye,” said Jon. “And he’ll have packed the cart with gooseberry pie and a barrel of ale…and perhaps even a spare shirt.”

      “I did offer you mine,” she said sweetly.

      “My manliness demanded I refuse. And it gives me something to use to coax you over to my side of the fire.”

      “Coax? Is that a new term for ‘begging’?”

      He laughed. “I don’t recall any of that.”

      “How very convenient that must be for you.” She sidled over to him and took his hand as they walked. “So, what happens now?”

      “I should think that obvious. We’re still hunted.”

      “I mean with us.”

      He stopped walking and met her eyes. He smiled and pulled her close. “I know what I would like to happen.” Her eyebrows rose with a question. “I’d like to marry you,” he finished. Her eyes sparked and breathed out slowly.

      “Real marriage,” she said softly.

      “We’re already bound, yes?”

      She paused before responding. “Yes.”

      “Can we not make it official?”

      True marriage, a binding of two souls, would not go unnoticed by the gods. The marriage of a goddess and a man would draw even more attention. The eyes of Fate would find them very quickly. But isn’t that what Maerko suggested all along?

      “Jon,” she said slowly, “a true marriage would bring a Lamen upon our heads.”

      He was unmoved. “And?”

      She laughed. “You beautiful idiot. We’re trying to stay hidden.”

      “You asked me what I wanted. I’ve told you.” With a smile in his eyes, he got down on one knee and gazed up at her. “Ana…Arina…uh…”

      “Arienaethin.”

      “That one. Would you do me the highest honor, and become my wife?”

      “You don’t even know my name.”

      “That’s not a no.”

      “You’re right. It’s not.” She got down with him and, with his head in her hands, kissed him. “Yes. I will marry you.”

      She cupped his face in her hands as Jon pulled her closer. They kissed in the quiet forest, the tree limbs swayed in a happy breeze and even the birds quelled their song as they looked down upon the two lovers on the forest floor. He tasted the salt on her lips as they curled into a smile. She placed her head to his and wrapped her arms around him.

      “Sort of glad you fell from the sky,” said Jon.

      She pulled away slightly and took his chin in her hand with an admonishing look. “Sort of?”

      The fog was not subtle. It sprang from the ground, grasping their ankles and concealing the undergrowth. The sun became dim and a chill set into the air. Jon broke from their embrace and glanced upward first, finding the sun where it should be, but its blaze only just cut through the sheet of mist. The trees in the forest appeared farther away from them; their branches bending and reaching unnaturally.

      He spied the figure past Ana’s shoulder, cloaked in furs as he had been when last they met. His hood and boar’s mask shielded his burning eyes, and his body was covered in the furs and skins of dead things. He gripped a bow of silver light as tall as the boy, took himself to one knee, and drew.

      “Ana, down!” he cried. The arrow missed her as she dived with unnatural speed.

      “Arienaethin,” called a deep voice. “Surrender the boy, and you will not be harmed.”

      Jon’s thoughts raced. Surrender the boy? The hell…?

      “You should not have gotten involved, Erlwyn,” came her response. She was beside him suddenly, and a spear alit in her hand. He drew his belt knife, then looked from the small weapon to her spear. It’s bigger, yes, but it’s how you use it that counts.

      Jon roared and went one way; Ana darted the other. Arrows came quickly, which he dodged deftly. They plunged into the ground at his feet and into the hearts of trees he used as cover. Even as he sprinted from tree to tree the forest seemed to move away from him. Dark shadows of arrows flitted through the fog, flying past his face, their flight paths altered at the last moment. He spun as arrows flew past his face, dark shadows flitting through the fog. He took to the lowest branches of the nearest tree and, using his feet, bound from trunk and limb. Jon came upon the Hunt from the air and put a fist to the masked face. The Hunt staggered to the ground and dropped his bow and rolled quickly beyond Jon’s reach. The god leapt to his feet as Jon assumed a fighter’s crouch. The two took a long moment to circle one another.

      The god came at Jon quickly, throwing a jab to Jon’s face. He blocked the god’s the first blow, moved to the side, and delivered two of his own to the Hunt’s body, his fist slamming hard into armor that had the consistency of brick. The Hunt grunted and twisted away from a third body strike while drawing a wicked knife from his boot. Jon dodged through the horizontal slashes, waited a breath for the Hunt to lunge, and moved into his reach, just past his extended arm. Jon grabbed the arm that held the blade and threw his other palm into the nose of the boar’s head, twisted, and launched a knee into the Hunt’s midsection. With the leverage Jon had gained, he threw the god over his shoulder and into the ground. The Hunt recovered quickly; a gloved hand reached up and grabbed Jon’s upper arm. With a twist of his body, the god threw Jon into the earth and bounced to his feet.

      A piercing wail sounded as Ana screamed through the air. She attacked viciously with the butt and blade of her spear. The Hunt parried quickly as the girl rained blows of thunder and power. With unnatural speed, the Hunt grabbed the spear and threw both it and the girl into the forest; her body cracked into a tree, splitting the trunk. Jon launched himself from the ground and grappled the god from behind. He stabbed wildly with his knife, only to have the blade snap off when it met the god’s armor. Ah crap. The Hunt reached and took hold of the boy’s arm. Before he knew what was happening, Jon was flying over the god’s shoulder before he slammed into the ground. He rolled to his feet quickly, trying to ignore the lack of air in his lungs. And stumbled. The Hunt watched him. Jon held out a finger.

      “One moment, please.” Jon tried to straighten and felt a satisfying crack through his backside. He took a large breath and exhaled in relief. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      The Hunt cocked his head and grunted assent. The god lunged and made two then three blinding fast punches that Jon parried before the Hunt kicked Jon in the knee. A disheartening snap and a flash of pain dropped the boy onto the one knee he had left. The Hunt admired the boy briefly before lashing out with his foot, catching Jon squarely in the chest with the power of several charging horses. He flew several feet before a tree was kind enough to break his momentum. His head spinning and his back in pieces, Jon found it much easier to stay on the ground rather than continue fighting.

      “Impressive, but you are no Lord,” the Hunt said. His voice was a gravelly growl and carried power that caused the forest floor to sway. He gathered his wicked blade from where it lay and approached the boy’s prostrate form, still trying to find breath.

      A dark figure pounced from a nearby shadow and took the Hunt to the ground with speed that Jon could barely register. A moment of terrifying battle too fast for Jon to follow, and the two separated, making a slow circle of one another. The Wolf snarled and snapped as the Hunt readied his body for another round.

      “Old enemy,” the Hunt growled.

      The Wolf rose on his hind legs, his forward paws shedding fur and becoming clawed hands. “You should never have come here, Erlwyn.”

      The Hunt stiffened, knife in hand, and with a howl the titans clashed. Jon could not see much of what ensued, for a hand grabbed his shoulder and pulled him clear of the wanton carnage. He looked up to see the old man, his sword in his belt, as he hauled the boy up and placed his back to a tree. The thunder of the brawl sheared nearby trees and ripped at the ground. The old man brought Jon’s eyes to his own as he assessed the damage. After consideration, the old man nodded. “You’ll heal.”

      The old man turned from Jon and drew his sword before wading into the fray. Both the Hunt and the Wolf were bleeding in various places with the Hunt now favoring a leg. The Wolf bounded forward as the Hunt stepped to the side, driving upward with his knife before spinning clear. The Wolf landed with a violent grunt, his legs failing him as he collapsed. The Hunt seized the moment and made to drive his knife into the heart of his hated foe. The old man moved just then—a lightning strike would not have been faster—and his sword sliced cleanly through the Hunt’s upper neck, just below the chin.

      Hunt’s body gave a spasm and fell forward, his neck spouting smoke and the head rolling several feet. A great shock like neighboring thunder shook the forest, and the whole of the world around them gave a great mourning cry. The old man held the sword of Natheran steel perfectly still before falling to his knees. Huh, that sword has a…silvery light to it, Jon thought. Irving trotted from the trees to where Ana lay and sniffed her face. Isca made for the old man, plying her nose to his face.

      “That was really stupid, Noah,” Jon heard her say.

      “Never mind that, check him.” The old gestured to the Wolf.

      “He lives,” said Irving. “And he’ll heal…eventually.” Jon’s gaze passed from horse to horse to Wolf for a bewildered moment.

      “Is this…a dream?” he asked quietly. His vision faded.
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      Jon opened his eyes to the glow of a campfire. Voices spoke in soft tones a small distance away. The hard ground beneath him muted whatever comfort he might have drawn from the blanket over him. He grunted silently when he tried to move, grasping his chest where a god had kicked him. He turned his head with an effort and found the sleeping body of his future wife next to him. Her breaths came easily, and she seemed in peaceful slumber. By the fire, the old man, a wolf, and a couple horses sat or stood idly, none now speaking, and all turning their attention to him. With an effort, Jon threw off the cover, immediately regretting the decision when he felt the night’s chill touch, and stumbled to the fire. He extended his hands to the warmth as the old man and the animals remained silent.

      “So,” said Jon. “Has Irving always talked?”

      There was a small moment of silence before all gathered offered quiet laughter. The old man smirked and nodded. “This is the Lord of the Wolves, Harnen,” began the old man. “Irving and his mate Isca are the Lord and Lady of the Horses. We have been friends a long time.” Irving, Isca, and the Wolf all nodded to the boy upon their introductions. The air of familiarity struck Jon as something far older than he, something beyond time and the ages of this world. He had always known the old man to be something more than he suggested, but he had never given thought to Irving and Isca. Perhaps they had seen to it that he would not.

      “I have wanted to speak with you for some time, young master,” Irving sound, his voice a pleasant drawl.

      “Is that so?” Jon asked.

      “Yes. The latest batch of carrots have quite simply not been up to par—”

      Isca made a shushing sound from behind the stallion. Irving quieted, but not unhappily, seeming pleased to have finally broken his silence.

      “Why the deception?” Jon asked.

      The old man responded, “No one else could know.”

      Jon met the old man’s eyes, hardening his look. “I mean from me.”

      Isca scoffed behind Irving and folded her legs beneath her in a loud huff. Irving and the Wolf gave the old man the same knowing look. The old man sighed. “I thought to spare you. The less you knew, the less you would have been seen as a threat.”

      “To whom?”

      “To the Pantheon. Secrets not known are never shared.”

      A flash of hurt sparked a sudden anger that the boy could not keep from his voice. “You did not trust me?”

      “It is not about trust. I’ve never lied to you.”

      “No, but you’ve omitted it. I have always trusted you. Without fail. What else don’t I know?”

      The old man drew back slightly, betraying his self-control, and visibly worked to regain composure. “There is much—”

      “Just tell him, Noah,” the Wolf interrupted. “He has a right to know.”

      The old man shot the Wolf a warning look. One that said this was not a conversation that included him. They shared a glare for a long moment before the old man sighed and turned back to Jon.

      “Your ancestor was the Lord of War, and a friend of mine. When the Revolution began, we”—He gestured to those gathered.—“fought bravely beside him. When we lost, we gathered whomever we could and fled. Most are now dead, and the rest will most likely never be seen again. War fled here, to Evanna, and with my help, he remained hidden. In time, he fathered children who in turn sired others. A race of humans with the blood of gods, and trained in the Art. It had always been his intention to return, with an army at his back such that no world had ever seen.”

      They shared a moment of silence broken only by the crackle of flames.

      “Why didn’t he?” Jon asked.

      Another sigh and a longer pause. “Because…he didn’t want to. He came to love what he had found. It did not matter in the end. Fate found us and sent his agent to do the work.”

      Jon gestured vaguely behind him. “The Hunt?”

      The old man shook his head. “No. Something worse.” The Wolf twitched his ears, and the Irving snorted. “Murder.”

      “Murder,” Jon repeated. “As in ‘The Lord of?”

      “Yes.”

      Jon gave a small shake of his head. “Didn’t know there was such a Lord.” Although, I’m getting less surprised by the minute.

      “In the beginning, there wasn’t.”

      They fear him. Jon eyed the old man. “So, everyone here, save myself, is a Lord or Lady of something or other. What does that make you?”

      The old man returned his gaze. “Old.”

      Jon could not help the grin that came to his face. I guess I'm not ready for that secret just yet. “In the woods, Ana told me she was sent here to find War. She…hinted…that perhaps he is still alive. Is that true?” Irving and the Wolf shared another look and turned to the old man expectantly.

      The old man’s gaze did not waver from Jon. “We don’t know,” he said. “It is our suspicion that he was imprisoned in Lamen.”

      Jon nodded. “She also…alluded to me being who she was looking for. And just now, the Hunt requested very politely that she hand me over. Does that have any merit?”

      The old man hesitated. “No.”

      The Wolf and horses sighed audibly.

      “And I’ll not hear it again from you,” the old man remarked to the other three.

      “I take it this is an old conversation?” Jon asked. “One that I don’t recall ever being a part of.”

      The old man looked suddenly very weary and shook his head, unable to find anything to say. The Wolf took the initiative.

      “You have the blood of a god in your veins, and Noah here wants to live in denial,” he said. “It is an affront to Anu, as procreation between man and god is strictly forbidden. It is believed that such a union could bring about the end of creation. It may yet still.”

      Jon looked at each of them in turn before he asked, “Is that what you believe?”

      The Wolf looked into the fire. “I don’t know. But it may be what is needed.”

      “And how would I do such a thing? End creation? Because clearly all of you believe—or at least have entertained—the thought of me, a farmer, somehow resurrecting a revolution and putting an end to some weird shit that’s happening in Anu. You believe it so much that not only have I been trained in the Art, but I have also been hidden until such a time that I can …what? Rise from the ashes and avenge my family?”

      The old man started, “That’s not—”

      “It isn’t?” Jon interrupted. “Because it looks to me as if this has been discussed over and over and little ol’ me is just sitting here with no fucking knowledge of any of it and taking everything I've seen or heard on faith. Now a goddess has fallen from the sky, mother fucking Ivan Emersin is at our goddamn doorstep, and there’s a dead god in the woods.”

      “Murder’s here, too,” Irving added. He shook off the annoyed looks from the old man and Isca. “What? Jon happens to be making some very good points that I myself have made from time to time. Oh, and by the way, Jon, no one here is foolish enough to believe you merely a ‘little ol’ farmer.’”

      “Murder’s here to,” Jon repeated. “Fucking gods, anything else?”

      There was a strained moment of silence.

      The Wolf started, “The Lord of Fate did not know you existed. When Nathera burned, the details of it were kept from the citizens of Anu. It would not have gone well for Fate to be privy to burning women and children in the early days of post-revolution. Arienaethin would have had no knowledge that Arthen was no longer on Evanna when they finally managed to smuggle her out. When Noah rescued you from the fire, he kept you hidden. The bloodline of Arthen is a threat to Fate, one that those still rebelling could use as a figurehead for future action.”

      “A rallying cry,” Irving added.

      “But I am no Lord,” Jon answered.

      “True,” agreed the Wolf. “Not yet, anyway.”

      Jon waited.

      The Wolf continued, “The blood of Arthen is strong, but it will have to be awoken.”

      Jon laughed. “Okay. Assuming I am a willing participant, how would we do that?”

      “We don’t know. We had…assumed it would be a…natural process.”

      Irving snorted. “He was hoping you’d show some signs once you hit puberty.”

      “But he has,” Isca replied. “Unnatural reflexes. Unnatural healing. The boy walked to the fire without a limp, and we all saw what the Hunt did to his knee.”

      “Aye,” said the Wolf. “His reflexes can be attributed to two dozen years of training, but I will agree he heals quickly. It will take much more than that, I’m afraid, if we are to defeat Fate.”

      “He is more,” said Isca. “I am sure of it.” Jon looked at her fondly, and if a horse could smile, he was sure she did.

      “So, what do we do now?” Jon asked.

      “We run,” the old man said. The other four looked at him.

      Jon shook his head in disbelief. “Run? Where?”

      “Anywhere,” the old man replied. “It will take them time to find us again, and we can buy ourselves a moment to think.”

      “They will find us. It does not matter where we go.” A light hand took hold of Jon’s shoulder. He looked and found Ana’s small smile and blue eyes. She took a seat next to him and took his hand in hers. There was a startled look from the old man as he took in the sight of the two of them together. He sighed heavily.

      Irving snorted, “Told you.”

      The old man shook his head. “Have you…”

      “Yes,” the goddess answered.

      “I mean have you…”

      “Yes. We are bound.”

      “Damn.”

      “Noah,” Ana started, her voice formal as though she was addressing a war council. “This is our chance. The enemy has gathered, and there is nowhere to go. If we are to have a hope of winning, let alone survival, we must strike now.”

      “Strike?!” The old man stood as he spoke. “With what? And at whom? Murder? A human general? These are mere pawns and would accomplish nothing in the grand scheme.”

      “So,” replied Ana calmly, “we draw the true enemy here.”

      “And just how do you plan to do…” He trailed off. “The wedding.”

      Ana nodded, “Aye.”

      Jon spoke up. “What does a wedding have to do with any of this? By the way, since we’re all talking about this as a given, I asked her yesterday and she said ‘yes.’”

      Ana rolled her eyes, but the smile was close to her lips. “Because a wedding is sacred. It is when two become one. And it is when threads are bound.”

      Jon shook his head. “I feel like I know all that…but I’m lost. How will that bring Fate here?”

      The group offered a moment of silence, and from Ana…the silence was deeper. The old man raised his head and answered, “It is because of the nature of Fate’s work. The war is over, but he is not done.”

      “The Lord of Fate,” spat Ana, “made me believe I loved him and made me his, because he rewove my thread. It was an experiment. To see if he could indeed remake the gods in his image. I was not his first and assuredly I am not his last, but I am his…most cherished.”

      “His plan,” said the old man, “was one that Arthen discovered. It is what started the war.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was a little thing, a war started over the love of a woman among tribes far removed from anywhere in the civilized regions. They managed to kill each other with such abandon as to nearly cause both tribes to approach extinction and leave the remnants with such hatred that there was no hope of reparation. It went unnoticed, for the wars of man are plenty, to all but one. The only one that cared about such things. In the world of men, wars came and went as they pleased. The difference here was that man did not start it. Someone else pulled the strings.

      War found his way to the Loom. Not an easy task as Fate kept his doors under guard and locked. But threads have to tether to something, and it was not so difficult to trace and follow their passage home. The Loomis looked up.

      “Hello,” it said.

      War ignored the automaton that wove every moment of every day and found his way to the threads he sought. The tapestry of the tribes was like many that had come before it. A small city founded on the basic principle of men seeking warmth and shelter together and pitching their tents by the same oasis. A leader arose out of the group and they found common ground from his guidance. Together, they gathered more to their camp and garnered food, economy, religion, and law. From humble beginnings a society was born.

      War skimmed the list of genealogies and the part describing the second tribe’s forging. He ignored the stoic gaze of the Loomis as he came upon the thing that did not sit well with him. A woman. She should not have been there. From neither tribe and never before mentioned, she was not a part of the original thread. She was something else.

      “What are you doing here?”

      War turned to find Fate standing amidst threads in continuous weave. Fate parted the waiting tapestry and approached War with caution.

      “What have you done?” asked War.

      “What do you mean?”

      “This!” War gestured to the tribes and specifically the thread of the woman. “This is not my doing!”

      Fate looked at the tapestry and shrugged. “Perhaps you missed one? I only weave as I have been dictated.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Believe what you will. Now, please leave my Loom. I’m not sure how you got in here, but I have much work to do.”

      The Lord of War ignored the god in golden armor and stepped to the tapestry. Here and there, alterations had been made. A woman and two men. Only the woman was false. While the men had histories, the woman connected to nothing before she appeared in the weave. False meetings and emotions spread through the tapestry like an infection, a poison that soon engulfed both tribes and led to slaughter that had not been governed by the Lord of War. Or decreed by Anu.

      War turned to Fate, who returned his glare. “Get. Out,” Fate said. War walked further into the Loom, inspecting tapestry after tapestry as the Lord of Fate seethed.

      “This is not your place Arthen!”

      War whirled. “You have made it my place! What did you think was going to happen? That I would not notice? How far you have fallen. When I am done, the only place that you will reign will be Lamen itself!”

      Fate did not respond immediately. Instead, he smiled, “Arthen, perhaps you don’t realize, you are only in Anu because I have deemed it so.”

      Arthen paused. He took Fate’s golden gaze into his own as his eyes gathered ancient anger. Realization clouded his mind in a sudden swirling storm. The Creator has been long gone, and what…now…has this… thing done in his absence? In the end, he answered Fate’s declaration with silence.

      “There,” Fate remarked. “Reason at last.” He walked a lazy circle around the loom, playing the spun threads with the practiced fingers of a musician. The Loomis continued its work as though the two of them did not exist. Fate came to stand between the Lord of War and the Loom. “Perhaps it is time we had a conversation, you and I. The others seem keen on keeping up appearances—denying their own curiosity, maintaining the status quo. But you, no, you do not strike me as someone who is interested in playing into any sort of…false narrative. Not like the one we have now created. One where we must maintain the illusion that the Creator’s world is one that needs maintaining, that it is perfect. I propose that it is not. The truth is, this world, and that one, and that one—” Fate gestured down the line of eternal tapestries still being woven. “They are all ours. Now more than ever. The Creator is gone, but we are not.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I am saying, the worlds are ours. There is no counterargument, old friend. The Creator is gone; we are his children and must do what is best for the worlds. I have set into motion a remarkable amount of…changes. Improvements. In time, this world and all the others will be better, if not perfect. Just as the Creator intended.”

      The Lord of War bristled and gestured to the tapestry. “But…that was not his intention. You took their choice, and they died needlessly. Is this an example of your improvements?”

      “Freedom? Is that your point? Freedom to live, freedom of choice? This coming from the Lord beset with the responsibility of solving grievances in the most violent of fashions. No, Arthen, they did not die ‘needlessly.’ Without their sacrifice, my work would not be possible. They would have warred anyway. It is the way of man; it is, was, inevitable. You see the results of choices, poor or otherwise, more than any other. Perhaps what you fear most is that in my world there will be no need of you.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “It is liberation! For you, for me, for all of us here and there. The killers, the thieves, the rapists, the despots, the poor, the rich, the little bitty babies clinging to their mother’s breasts, and even for the gods themselves. For all of them, all we need do”—Fate tapped a thread with the tip of his finger.—“is pluck a string. And all their fortunes are now reversed. Peace will ensue, and the worlds will be one in their perfection. I no longer need to spin what I have been dictated to, for there is no longer any dictation.”

      War’s mask felt suffocating, despite his not needing to breathe. He has already done it. Made his changes, Arthen thought. He looked now to the Loom in its entirety. Looking hard enough, he could see the changes in the multitude of threads that spanned the walls. Small at first but growing larger as Fate’s experiments had clearly expanded over time.

      “None…none have noticed this but I?”

      “None have cared, my friend.”

      The notion to vomit was a human one, but it was one that the Lord of War now shared. He looked at the Lord of Fate and grimaced at the smug smile as a thought dawned. “And what do you gain?”

      Fate seemed to smile. “Peace.”

      “And then? Will you declare yourself the Lord of Anu?”

      Fate cocked his head, “Am I not already?”
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      The old man sighed, “He threw Fate through a window. Burned the Loom.”

      The fire crackled, and Ana gripped Jon’s hand with a sweaty palm. Looking at her, Jon thought she had been there herself, reliving a painful memory. “And then?” Jon asked. “What happened then?”

      “The Revolution,” answered the Wolf. “Took time. But then those that decided to look started noticing the changes. For many, it was an abomination; for most…well, they seemed fine with it. Then there was war.”

      “And Ana is important to him. To the Lord of Fate,” remarked Jon.

      “Very much,” said the old man. He looked to her with a small smile. “She resisted. She broke free. Whether it was because of her nature or his…increased affection for her—”

      “Stop,” Ana whispered.

      “We think his tampering far exceeded what he had experimented with before in the—”

      “Stop!” A deadly wind blew ripped at the flames and the trees, hushing them into silence. The old man looked apologetic and bowed his head.

      Jon took a stronger hold of her hand. “Ana…”

      “Enough, Jon,” she interrupted. “We bring him here. We end him.”

      There was a moment before the Wolf finally answered, “It is not nearly that simple.”

      “Then we plan,” Ana responded. “Obviously it isn’t simple. There’s an army of men and the Lord of Murder, but Fate must be brought here to us, where he can be struck, or we are all his. There will be nothing of you or I, and that is it. It is clear we are the last bastion of resistance left, so there will be no other choices after this.”

      They stared into the fire.

      “Okay,” said Jon. Five gazes turn to him. Ana had a smile in her eyes amidst a tear. He met her proud gaze with a grin and squeezed her hand. “Why not? My great great whatever grandfather started a war he couldn’t finish, and now the god of gods doesn't want my girlfriend to marry me? Seems awful petty for an eternal asshole. Then again…assholes come from somewhere, I guess. I’m in.”

      Irving nodded agreement. “Me, too.”

      Isca leaned into the old stallion. “I as well.”

      The Wolf nodded. Together, their eyes found the old man who sighed as he gazed at Jon, the boy—the man—he had called his son.

      “We’re all going to die,” the old man said. “You know that right?”

      Jon smiled. “Well, someone wise once said; ‘Fear to act is not an excuse.’”
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          Murder’s Work

        

      

    

    
      “Now, see, I’m positive something’s wrong with him,” said Ham as he spooned another load of gruel from his bowl.

      Rom looked at Arne from across the mess. Were Rom not wiser, he would immediately have assumed their sergeant merely hungover. Having listened to his mumblings only a few bunks away for most of the night prior, however, Rom also found himself oddly concerned by the sergeant’s behavior. Arne was currently looking into his bowl of gruel without fondness, the bags under his overly shifty eyes a dark shade of purple. Not that there was any fondness to be shared for the gruel, but the sergeant looked far more depressed about it than the rest of them.

      “You think he’s using?” asked Ham with a full mouth.

      “Using what?” countered Rom. “It’s not like we have an abundance of crabdashes to grind. At least, not enough anyway. Cap said he’s on some ‘special assignment’ for the Ambassador. Not to be disturbed.”

      “You think it’s got something to do with them bodies that washed up from the river?”

      Rom looked at him. “Why do you say that?”

      Ham shrugged. “He started looking like my shit right before they found ‘em. Maybe Cap tasked him to help find the killer?”

      “Maybe.” Rom agreed dubiously. “Bit weird though. Arne’s not really been known for his investigative prowess. Lots of strange around this town all of a sudden.”

      Hersh and Beeter found seats next to them, their armor newly polished and hair freshly cut. The group had seen a myriad of changes this passing season, the weather the least among them. Boys who had formerly played a soldiering while they waited out their term now looked the part, and fully realized muscles that had been previously used only for farming gathered in their arms and torsos.

      “Any luck with that cannon, Ham?” asked Hersh with a full mouth. Rom rolled his eyes. Can they not swallow before speaking?

      Ham grunted. “I swear they gave me the rusty one. The Maddog boys don’t seem too keen on letting us play with the big guns, but I did almost hit the target yesterday.”

      “Better luck than us,” said Rom. Now a corporal himself, he and his squad had been mitigated to training and routine patrols through town as the Maddogs busied themselves with interviewing the townsfolk. The cavalry rode out daily, ranging farther and farther as the nights grew longer. Surprising enough, there had been no word regarding Jon or Ana, which gave Rom an involuntary sigh of relief. Perhaps she is who she says she is. Don’t know why I worried. His interview with the Captain had gone smoothly. More or less. The information in the town census matched word for word with what Jon had told him.

      “Wicha went missing,” said Beeter absently. Ham and Rom looked up from their bowls.

      “Wha’?” Ham asked, “Since when?”

      Beeterate another spoonful. “Heard it this morning. Not officially, but the girls at Mag’s are scared shitless. They think someone’s roaming around, murderin’ folk.”

      Rom dropped his spoon in the bowl. “Honestly, can at least one of you speak without food in your mouth?” He sat back. “There is someone roaming around. That’s four folks in two weeks. Did they report it, at least?”

      Beeter shook his head. “Like I said, not official.”

      Ham threw his spoon down. “Tha’ fuck is going on? The fuck’s the constable doing?”

      Beeter shrugged.

      Hersh mewed on his gruel thoughtfully. “Think it’s them Maddogs?”

      “Who the fuck else could it be?!” spat Ham.

      “I don’t know,” said Rom. “They’re an odd bunch, but they don’t lack discipline.”

      A bell rang.

      “Fuck me, I gotta go,” said Ham. He took a last drink before leaving the table.

      “Us too, I guess,” said Hersh.

      “Hang on, I gotta finish,” said Beeter.

      “We’ll be here all fucking day. Just shove that shit in.”

      “We still talking about gruel?”

      Hersh shook his head. “We got any actual orders today, Rom?”

      They did not. “Aye,” said Rom with sudden inspiration. “Finish up and grab your shit.”
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      Emersin sat at his desk, holding the letter in his hands. The memory of her fingers tracing letters on the page reminded him of their first dance, their last, and all those in between. He could see the makings of words through the faded vellum, knowing her last words to him remained unread, their finality unproved. He put the letter back in his pocket when he heard a knock. The door to his office opened, and Captain Tao Magrin entered without an invitation. He walked casually to the general’s desk and placed a notice on its surface.

      Emersin glanced but did not read the notice. “Another?”

      “Aye.”

      “A whore?”

      “Aye.”

      “The constable?”

      “Quiet for now.”

      Emersin grimaced. He did not approve of bribery, but discretion was needed. “What else?” he asked.

      “Our Ambassador has frequented the establishment where one of the girls worked multiple times.”

      “That is not proof.”

      “I know.”

      “Anyone else visit this whorehouse on a regular basis?”

      “Half the fucking town.”

      Emersin gave him a look, and the captain had the decency to look chagrined. The general glared at him. Waiting.

      “Pardon, sir,” said Magrin reluctantly.

      Emersin grunted. “Soldiers we may be, but we are also professionals. Let’s make sure we act as such, yes?” He began to shuffle through a stack of missives he had yet to make a reply to. “As for the Ambassador, keep a man on him. He is more than he seems. Make sure they go unnoticed.”

      Tao wavered. “What is our intention here, Commander?”

      “Ambassadors come with certain protections,” Emersin said awkwardly. “But the Empire cannot be seen as rapists and murderers. We will do what we must. What else do you have regarding our actual directive?”

      Tao shrugged. “Most have been interviewed, and only a very few meet our criteria. The census appears to be complete. The ‘foreign’ merchants are barely so, and the only other that might qualify was married to a local farmer over a year ago.”

      “And who is that?”

      “West. Jon and Ana West. Live on the outskirts with the boy’s aging father. An odd detail but maybe important; they were married outside local customs and the Women’s Council will be giving them a wedding in keeping with Imperial traditions come the Harvest Moon. Folks kept saying she’s a Roamer, whatever that means, but somehow that explains why she hasn’t been seen in town until recently.”

      Emersin was silent for a moment. “Have they been interviewed?”

      “Not yet. My riders can make a circuit of them tomorrow.”

      “I will join them.”

      The captain’s eyes narrowed in thought and suspicion. “Is she your girl?”

      “Hmpf. I don’t know,” Emersin grumbled. “Seems unlikely but it is the best lead we have.”
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      Mag’s was one of the oldest establishments in the Errol’s Fortune, and its age was starting to show. On the south side of town, not far from the squad’s usual route, the brothel was a three-story specimen of architecture that predated most styles seen toward the town center. Its woodwork was replete with the imperfections of machinery no longer in use, the colors of the walls had faded from over a hundred years in a southern sun, and its windows either fit snugly into their purchases or threatened to fall out from the ravages of time and warping. This early in the day, the ladies of the house stood along the various balconies or rocked quietly in chairs wrapped in blankets, enjoying the chill morning and nursing their cups of coffee.

      Rom and the boys entered politely, removing their helmets. Mag was seated in front of a large fireplace and poked half-heartedly at the night’s faded embers. She had retained much of her beauty through the years, but time and the work had etched lines into her face and added weight to her slight shoulders. She turned as the boys entered and pulled her robe tighter against the crisp morning air.

      “It’s a touch early, boys. The girls haven’t even had breakfast.” She found her pipe in her pocket and ambled around with her fingers until she found the pouch of tobacco.

      “We’re, uh, not here about that Mag,” said Rom as he approached. “May I sit?”

      Mag gave him a questioning look as she lit her pipe. She gestured to the armchair opposite her. Rom sat and smoothed his short hair. Hersh and Beeter made themselves comfortable by the bar.

      “You haven’t been here in some time, Romlin. And never in uniform. You here about the murders?”

      Rom cleared his throat. “Maybe. How do you know they were murders?”

      Mag blew out a long slow column of smoke. “I’ve cleaned up enough messes in my time. I know when the girls are wanting to leave, they usually pack a bag. Every room: Lei’s, Brigette’s, Wicha’s…no bags were packed, but plenty signs of fighting.”

      “Any blood?”

      “No. Whoever done it made sure to make more than a half-assed attempt at cleaning up. If there was any, we didn’t find it. Did the constable send you?”

      Rom grimaced. “No.”

      Mag nodded. “Your officers?”

      “Don’t know we’re here.”

      She sighed, thought, and stood. She gestured for Rom to follow her to the bar. She laid out four glasses and loaded each with whiskey. She held one out, “Cheers!” and downed it. Rom hesitated before following suit.

      Mag smacked her lips. “I appreciate you coming down here, Rom. Boys. But the only payment you’ll get for this is a quick death and a shallow grave.”

      “Mag,” started Rom.

      “Rom. This isn’t the only place I’ve lived. I’ve seen the big towns, and I been in this business a long time. I know when somethings wrong. You say your officers don’t know you’re here. You didn’t tell the constable, even though he knows we got missin’ girls. You know something’s wrong, Rom. Keep your nose out of it.”

      Rom took a slow breath. I don’t know what to do. “Mag, we got three girls missing.”

      “I know.”

      “We’re probably gonna lose more.”

      “Maybe.”

      Rom spread his hands. “We got to do something.”

      The door darkened, and their heads turned. A figure in a large-plumed hat cut a shadow through the window. They heard a voice making polite comments to the girls on the balcony.

      “Out the back, boys,” whispered Mag. She poured another shot. “He can’t know you was here.”

      “Who?”

      Hersh and Beeter donned their helmets and started for the back door.

      Mag drank her whiskey. “Our Ambassador. Now leave. Won’t do you no good, him knowin’ you was here.”

      Hersh noticed Rom’s reluctance and came back to grab him by the arm, practically dragging him through the back hall as the door swung open on rusty hinges. The voice, deep yet ambiguous, greeted Mag. Rom stopped and shook off Hersh’s hand. He listened as the other two made for the back door, trying to limit the sound of their boots on the aged wood floors.

      “Early customers?” the voice asked.

      “A couple old friends,” Mag responded. “Paying a visit.”

      “Oh? A shame I missed them.”

      Mag waited. “What do you want?”

      “Such hostility,” the Ambassador said smugly. “I like that.”

      Mag did not respond. Rom dared not breathe. He did not know what it was, but something dark, and heavy kept him frozen him in place. Feelings--as though he were being hunted--crept into the corners of his mind. Hersh and Beeter waited around the corner near the back door, the two of them waving and begging him to hurry.

      When Mag did not respond the voice spoke again. “So, who’s available tonight?”

      Rom heard the sound of the shot glass hitting the bar. “We’re closed tonight.”

      “Really?”

      “Haven’t you heard? Girls have gone missin’. Can’t have them workin’ with a prowler about.”

      Rom could almost hear the smile on the stranger’s face. “Do any of them make house calls?”

      There was a strained silence before Mag answered, “No.”

      “What about you?”

      The heaviness grew around Rom’s shoulders, a pressure in his head. From the sound of her voice, he knew Mag felt it as well.

      “You’re…you’re not welcome here,” she said. The warped wood of the walls and floor moaned at an invisible force, bending under sustained pressure. The lights of the candles waned visibly as if to shrink away. A hand took hold of Rom’s arm and pulled him from the hallway through the open door. The early winter air was a shock to his absconded senses, and he collapsed to his knees as the sunlight hit his face. Rom looked behind him; Mag’s was the same as before, old and occupied. There was no damage that he could see, but the girls on the balcony were covering their ears, and many were weeping.

      “Rom…” Hersh breathed. “What the fuck is going on?”

      Rom shook himself in an attempt to clear his head and nearly vomited. “I think…” He swallowed. “I think we need to go. Now.”
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      Their journey home was a silent one, the party having had their talk the night before, and most of what had been said left little else to add. To say that Jon felt odd was to belittle “oddness” as a concept. He had just joined a revolution, and not just any, but one of Lords and Ladies in realms he had never been a part of. And yet, the fight was as much his as anyone present. He and Ana rode in the back of the small wagon, the old man seated in front with the barest touch on the reins as Irving led them through the low country, just edging the woods on the day long trek back home. The Wolf, seemingly healed from his encounter with the Hunt, kept his pack clear of the horses and remained out of sight for the duration of the journey. Isca walked beside them with her head held high, a demeanor Irving shared. The old man’s shoulders, which had sagged with aged weariness for some years, had straightened since the previous night. Pride had regained some favor in his soul, and Jon had noticed the low fire behind the old man’s eyes now burned far brighter. Ana, wrapped in a woolen blanket, stared out into the sunlit fields, her eyes sparkling in the light as she quietly observed the world around her. Her neck-length hair twisted whimsically in the breeze, and her hand fit snugly into Jon’s own, just firm enough to let him know that she would not let go.

      Jon’s feelings toward her were the most complicated. In his heart, he desperately wanted to say something, and yet the silence seemed something agreed upon, therefore he feared to break it. Were it not for her hand in his, he would have thought the entire affair in the woods the work of a dream. His free hand wandered cautiously over his ribs, where he had been kicked by a god, a wound that had healed overnight. He had always healed quickly, something that he had attributed to the old man’s prowess with medicine before learning that it was in fact his own legacy, but never like this. The area was still tender to touch, but he could feel no broken rib, and his lungs drew breath as though they had never been punctured. Likewise, Ana also looked no worse from when her body had shattered a tree. She caught him starring and smiled when their eyes met. She did not break the silence but leaned into him comfortably. He felt the stirring in his loins at the touch of her skin and tried desperately to think of something else. Why think of something else? She’s going to be my wife, he thought.

      It was this thought that bothered him. He knew that he wanted her, more than physically, and he knew that he loved her, even if his experience in such matters was woefully inadequate. But he did not know her. Her past was millennia long with memory and life and mystery. She had seen and knew of things that would no doubt shred his mind at the utterance of their existence and yet…here she was. Despite Jon’s hasty deception to cover her sudden appearance in town, she had truly chosen to be with him before gods and men and all who would know and see. He, the last remnant of a failed Heavenly line, the last practitioner of a lost Art and, to all intents and purposes, a farmer living in peace. He did not doubt her sincerity, but he was starting to doubt that circumstances were purely coincidental. The Wise had spoken of their engagement with something akin to excitement, the old man with all his hidden knowledge had feared it, and in a few short months, Ana had gone from enraged to acceptance that the betrothal was a true thing indeed. His own need for her was something that he could not deny; she was a warrior in a beautiful cage, defiant and intelligent, her eyes reflecting both the calm and the storm and greeting both with welcome arms. Yet there was also love, compassion, and knowing. And she had bound herself. The Wind, a thing that could not be held or imprisoned, could only be used by the deft hands of sailors and craftsmen, and even then, it remained unpredictable. She, the Lady of the Wind, had bound herself…to him. Again, the circumstances by which Jon found his life rapidly changing seemed suddenly suspicious. Or are they serendipitous? Perhaps this is everything I deserve. Our love is real; it is tangible. The gods are gods and must have known to some extent that our love was an eventuality….ah…but then there is Fate.

      A terrible thought found the pit of his stomach. The girl beside him, the one that he loved and knew that he would die for, a revelation new to him, seemed to sense his discomfort and raised her head. With one hand she squeezed his, and with the other she gently pulled his face to meet her eyes, something he was now very afraid of doing. What she saw there, he did not know, but within a moment she shook her head slowly. Her eyes were sad despite her growing grin, as if to deny all his doubts. She drew herself even closer and wrapped her arm around him, laying her head on his shoulder and she pulled the hand in hers to her breast, keeping it there. Yeah, he thought. She is mine. I am hers. Everything will be all right.
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      Ivan Emersin’s approached the less-than-modest home of the mayor of Errol’s Fortune. Emersin had insisted that his horse would have been well enough for transportation, but his assistants informed him that, whilst the mayor was not from the grandest of noble families, some formalities must still be observed. Noble of a town on the edge of the empire was still a noble in the empire, and such things were to be respected.

      The home was not as large as Emersin’s current residence within the house of former Commander Isend, but it was large enough to boast some wealth. Several of the area’s wealthier landowners had already arrived in their finery and made their way indoors, their carts and carriages crowding the entrance. When Emersin’s carriage stopped, and his door opened, the small crowd of farmers stopped and stared at their visitor. He waved a hand politely and quickly walked past them with the aid of his lieutenant. He had not brought his finest clothes with him on this expedition, but he wore instead his cleanest uniform with minimum accolades expressed on his right breast. The mayor and his wife greeted him at the door, and Emersin’s aide, Dinly, quickly whispered their names into his ear as he extended a hand in greeting.

      “Mayor Hart,” Emersin said. “What a pleasure it is to have been invited. And you madame”—He took the hand of the mayor’s wife and gave the barest of kisses to her forefinger.—“are a sight for sore eyes.” The woman blushed and blathered about the honor of having him attend a dinner at their home.

      In truth, Emersin had little time or patience for such things and had been intent on declining their invitation. It was the Ambassador who insisted on Emersin attending with his own wealth of threats if he did not.

      Mayor and Madame Hart led him through the threshold of their home. The landowners that had already filed in were clearly familiar enough and making their own drinks by the liquor cabinet; one such landowner handed Emersin a glass of country bourbon. He tasted and found himself surprised by the quality. They toured the grounds as they sipped drinks. Emersin admired that the mayor was, in fact, not so pompous and had acquired his wealth through honest means. The house was designed and furnished for comfort as opposed to showcasing an illusion of riches, very much the opposite of former Commander Isend, who was also in attendance.

      They came at last to the dining room where a large table housed several folk already seated and laughing in conversation. Emersin took a moment with a smile on his lips at the simple harmony by which these people lived. In fact, he nearly coveted it. Nearly.

      The figure sitting at the head of the table, raising a glass and laughing with the rest of them, was none other than the Ambassador. It wore a mask of skin covered in such powders and creams that it damn near looked the real thing. Upon seeing Emersin’s arrival, it raised a glass and drew everyone’s attention.

      “There he is, ladies,” it said. “The finest general the Empire could ask for.” He elbowed a farmer’s wife. “Recently widowed, if you take my meaning.” He winked as the woman laughed and took in Emersin’s figure. He felt a rise of anger that he quickly repressed. He sipped his bourbon. At the Mayor’s behest, a space was cleared for him next to the Ambassador and across from the mayor. Drinks refilled and platters of food came from the large kitchen at the rear of the house. Conversation continued as servants produced the first course: a modest affair of local meat and produce, not at all unappetizing. Emersin leaned toward the Ambassador’s ear where he could not be heard.

      “If you mention my wife again, I cut your head off where you stand.” He turned again and smiled pleasantly at the mayor’s wife, who looked as though she wished to ask him a question.

      “Come now, Ivan,” came the Ambassador’s purring answer. “Just because she’s dead doesn’t mean you can’t still have sex. You’re not getting any younger. Live a little.”

      Emersin felt the heat rise to his face and covered it quickly with a swallow of bourbon.

      “—what say you, Commander?”

      He turned to the woman who had spoken. “I beg your pardon?”

      “She was asking how you find their dear Errol’s Fortune,” the Ambassador replied. “Really, Commander, pay better attention; you’re embarrassing us. I assure you all, we really do have better manners in the Capital—his mind is just so preoccupied with work.”

      They laughed politely as they awaited Emersin’s answer. “Yes,” he said, “My apologies. I find it quite well. Your beautiful town has much to offer. It has been a pleasure these last few months.” They beamed and silently applauded one another. The mayor’s wife leaned in over her plate.

      “Commander,” she started, “is it true that you are, in fact, a general from the days of the Expansion?”

      Emersin nodded. “Yes, that is true.”

      “I see. What, pray tell, has you all the way out here? Surely these borders have harbored no war for a thousand years?” She leaned forward, exposing pleasantly rounded cleavage that the general ignored.

      “I think that’s a subject that has been on all of our minds,” expressed former Commander Isend through his wine glass. Emersin ignored him, too.

      “You’re not trying to get rid of us, are you?” the Ambassador asked. “Have we been such dreadful company?”

      The woman laughed and teased the Ambassador with a hand on its arm. “No! Of course not. It has been the subject of nearly all the gossip circles, and I am dying to find the truth.”

      Emersin smiled politely as he pushed around some food on his plate. “We are conducting a search for a known fugitive.” His statement was followed by a small collective gasp.

      “Now, now, now, not to worry,” the Ambassador intervened. “Why do you always worry people?” it chastened Emersin. It turned back to the those gathered and assured, “You’re not in any danger.”

      “It has been months,” said former Commander Isend, “Surely this… fugitive has moved on by now.”

      “Jossen,” warned Mayor Hart. “Please be polite.”

      “I’m merely suggesting that a special expedition, led by a hero of the war, may be wasted out here,” Isend continued. “Surely the fugitive would have shown his face by now.”

      “I’m sure the good commander knows what is and is not a waste of the Empire’s time, Jossen,” replied a woman to his right, Isend’s wife perhaps.

      Emersin nearly retorted, but the Ambassador beat him to it. “Truth is we’re still looking,” the creature shrugged. “In the end we all are just doing what we’re told. May I be nosy for a moment, not to change the subject?”

      The mayor’s wife perked up. “Please, darling.”

      “You said General Emersin’s presence here was nearly all the gossip. Do tell what else is on everyone’s tongues?”

      Many of the women at the table had something to add whilst the men seemed focused on their drinks and plates. The conversation turned pleasantly to nothing at all to do with Emersin, and he was able to eat in relative peace. The food was purer than he was used to, fresh off the ground or freshly slaughtered, and relied less on the aid of spices. He believed he could taste the difference, but his meals lately had consisted of military rations, so his palate was not hard to please. The Ambassador bumped his elbow, and he looked up.

      “I’m sorry, my dear.” The Ambassador interrupted a lengthy dissertation from Madame Hart. “Could you say that last part one more time?”

      “Of course, dear,” she smiled. “Jon West’s wedding has been planned for the Moon. The Council has been up in arms about the whole thing. First, he doesn’t ask permission or make any introductions, and then he has the gall to say that there won’t be any formal wedding. I can assure you that his wife was less than pleased.” Emersin looked at the Ambassador, wondering why this information was relevant.

      “Jon West?” the Ambassador asked. “I’m sorry I do not think I know the man.”

      “He was the most eligible bachelor,” said one of the women down the table bitterly. “If that hermit father of his would ever let him out to play, I’d have had him married off years ago. But there you have it, he runs off and steals some baron’s daughter.”

      “Tari!”

      “Oh, it’s true, you know it is. The girl seems nice enough, but trust me she’s running from something, and I’m willing to bet all my silk that it’s her father.”

      Emersin spoke. “I thought they were already married?”

      The conversation paused, as the participants were surprised at his input. The woman named Tari replied, “Oh, by Roamer tradition, yes, but the council’s intent on having them wed in Imperial fashion.”

      Emersin took a moment to wipe his mouth with a napkin. “I was under the impression she had been here for more than a year. Is that not true? Why wait to marry them?”

      The woman named Tari puffed. “Perhaps that’s true, but who can know? The boy almost never reveals anything of what goes on at their farm, and his father is even less forthcoming. All I know is that she only just recently came into town, just before the winter set in, or we’d have had ‘em married with the Spring Tide.”

      “You know,” said the Ambassador, “now that I think about it, I may have seen her. She came to market one day, yes? Tall, pair of tits that could start a war?” The heads of the men not involved in the conversation suddenly rose and some of the older women bore sour faces at the Ambassador’s language.

      Tari laughed. “Aye, that’s her. Had her way with damn near the whole town at the Rooster that night.”

      The Ambassador blew out a large breath. “Ooo boy, that Jon West is a lucky fellow.” There was not a subtle enough agreement from the men at the table.
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      Emersin and the Ambassador entered the carriage at the end of the affair. He waved polite goodbyes to the mayor and his wife while the carriage pulled away. When out of earshot, he turned to the Ambassador.

      “Weeks ago!” Emersin yelled. “You found her weeks ago?!”

      The Ambassador held up its hands in surrender. “Easy, easy. I knew it was her. I know she is here, but there have been some complications.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means there have been some complications. There are…other hands in the pie, so to speak. I am currently working on a new plan.”

      “New plan? What the fuck was the old plan?”

      “Don’t you curse at me, sir. You’re not so perfect either, Mr. Census. How the hell do you miss ‘Jon West’?”

      “We didn’t miss him. The census has her listed as a resident for over the last year. We are interviewing tomorrow. But if this is her, then we are bringing the garrison.”

      The Ambassador made a sound. “Yes…however…there are complications.”

      Emersin started and stared at the imbecilic Ambassador. “So you’ve said. What complications?”

      The Ambassador sighed. “Uh, listen, you know how I am…not from here? Right?”

      The general said nothing as the carriage rocked.

      “Well,” the Ambassador continued, “there are other folks who are, similarly, not from here.”

      The general breathed, “Gods.” He meant it more as a curse.

      “Precisely.”

      Emersin rubbed his beard irritably. “How many?”

      “Only a handful, I think. At least one who holds real power.”

      “And how do you know this?”

      “I…uh…well…persuaded? One of my friends to hunt the woman down. He…uh…lost his head.”

      The general looked away from the creature to the window. Complications indeed. “I find it hard to believe that you have any friends. Who did you send?”

      “There’s no need to be hurtful,” the Ambassador said peevishly. “Truly, I was quite upset.”

      “Who,” Emersin seethed, “did you send?”

      “The Lord of the Hunt, naturally,” the Ambassador confessed. “He was the best option.”

      Emersin turned slowly back to the Ambassador. “The Hunt is dead?”

      The Ambassador shrugged. “As I said. Complications.”

      They rode in silence, the general in thought and the Ambassador nervously bouncing its knee. More gods on the field meant blood would be shed. It also meant the whatever power the Ambassador held no longer held much advantage over the enemy, and the balance would not likely be offset by Emersin’s battalion.

      “You said you have a new plan?” the general queried.

      The Ambassador nodded.

      “And would it have anything to do with the missing girls?”

      The Ambassador said nothing.

      Emersin grunted. “Fucking gods.”
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      Ham finished wiping down the cannon with an oiled rag, taking care to massage all the moving tidbits and parts he still did not know the names of. A month of practice and he could only just graze the broad side of a barn. His new squad mates were unhelpful, content in their knowledge that he had only been placed in their squad temporarily. He and the other locals struggled daily with disciplined routines that had been ignored for most of their military careers, their presence doing little more than pissing off the weathered veterans. As the evening became the night, Ham realized that he would soon be the last cannoneer among the guns as he stared at the backs of his retiring squad mates.

      “Oh, sure, yeah, I’m fine. Can handle this myself,” he grunted. “Assholes.”

      With effort he managed to get the gun back into its bay, cleaned and ready for the following day. He wiped his hands and threw the rag into the basket before jumping out of his skin with a yelp as Rom tapped him on the shoulder.

      “What. The. Fuck?!” gasped Ham. “Why, why, why?!”

      Rom wasted no time. “I need you to come with me.”

      “So, just fucking say that. What’s with all the drama?” Ham eyed Rom’s dark civilian clothes. “Oh, shit. What are we about to do?”

      Rom and Ham approached Commander Isend’s mansion under the cover of night, avoiding the streetlamps and torches of the night guard. Those in the town not busy drinking in the taverns had enough sense to turn in early to counter the coming morning. No one noticed a pair of soldiers in civilian clothing. They slipped through the shrubs and low-lying trees to the side of the house, near the servant’s entrance. The mansion was a large three-story structure in keeping with modern imperialist curves and arches, boasting many rooms and anterooms and whole walls dedicated to windows. Rom and Ham had grown up on stories of when the former commander had first built the house, and what would essentially become his retirement home, half of Errol’s Fortune had been enlisted in its construction. The pair crouched and waited in the brush, watching the servants’ door by light of the moon. They listened and waited as the chill winter wind caressed the trees behind them, unhindered now by their leaves, the sound of bare branches scratched the air.

      Ham kept his voice a low whisper. “You sure about this?”

      Rom nodded. “Aye.”

      “Because if you’re not sure—”

      “Shut up, Ham. Look.” A figure with the same build and gait of someone they knew approached from the garden path, holding a large parcel the size of a small person.

      Ham moaned quietly. “Fuck.”

      Rom grunted assent. They waited until Arne brought the body in through the servant’s door before they followed as silently as they could. They listened at the door for any sound and peered into the windows for sight of their quarry before slowly entering the manor. The halls were dark, not a lamp nor candle was lit, and the only light came from the moon through the windows. A loud thump led them to the narrow stairs that allowed servants access to the upper floors. They used the sides of the stair to keep it from creaking and followed the sound of struggle to a long hallway on the second floor. There was not a servant or guest in sight, and the only audible footsteps were their own. A sudden light at the end of the hallway revealed Arne pushing his prize through the door before quickly closing it behind him. The door in question was darker than the rest of the manor; the light of the moon seeming to shy away. And the smell.

      “Fuck,” whispered Ham. “Smells like someone took a shit on a wet dog.”

      Rom looked back at him and held a finger to his lips. Ham clamped his lips around his prepared retort and took a breath through his nose that he immediately regretted.

      “Rom,” said Ham, “I think I have a really bad feeling about this.”

      Rom looked back at Ham in agreement then turned back to the door. He moved cautiously forward, much to Ham’s dismay. The two of them made almost no sound on the old hardwood, but no matter how cautiously Ham stepped he could not stop the floor from creaking entirely.

      Rom reached the door and turned back to him with an aggravated face. He mouthed several words that Ham could not make out in the darkness, but the general understanding was present: WILL YOU STOP MAKING NOISE!

      Ham returned a rude gesture and mimicked with his hands and fingers the two of them running away: WE SHOULD GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE!

      Rom shook his head and waved Ham forward vigorously: WILL YOU JUST COME ON? YOU’RE WASTING TIME.

      EXCUUUUSSSSEE ME FOR NOT WANTING TO TROT AROUND IN A “MURDER MANSION!”

      HAMSEY FRILL! MAG IS PROBABLY DEAD IN THERE!

      WE’RE GOING TO BE DEAD IN HERE, ROMLIN TERCH!

      WILL YOU JUST GET THE FUCK ON WITH IT!?

      Ham gritted his teeth and balled his fists, but he padded to the door, causing Rom to flinch at every step, and leaned into his ear.

      “What?” Ham whispered.

      Rom shook his head. “Nevermind. Listen.”

      They held their ears to the door and listened.

      Silence.

      A glance at each other, another silent disagreement that Ham lost, and Rom turned the doorknob. The smell assaulted them physically now, an unpleasant mix of sweet rot and relieved bowels and the sharp metal tang of blood. The room they entered was lit with low candles and a single torch, but it was enough. Red spiderwebs and long strings of sausage-like worms spilled from three barely human forms nailed to the walls, their arms and legs spread wide and their chest cavities open to their navels. The floor was clotted mess of old and new blood, and a slow rain of viscous fluid fell from the rafters. Ham stared in horrid fascination as he realized the webs that stretched from the ceiling to the floors were in fact veins and arteries pulled from the bodies that had once been their housing and were pinned into an intricate pattern in the middle of the room.

      “I…I think those are their guts,” said Ham softly, indicating the thick sausage like ropes that pooled in spirals at the feet of the victims. He looked at his companion and saw Rom fighting the urge to vomit. He quelled his own when he recognized the faces in each bloodied mess and knew them to be the missing women. A grunt and a thump on the ground drew Rom and Ham to the farthest corner of the room. Arne struggled to unwrap his newest acquisition, his hair askew, his skin pale. The body he struggled to unwrap was one that Ham knew as the cloth fell from her face.

      “Mag…” he said. By the gods…what the fuck is going on here? What is he doing?

      Arne stopped all movement as Ham said her name. He dropped the body gently and turned around. His eyes widened at the sight of them before he shook his head violently.

      “Nononono. What are you doing here?!” Arne cried.

      “Us?” said Ham, “Us?! What the fuck are you doing here, Arne?! WHAT THE FUCK IS THIS?”

      Rom raced across the room, grabbed Arne by his shirt and threw him against the wall. “What have you done!? Ham, get Mag.”

      “Y-y-y-you have to go!” Arne stammered. “You have to leave! It’s coming back!”

      “What? What is coming back?”

      “You can’t be here! You can’t…oh fuck.”

      “Arne, sweetie, who are your friends?” Ham watched Rom freeze in recognition as a pressure in his head rose. The walls of the room seemed to bend around them, shadows lengthened, and candles dimmed. It was a voice Ham had not heard before, but one that Rom had described. The man from Mag’s place. The one with power. Ham felt the blood drain from his face and his stomach turned upward. He held a palm to his temple, trying to relieve the pressure. Rom let go of Arne and slowly turned around, one hand on his belt knife. Ham turned with him, slowly backing away to where Arne had laid Mag. The creature stood before them in party regalia, a large plumed hat, tight trousers, and a face that was nearly human but stretched far too thin.

      “T-t-they mean no harm. They were only curious,” Arne started.

      “Curious?” it said. Its voice was deep and nearly painful to hear. “Well then, perhaps I can alleviate any burning questions.” It stepped over the pattern in the center of the floor and approached the bar. It poured a drink then turned back around to the boys, an elbow on the bar. “Ask away.”

      Rom looked to Ham, who was gathering Mag in his arms. Ham could feel his friend’s eyes, but he could not look away from the thing that was now sipping bourbon.

      “We…we were just leaving,” said Rom.

      “Hmm,” the thing nodded. “Was that a question? If so, yes. But not alive, I think.”

      The drip-drip of fluid was the only sound in the resulting silence.

      It sighed. “Listen boys, I’ve put a lot of work into this little…spell. It wouldn’t do for you two to go about speaking of it. Not that it would matter, I don’t think anyone in town would believe you. But there are those who just might.”

      Ham spoke quickly, “We won’t say anything.”

      The creature turned its dark gaze to Ham. It drained the rest of its whiskey. “I know.”

      The creature did not move. Cold steel and a sharp pain raced across Ham’s neck. Time slowed. He turned to see Arne, crying, holding the knife. Ham looked down as he fell to his knees. The blood from his throat spilled to Mag and raced across her face and hair. Ham dropped Mag’s limp body and his hands came to his throat. His eyes met Rom’s as they widened in terror and pain. Rom had just enough time to register Ham’s fall before he could think to get an arm up as Arne plunged the knife into his shoulder. Ham watched as Rom went to the ground with Arne atop him. Rom shouted and fought in panic; his arms and legs flailing and kicking, only to have Arne bat away the useless attacks in a show of unnatural strength.

      “I. Told. You. To. Leave,” Arne spat. He removed the knife forcibly and plunged it near Rom’s heart before Rom could get his arms up. Rom spat blood as he grabbed Arne’s arm, pulling desperately as blood filled his lungs and fear found his heart. He threw weak punches into Arne’s impassive face. Arne lowered himself and brought his arm across Rom’s throat, putting all his weight to it. As Rom’s breath dwindled, blood filled places it should not have, Ham’s vision darkened and faded as he watched his friend go still. Eventually there was no pain at all, nor light or hope. Fuck.
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      The would-be rebellion arrived home long after night had taken the valley, winter fully grasping the air in the absence of the sun. Irving, having travelled a full day and half a night hauling a cart with three people, was barely winded. Once the old man and Jon detached him from the cart, he and Isca trotted to the barn, seeking warmth and rest. The Wolf was nowhere to be seen. The old man grunted before finally breaking a day’s worth of silence.

      “I’d better brush them down and get their blankets on. Leave the wagon. We’ll deal with it in the morning,” he said before following the Lord and Lady of Horses. Dax barked from somewhere around the house and raced to greet him. The old man bent down and rubbed the dog’s ears, audibly chastising him for waiting outside when there was plenty of warmth indoors.

      Jon, now alone with Ana, helped the girl off the cart, but their eyes never left each other. Her look held a thousand secrets, but in her eyes there was an urgency that told Jon there was one that she desperately wished to tell him. Jon thought he knew what she had not spoken.

      “I, uh, should probably wash,” he said.

      She grinned. “A warm bath perhaps?”

      Jon visibly grimaced. The thought of hauling buckets of water from the well and slowly heating them over a fire caused him more pain than a god kicking him. Not to mention it would be well into the morning before he was done. She smiled.

      “I am joking,” she said. She kissed him softly, her lips enfolding his for a long moment Jon could have lingered in. When she pulled away, she smiled again and walked into the house. Jon waited outside, watching her through the window as she shed her blanket, her torn and haggard clothing showing her desirable skin. She made to warm herself by a fire already lit and burning comfortably. Jon shook his head as he realized the house had been empty for the better part of two days; there was no reason a fire would have already been lit. More god stuff, I guess. The first flakes of snow began to fall softly on his bare shoulder, and he shivered. The warmth of the blanket had quickly faded, and his own torn and weathered clothing was hardly a comfort. He should have made his way inside, sought the warmth of the house, his home, the woman within it, but instead he turned and made his way into the shorn fields. He needed to think. Or rather, he needed not to.

      The thoughts of earlier in the day had stuck with Jon, and no matter the effort, he could not bar them from his mind. He made his way to the center of the field and folded his knees beneath him, assuming the meditative state his father had taught him and the old man had helped him master. He breathed through his nose slowly, emptying thought by fixing his gaze on a set point in the darkness, letting the sounds of the coming winter filter the mutter and stammer of his mind. He took another breath, feeling the cold on his skin and beneath his knees, where the soft soil had turned solid in the cold. Another breath and he could feel the warmth of the house behind him, could hear the careful brush strokes as the old man took his time with the horses while singing a slow song in an ancient tongue. With another breath, he could hear trees creaking and swaying in rhythm with the season, having enjoyed the temperate summer and autumn now resting in a colder embrace. Another breath. There is no thought. There is only he. And silence.

      The darkness enclosed him completely, clouds laden with snow covering the moon and stars, making the night absolute. He closed his eyes, breathed, and opened them.

      The forest around him was not the field. It was his home. Towering houses wrapped around gargantuan trees, bound together in a web of bridges and ropes that swayed gently in sunlight filtered, by a high and crowded canopy. He felt the sun on his face, and it was warm indeed. Somewhere, children were laughing, men and women dancing with swords or gathering low hanging roots and fauna for meals yet to be prepared. People swung from long ropes to high platforms carrying goods from one home to another. Every one of them wore a sword in their sash. Even the children who climbed high wore swords of wood or bone.

      He blinked. He was resting high on a platform, his legs dangling over the edge. The house behind him was the one he had shared with his parents. He did not need to turn to know his mother was busy over the fire and his father was coming to sit with him. A pair of familiar legs stretched out over the open air as Jon’s father sat, carefully maneuvering his sword as he sought his pipe.

      “You haven’t been here in some time,” said Sen.

      Jon nodded. “I’ve been…distracted.”

      Sen lit his pipe. Jon did not look in his direction, for fear the face of his father would drive him from what happiness he had found here. Here, the sadness was never far away. The belief that he had driven it from his mind had never been completely true.

      They sat a moment, listening to the sounds of cooking and the riffling of the leaves. “Is it the girl?” his father asked.

      Jon smiled. “Yes.” He could feel his father’s knowing nod. “Father?”

      Sen waited and puffed his pipe.

      “Why was the Lord of War not here at the burning?”

      Sen blew smoke. “Who’s to say he was not?”

      “But we lost.”

      Sen shrugged. “He’s the Lord of War, not the Lord of Victory.”

      A moment passed, and they laughed. After a long time of laughing with his father, Jon shook away his giddiness with a smile. “Well, that answers that.”

      Sen took his pipe from his mouth. “To be fair, he was outnumbered on most occasions.”

      “That, and the enemy cheated.”

      Sen grunted. “The only ones who say the winners cheated are the ones who lost. The Lord of War may have offered a code, but war as a practice rarely follows one.”

      “Do you think he was maybe picking the wrong battles?”

      “Right battles…just…poor timing.”

      Jon nodded. “It’s strange…I can’t recall any time, other than legend, Nathera actually fought a war.”

      “The war with the Empire was the first and last we fought. To think it lasted a single day and night…”

      Jon turned to his father at this. The older man’s face was just as Jon remembered; gently aged with wisdom and humor, long hair tied back, a short beard, and kind eyes. Seeing Sen, who was not much older than Jon was now, was like looking into a mirror. “They…they told me he came here to raise an army,” said Jon.

      “He did.”

      “To wage war.”

      Sen nodded. “He did.”

      “But he spent centuries here. This place is peaceful…happy even.”

      “It always was. Arthen was not the first man to look in the mirror and dislike what he saw. Not the first to find love and endeavor to keep it. Perhaps he preferred the alternative to his namesake. We were always prepared for war. Every man, woman, and child wore a sword, ballista hung from every platform, our arrows were plentiful and close at hand. That does not mean we reveled in our practices, only that we were prepared to fight should the worst come to pass.”

      Jon was quiet a moment. He looked downward at the spiral steps of the adjacent tree. Children feigned battle and ran the steps with endless energy. Some adult chastised their lack of safety, however most passers-by laughed with them and gave encouragement. “Dad,” Jon said at last, “they want me to fight. But there is something…wrong.”

      Jon’s father placed a hand on his shoulder. “There always is.”

      “This is different. The Lord of Fate wants me dead. What’s more, I feel as though I am being…pulled. I do not know what is true.”

      “Your battlefield is not one that I envy,” Sen said gently. “You must trust your heart if that is all you have left. You are of Nathera, Naven. Know your enemy and strike quick.”

      Naven. That is my name. I have not heard it aloud in a long time. “Will you stay for dinner?” his father asked.

      The boy smiled. “I should go.”

      His father nodded with a wide grin. “Nonsense. Your mother won’t have it. If you don’t at least say hello, she’ll have your hide. Come on.”

      Another breath. Jon opened his eyes to find the dark of night, the lights of the house burning brightly behind him. The barn was dark, and the old man was already inside, warming by the fire. Jon rose from his place in the field and smiled at the memory of his mother. He touched his heart and kissed his fingers, knowing the weight of his home remained in him. He walked to the house, the chill of the night sinking into his skin. As he entered the old man turned from stoking the fire and regarded him. A moment of sadness crossed the old man’s face before he nodded, knowingly.

      “Did you find them well?” he asked.

      Jon nodded. “I did.”

      The old man returned the nod and gestured up the stairs. “Go on then.”

      Jon made his way up the stairs and found Ana waiting for him at the door of her room, wearing one of his clean shirts and nothing else. Her gaze was one of longing and full of questions. He did not immediately go to her as he desired, but the pull to do so was unnervingly strong. He waited.

      She spoke. “Did you wash?”

      “Uh…no.”

      She nodded but her expression did not change. They stood there awkwardly, waiting for the other to speak, and when neither did they spoke together.

      “Ana I—”

      “This is real—”

      Jon quieted his inner dialogue and nodded to her.

      She took a breath. “This is real. We are. At least…that is how I feel. If you do not feel the same, tell me now. We can…cancel the wedding…we can rescind the betrothal. If that is what you wish.”

      Another breath. Jon made his decision. “No. That is not what I wish.” The faintest of moments passed before he rushed to her and pulled her into his arms. She wrapped her legs around his waist, gathered his head in her hands and kissed him deeply. Jon brought them into the room and kicked the door shut.
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      Ana extended her hand and called forth Galeblade, the familiar shaft finding her palm. Light and lethal, she turned in her hand several times, remembering the countless times the blade had saved her life. The cloudless day did nothing to stop the cold, and she could almost smell snow perched on the distant mountaintops. The old man watched from the porch, smoking that pipe of his that stank up the rafters and yet also smelled of safety and home. She gestured and the Wind answered eagerly, lighting a breeze under her arms and carrying her a few feet above the fields. She smiled. She could feel the air and the warmth of the sun and knew that if she dared, she could fly to the stars and back. Her mortal body was growing more accustomed to the world, and the power within her was starting to surge.

      The old man had allowed her this practice, but only under his watchful eye. The powers that welcomed her could not go unnoticed by those in Anu paying attention. Assuredly, they were many.

      “Your focus has improved,” Noahsaid from under the awning.

      She smiled. “The Wind responds differently here. As it is made of something else.” She felt the old man nod his agreement. “It does not bend so easily.”

      “It must be coerced,” Noah offered.

      “No. Not coerced. Asked. It was not made for me, I think, but it does not push me away.”

      “It has a will of its own.”

      “And so…I am not its goddess.”

      Noah grunted.

      “You do not agree?” she asked.

      “The opposite,” he replied. “This world was not made for us. It was made for them. The things that we claim to have power over do not feel the same here.”

      She coyly twirled a cyclone between her fingers. “And yet, they worship us.”

      “For all the good it does them.”

      A new voice interrupted. “Perhaps, worship was never the intention.”

      She turned to see an umber-skinned man with a white beard sitting quietly at the edge of the field. He wore clothes of hemp tied together with twine. She looked at Noah, the confusion evident. The old man sighed and shook his head. Galeblade returned to the Wind as she gave the newcomer an amused expression.

      “What was the intention?” Ana asked.

      The stranger shrugged with a pleasant smile, but she noticed his movements were not quite human. “We are all, simply, to be. This world and yours were built very close together, and whether by design or accident your fates have always been closely entwined. Humans always seek something to believe, something that gives them reason, purpose. And when beings fall from the sky and wield fire, the power of life and death, they see something to give praise to, even if it is beyond their understanding.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Fates?”

      His face flashed amusement. “No pun intended.”

      “And who are you? You seem to know us and are welcomed here on protected land.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say welcomed,” the man answered.

      “He’s not,” chimed Noah.

      The strange man stood and walked to her at a leisurely pace. At his passage, all manner of green things, flowers and foliage, took root where he stepped, and her suspicions grew. He was handsome, if rugged, his eyes were green with speckles of white.

      “You are of the Pantheon,” she said as he came within arm’s reach.

      His smile dimmed. “No.”

      “Then…what?”

      Again, he shrugged. “I am what I am. A byproduct of creation perhaps, but not this one. It has granted me a strange boon, being able to cross here and there as I please. I am all but forgotten, except perhaps to the most ancient, and it suits me.”

      Her breath caught in her throat before she could form her next question. “Are you the Creator?”

      He cocked his head as the old man snorted. He gave the old man a look that spoke both amusement and irritation. He gestured to the flora at his feet. “I create. Therefore, I suppose I am, but I do not think I am the One of whom you speak.” He sat and gestured for her to do the same. She did. Noah huffed and went into the house.

      Her confusion grew as her suspicions wove elaborate tales of their own. “Why are you here?” she asked.

      “I wanted to meet you. I know some things; I have seen what makes you. You are a warrior, but not always so. You love your freedom, you love to fly, and here, you have chosen to love a man.”

      “And that means something to you?”

      The man spread his hands with a wide grin. “It means a great deal to me. I have taken a liking to the boy. I know what much of the troubles in Anu. While it hosts beings of power, it seems it is privy to the same problems that plague this world. Power corrupts. But here you are, subverting expectations.”

      She frowned. “Loving a man is subverting expectations?”

      “Between you and he, love seemed unlikely, but it has led me to wonder; was it always part of the plan? It seems almost too perfect. The Lady of the Wind, fleeing tyranny and untold brutality, holding onto only a sliver of hope, and finding the last descendant of the Lord of War. One could almost write a book about it.”

      Ana puffed a laugh and the man grin evolved into a smile. “As far as plans go, that seems a little farfetched.”

      “And yet here we are.”

      She sighed through a weary smile. “Yes. Here we are. Of everything that has happened, here and in Anu, loving Jon is not one of my regrets.”

      “That is good to hear.”

      She stared at the dark man, finding peace in his casual posture and easy smile. “Will you join us? In the end?”

      He held his smile, but his eyes dimmed for the briefest of moments, “Perhaps I shall. My time grows shorter as my exile nears its end. But these paths have not yet been written; perhaps there are some surprises yet. I wish you well, my Lady.” With that, he took his leave in a breath of falling leaves. Ana found herself with more questions she was sure would remain unanswered, and yet, she somehow felt better. As if that “sliver of hope” was now something more.
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      They had been a long time in coming, this small procession. The horses left dust on the dry rolling hills, making them hard to see in the sun’s dying light, as they plodded along at an irritating rate. But that, Noah figured, was the point. The fire crackled, and his chair creaked as he smoked and waited. He listened as they arrived, dismounted, and made comment on the chill evening. The soldiers trudged up the steps to his home. One in front and two more in full armor behind him. The one in charge was kind enough to knock.

      When Noah opened the door, he found the weary eyes of a burdened soul. He had seen their like a thousand times and even boasted them himself. Ivan Emersin, former General of the Expansionist Army and current commander of the local garrison, did not seem burdened so much as haunted, and not in the figurative sense. Beyond that, the old man could not discern. When last they had, met it had been from some distance, and it was a meeting Emersin would not have remembered. The years had seen the imposing physicality of a hardened general falter somewhat into the figure the old man saw before him. His belly was larger, his hair receding casually, his face well lined the bags under his eyes aged him extra years.

      “Good evening,” said Noah.

      “Good evening,” the general replied. “I hope we’re not intruding.”

      “Not at all, Commander.” Noah moved out of the way to allow them passage. The general walked into the living room, apparently taking in the lack of livery, while his subordinates waited in the foyer.

      “You don’t seem surprised to see me,” said the general.

      “I’m not,” Noah replied.

      “And you know who I am.”

      “I do. Brandy?”

      “Please.”

      Noah made himself busy gathering cups and finding an unopened bottle. In the spirit of the old man’s smoking pipe, the general took out his own. When the old man turned back to his guest, the general was admiring the swords by the fireplace.

      “I have seen swords such as these,” he said, “during my time in the campaign.”

      “You must have travelled far,” Noah remarked.

      “Graceful things. Far more wieldy than our broadswords.”

      “The single edge makes it less acceptable on a battlefield,” replied Noah. “They are more the weapon for a dueler.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” said the general. “They seemed to do their work just fine on the fields I trod.” He ran his hand along the scabbard of the old man’s blade and admired the engraving. “What does this mean?”

      It was a single word in High Speech. “Spellhound,” Noah answered. He found his seat after handing the general a brandy.

      “The name of the blade?” the general asked.

      The old man lit his pipe and nodded.

      “And this one?” the general pointed to the boy’s blade.

      “Born in Flame.”

      The general dropped his hand and admired his brandy. “And it belongs to your son, I assume.” Noah nodded. The general lowered himself slowly on the sofa and took a long swallow.

      The general sighed. “That is good.” The fire sent shadows dancing as the sun continued to fade, casting an eerie glow in the general’s eyes. Almost unnoticeably, the general twitched as though the crackle of the fire was not something he enjoyed. “Where…” he twitched again. “Where is your son? If I may ask?”

      “He and his wife have decided to take some time for themselves. Elsewhere.”

      “Ah, it seems I missed them.”

      Noah smoked quietly as he met the general’s eyes. “What is it that I can help you with, Commander? Are you merely passing through?”

      “No. I am here to interview your son’s wife. We are conducting a search for a fugitive of the Empire. And his wife is a newer addition to the town’s census.”

      Noah smoked. “Is this a formality or is there evidence?”

      The general was silent a moment. “How did you come to be here? You and your son.”

      Noah noted the change in topic but did not comment on the abrupt shift. “Traveled a lot, liked the look of the land here so we settled down. Do you plan to be stationed here long?”

      “Who can know?” the general took another healthy drink. “I never did catch the name of that town. The one where I saw swords such as those. It was very far from here.”

      “Nathera.” Noah intended his honesty as a cue to the general that there was no need for further small talk. The general grunted and set down his drink to focus on his pipe. The two men in the foyer stood by, nervously chatting to themselves, their tone showing they were keenly aware of the charge in the air. Noah knew he could reach his blade long before the general could move, but he did not think this man’s intent was violence. Not yet.

      “Men like us,” said the general, “we’ve no need to be coy.”

      Noah nodded.

      “Your son’s wife is not what she seems,” he continued. “She is something more.”

      “Yes.”

      “She is a goddess.”

      “You and my son would agree.”

      The general chuckled. “Yes, I suppose he would.”

      It was Noah’s turn to allow a moment of silence to linger. “Your Ambassador,” Noah said finally, and the general became still. “He is the Lord of Murder.”

      “He?” repeated the general. “I’ve always thought of him as an ‘it.’”

      “That is not inappropriate,” the old man said without humor. “You and your men are in grave danger. When the spark lights, it will end in the death of many.”

      “Is that a threat, Noah?”

      “I am being plain, Ivan.” The general lifted his eyebrows at the mention of his first name. “I do not blame you for the burning of Nathera,” Noah continued. “But know that those that I do blame are here, in this town. The rest are high in Anu’s hierarchy and are waiting to join us in battle very soon.”

      General Emersin was silent a moment before he barked a laugh. “Spoken truly, I am sure.”

      Noah faked a smile. “Do you even know why you seek her?”

      The general thought as he puffed a cloud. “No. Other than my orders, I am unaware of her crimes.”

      Noah leaned forward. “Commander, this is beyond you. Leave the girl alone. Let her have this measure of peace.”

      “You know that I cannot.” The general looked into the dancing flames, seeming lost in memory he would rather have forgotten. A moment passed, and Emersin glanced away quickly as though some other voice had caught his attention. A lone howl split the silence on a distant hill. The Wolf sends his warning. Murder stalks the defenses.

      “You have brought him with you,” said Noah.

      “I…” The general looked as though he was going to say something more, then changed his mind. “Let us have the girl, and you and the boy will never see us again.”

      “That will not be what happens. There is more at stake than a lost girl. You know this already as well, and Murder has never been one to leave loose ends.”

      “Those loose ends being you and the boy,” the general remarked quietly.

      Noah smiled.

      “And…” the general started, “Who are you exactly?”

      Noah puffed his pipe silently. The general nodded, seeming to accept the lack of response. “Perhaps I am indeed out of my depth, but when has that ever not been true?” He then stood slowly then, stretched, and finished his brandy. “I’m sorry to have troubled you at such a late hour. We’ll be going. It is a long ride back to town.”

      “Can I not offer you a room for your troubles?”

      “The offer is appreciated, but unnecessary.” He motioned for his men, and they made for the door. As the general exited, Noah called to him, “The past is hard to forget, Commander, but it can be forgiven.”

      Emersin paused briefly and considered. “I would not forgive me, Noah. If given the choice.” He turned and looked to the old man’s eyes. “I would do it all again.”

      They left, their boots echoing loudly on the wooden steps. The general stopped and turned once more as the two soldiers untethered their horses.

      “I understand that your son and the girl are to be married at the Harvest,” he said. The old man watched silently from the doorway and nodded once. The general returned the gesture and seemed in thought, torn between opposing forces the old man could not see.

      “Very well,” he said at last. “They will have their…measure of peace.” The general turned and mounted his horse. “After the Harvest Moon, and not until then, we will come for her, and I beg that you not to get in our way. I think you know well what It is capable of.”

      The old man admired the general from the threshold. Holding Murder in check would take much courage. Having gained a new respect for the man, Noah nodded his thanks.
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      The Ambassador, the Lord of Murder, waited for them on the road far from the homestead. It sat with its back to a rock on the roadside, its head hanging as if in deep slumber. Its clothing, formerly pristine, now lay in taters on a skeletal body. In its right hand, it held its left arm, completely detached from the left shoulder. What remained of the shoulder and upper arm hung in ribbons of bloodied gore. Its serrated fingers were stained and dripped in blood. When Murder’s head bobbed as they approached, both the soldiers to Emersin’s side covered their mouths and noses.

      “Gods!” one of the men exclaimed. “What in Lamen happened to you?!”

      Murder puffed, “Pfft. Fucking wolves.”

      Emersin stared at the haphazard creature, wondering how such a misfit of appendages could be a Lord of anything. “Did you find what you were looking for?” he asked.

      “More or less.” Murder gathered himself into a standing position and tried to walk. Promptly, its knee extended in a direction it should not, and the creature collapsed. Behind Emersin, a man vomited. Murder sat up and looked at his knee, took it with his remaining hand and punched it back into place. Murder stood again.

      “It would seem the farmstead is well protected,” he said.

      “You don’t say,” Emersin mocked.

      Murder was unamused. “And you? Did you…take your measure?”

      Emersin nodded. “Aye. This is the place.”

      “Did you see her?”

      “No. I met someone else.”

      Murder eyed Emersin suspiciously. “And?”

      The general gave a sigh. “I’ve told them we will not approach her until after the Harvest Moon. I assume that will be enough time for your…plan?”

      The Lord of Murder rose steadily to its full height. “Might be we need a touch more, I’m afraid.”

      “I don’t want to know.”

      “No doubt. The work can be…hard on a tender spirit.”

      Emersin scoffed and signaled for his men to resume their march. “And you’re sure they won’t run?”

      “Oh nonononono, they’d have done so by now. It’s almost like they want to be caught. I do have a question, however: Who the fuck is Jon West? Why him?”

      The General smirked. “He’s Natheran, for one.”

      Were its face not so excoriated, Murder’s expression might well have been humorous. Its eyes bulged from his head, and its mouth went slack jawed so much that it looked unhinged. It took some time to recover, and Emersin was patient enough to allow it. When it did, Murder had to drop the arm in his hand to level the crooked mandible back into place.

      “Well,” Murder mused. “That’s not good.”
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      The old man peeled back the rug and opened the trapdoor in front of the fireplace. He descended the steps to find Jon and the girl sitting on boxes of supplies and looking pensive. They had built this chamber not only for storage but also as an escape route should the worst come to pass. A tunnel, its entrance hidden behind several crates of winter clothing, led to yet another hidden cache of equipment and emergency supplies in the forest nearly a league from their property.

      “Well, that was nice of him,” the boy said.

      The old man nodded. “I did not sense any dishonesty. I do not doubt that the general will keep his word.”

      Ana cocked an eyebrow. “But?”

      “We cannot count on Murder doing the same.”

      The boy shrugged. “Perhaps we should go ahead and kill him? Get him out of the way.”

      The girl scoffed and the old man gave a wry grin. “Were it so easy.”

      “Either way,” the boy replied, “we will have to deal with him. So what do we do?”

      The old man turned back to the stairs. “We prepare.”
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      The old man and Irving rode into town at first light, leaving Jon and Ana alone in the house for the first time since they had made their trek into the woods. As soon as the door closed and the old man was well on the road, their bedclothes disappeared, and their lovemaking threatened the house’s integrity for a long hour into the morning. When finally they lay still, Ana’s bare leg thrown over Jon’s stomach, her breasts pressed softly against the side of his chest, her lips not far from his ear, she asked, “May I come with you this morning?”

      Jon looked at her. “You want to come with me?”

      “Aye. I could use some practice, and last I checked you’ve no sparring partner.”

      “You sure you want to get your ass kicked so early in the morning?”

      Ana’s eyes shone as she accepted the challenge.

      Jon grinned and threw the sheets to the side. They dressed quickly and found their way to the forest path approaching the clearing as the sun climbed across the mountains, playing merrily with the frost on the ground and tree limbs. Ana walked behind Jon wearing loose clothes that had already lost much of their warmth. She appreciated the scene before her: the practice field was a perfect circle, the trunks of dead trees lined the rim perfectly one behind the other, a meter apart, their bark shaved. Each bore years’ worth of marks from Jon’s sword. The circle only just grazed a small cliff looking over a river that lazily passed, giving the impression that it was uninterested in anything other than its path. Jon approached the middle of the circle and knelt on both knees, placing his scabbarded sword in front of him. He said quiet words that she could not hear but knew from their flow that they were a mantra of some sort. She smiled as she watched him, seeing Arthen in his movements, surprising herself that she had not noticed the semblance before. Perhaps I did not want to, she thought. Jon stood and walked to the edge of the circle, drew his blade, and set the scabbard beyond the line of dead trees.

      She extended her hand and called forth Galeblade, its tall shaft and long thin blade glimmering with silver light.

      “So, no practice swords then,” Jon remarked with a smile. “You sure you know how to use that thing?”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Go easy on me, it’s my first time.” She launched through the air, using the wind to propel her forward quickly. Jon parried her lunge and pivoted to the side. She whirled and delivered fast blows with shaft, butt, and blade, using the spear’s reach to her advantage. Jon parried every strike. His feet moved with precision and balance; his carefully timed ripostes were defensive and probing. She backed a step, one hand on the shaft and the other on the butt, as she brought the spear to her armpit, parallel to the ground. She made quick jabs and cuts to either side, keeping him in front of her. Her future husband continued to parry, until she feinted left, then threw herself forward with a fast lunge. When he moved, she almost did not see it. He stayed in front of her, but her lunge had missed by the width of a hair. He raced the length of the spear, his sword held tight across his chest with the edge forward. He stopped when the edge of the blade kissed the flesh of her throat, the flat of the sword resting on Galeblade’s shaft. Jon smiled and removed the blade.

      “I thought you said you knew how to use that thing?” he asked, clearly amused.

      She felt her throat for a line of blood and found none. “I told you, it’s my first time.” Aside from their brief battle with the Hunt, it was her first time facing an opponent in a mortal body. There was a fire in her belly now. She had not been beaten one on one since the days she had sparred with Arthen himself and she did not appreciate the thought of losing.

      “Oh, I doubt that very much, my lady,” Jon replied.

      She readied herself and came at him again. He moved with the grace of water and vipers, every step planned and foreseen. His sword moved through the air like lightning and each blow he delivered was a hammer to her shoulders, but there was too much time between strikes. He’s holding back, she thought. For some reason, this made her angry. She distanced herself quickly, moving toward the edge of the circle. She kept Galeblade’s tip in front of her and circled him. He remained in his defensive posture, cocking an eyebrow as he waited. He doesn’t want to hurt me, she thought. His mistake. She gathered will and power into the small of her back and rear and held it there. She made as if to challenge his guard but instead threw the spear directly at his head and released her hold on the wind. In a surge of power, she flew through the circle and tackled him just as he was deflecting the spear throw, bringing them both to the ground. Astride him, she placed both her elbows into both of his, using weight and godly strength to pin his arms to the ground. She brought her face to his. “Yield?”

      He looked at both pinned arms, spared a look to the sword a short distance away, before resting his head on the ground. He met her victorious smile with a grin and shifted his hips. She could feel his manhood rising against her and felt herself responding.

      “Never,” he said. His legs came up suddenly and both ankles wrapped her face in an impressive show of dexterity. He plied her off him and they rolled into a tumble, resulting with him sitting on her rear, her face in the dirt. “You made me drop my sword,” he said, “In Nathera, that’s ten lashes.”

      “Do I get to wield the whip?” she mumbled into the earth. She gathered will into her hands and chest.

      “Is our sex life about to get complicated?” he asked. “I’ll have you know I draw the line at bringing swords and spears into the bedroom.”

      “Well then, my love, it seems we are at an impasse!” She released her will and launched the two of them several meters into the air. He came off her and landed on his side with a grunt as she gently guided herself down with the wind’s aid. She walked a step to him and kicked him gently onto his back. He was breathing hard as she lowered herself atop him a second time. She found his manhood with her hand and held it strongly.

      “Okay…” Jon grunted. “Everything else is fair game, but that’s cheating.”

      She smiled and let go. She moved her hips against him and removed her shirt. “Yield?” she said softly.

      Jon looked from her face to her breasts and back again. “Never?”
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      Tao Magrin stared at the sergeant through the bars of the cell. The frown on his face had become permanent since their assignment and arrival in Errol’s Fortune. The days had been filled with vague order upon vague order from a man whom the captain was sure was not a man at all. The efforts of the Maddogs had revealed that not only was this town exactly what it seemed, they were not allowed to move on the only lead they had found. Now, the deaths of prostitutes were no longer the latest in the strange happenings. The sergeant in question had been found dumping the bodies of two well-known and liked corporals into the river.

      The captain approached the cell. “Sergeant Baylor.”

      The young man rocked on his rear with his hands over his knees, shaking his head and mumbling incoherently. Or maybe he’s praying. Captain Magrin squatted to the prisoner’s level.

      “Sergeant,” he said softly. Arne Baylor did not stop his mumbling as he raised his head briefly and met the captain’s eyes. Magrin had seen that look before, in men a torn from their world after a battle, after they had lost all sense of the world around them, after having seen the horrors that men could commit, or the horrors that they had committed themselves.

      The captain rose and turned to Lancer Killian. “Nothing?”

      “Not a word, sir.”

      “The squad?”

      “Had some interesting things to say. Corporal Romlin had taken them down to the local whorehouse just this morning. Asking questions. Our man can confirm as he saw them leaving.”

      Magrin cursed. “Our ‘man’ was there?”

      “Aye, sir. Tailing the Ambassador.” The prisoner made a sound like a dog getting kicked. Magrin looked and found the sergeant shaking his head.

      “Dontgodontgodontgo…DONT GO!” Arne Baylor resumed crying.

      The captain turned away. “Gather a detail. Meet me at Isend’s mansion.” Orders be damned.
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      A quiet snow blanketed the harvested fields overnight, travelling quickly from the mountains on the backs of southern bound winds. In the following days, work turned from labor in the fields to maintenance and repair, the goal being to wait out the cold for the chance at another fruitful season the following year.

      Might not be a next year. Jon looked up from his place on the roof, confidently hanging from a secured rope thrown around the chimney, and watched as the old man and Irving made their way through the snow. The old man’s sack was laden with the few things they needed: sugar and spices and wax, all things they did not make themselves. He waved, and the old man answered. The door to the house opened, and Jon heard the sing-song voice of his wife-to-be greet the old man. Listening to the murmur of their conversation below, Jon finished patching the roof and made his way down slowly, mindful of the hidden ice and forceful winds, back to the warmth of the kitchen and the crackling hearth. The smell of coffee and roasting meat kept his attention as he shed his heavy coat and boots, careful not to drag too much water across the floorboards.

      He took a cup and filled it to the brim with the blackened sludge the old man called coffee. He decided to forgo sugar and milk, as this day he needed more to warm his belly more than appease his tongue.

      “It smells like sex in here,” said the old man as he smoked by the window and casually stoked the fire.

      Jon came to the hearth and found his chair before finding his pipe, trying his best to keep a neutral expression. “Sure does.”

      The old man grunted.

      “You do know that’s what married couples do, right?” Jon asked.

      The old man stared at him. “You had sex on my chair.”

      Jon feigned trying to remember if they had or not, holding back a smile, “We’ve…uh…had sex in a lot of places.” The old man continued to stare, allowing the silence to drag on. “So,” said Jon, “About the town?”

      “Hm. Something’s wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that the wedding, the Moon, is to move on as planned. It is to be quite the spectacle.”

      “And that’s bad because…?”

      “It’s a trap.”

      Jon nodded. “Well, we suspected, didn’t we?”

      The old man leaned forward, his face more serious than usual. “Rom and Ham are dead.”

      Jon froze. The pipe in his hand turned to lead and fell from his grasp. The pit of his stomach turned. “How…how do you know?” he whispered.

      “Sergeant Baylor was arrested, trying to throw their bodies into the river.”

      “Arne?” He clinched his fists in sudden anger and disbelief.

      “Jon,” said the old man softly, “Arne is complicit, but know that there is no doubt greater evil at play here. Two in a very short list of allies have been removed from the board. Anger is fine, but we must use it correctly.”

      Jon nodded. He could sheathe the anger; he knew how to do so, had been taught when and where to use it. But he was damn sure that he did not want to. Arne killed my friends… “They must have known something…. Or done something to piss it off.”

      “Perhaps. The Lord of Murder is assuredly trying to draw us out, at least you. Whether we take the bait or not, I suspect they will be as ready for us if not more so than we are for them.”

      Fury took him. “Well fuck them then! Bring them to me, and I will show them Nathera remembers!”

      The old man stood quickly. “Keep your tongue behind where it belongs, boy, if you’ve nothing useful to say! I did not brave the fires of Anu and Nathera only to have you drag us into darkness with your pity.” The old man unruffled his cloak in an exaggerated gesture as the boy looked at the ground, chastised but seething. The old man sat again and put the pipe back in his mouth. “Do you know why the Lord of Fate has not attacked us yet? After all, they know where we are, why not show himself and bring down his mighty legions around our ears?”

      Jon stared at the old man with narrowed eyes, feeling the anger seethe through him. He struggled to sheathe it.

      “Because he does not yet possess all the pieces,” the old man continued. “He does not yet know his enemy. There are only a few who could maintain a such an adequate defense to the eyes of Anu. Only a few that would give the Lord of Fate pause.”

      Jon huffed. “And one of those people would be you?”

      “Of course, it’s fucking me. I was not always an old man on a farm, but that is not the greatest weapon I possess; Fate, does not know I am here.”

      Jon sat and looked the old man squarely in the eye. “And just, who are you?”

      The door opened and Ana stomped in a swirl of snow and icy mud. She stripped off her coat and cloak and moved quickly toward the fire. Her hair was now nearly to the middle of her neck and was plastered to her head with either snow or sweat. It did nothing to diminish her beauty; even wearing men’s garb there was no hiding that she did not belong here in the filth. She looked briefly between the boy and old man.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked. Jon sighed and got up from his chair and walked hurriedly to the kitchen. “Jon?!”

      He heard the hushed tones of the old man. “Give him a moment. Ham and Rom were just found dead.” The old man said something else, but Jon had left the house before Ana could hurry to him. The chill wind had not ceased, but he could not feel it. He stopped a few meters from their home and stared out into the still and frozen fields, daring an attack, anything that would give him leave to make violence. When he found none, he placed his head in his hands, where the only enemy he could find were the tears he shed for the only friends he had known.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Wolf waited with his pack at the edge of the farmstead. They had enjoyed the fine feast of their hunt an hour past, and now they lounged about as the pups played under a bitch’s careful eye. The Wolf watched the farm with increasing attention, as there was a scent in the air. He watched the old man arrive some time earlier, listened to a heated debate, and watched the boy come out to mourn wounds that were not physical. Such times were upon them. The scent that carried now was not the work of the boy or the old man, he had known before it was not of the mortal world, gave him pause. Like lightning after it strikes a tree and is drowned in rain. The pack elders grew testy watching his posture; they also suspected something amiss in the night’s silence and prowled in wary circles, ears up and noses to the wind.

      As the scent the Wolf knew grew sharper, and a great pressure filled his ears, he stopped thinking of his pack and three in the house. With flashes of light and the stink of sulfur, three women suddenly stood between him and the farmstead. Their timing could not be worse. The pack slinked away, grabbing the pups and crouching, hidden, in the foliage. The women dressed in heavenly robes, and the Wolf knew each of them. There were ways around the old man’s illusions, but not many. The Wolf suspected these three were here via some knowledge he did not possess. He grunted.

      He shed his fur and stood on his hind legs, taking again, the appearance of a man in hunting furs. The women stared wide eyed at their surroundings, not unlike tourists in some exotic locale, and did not notice him as he approached. They were not goddesse’s in the sense that they were queens of some aspect of Anu or Evanna. No, these were the Wise, sisters of Wisdom’s court: The Red, the White, and the Black. While they had not participated in the Revolution, they had been instrumental in devising the underground network of spies and smuggling channels that had preserved a thousand gods from Fate’s noose after the war. They had pressured and provided the Wolf a way of rescuing Arienaethin from Fate’s laboratory, and had secured the Way he had used to fling her to Earth. What they were doing here, however, on what was perhaps an eve of battle, the Wolf did not know.

      Nearly a yard from them he spoke. “Wise.” They turned as one in surprise and gasped in relief upon seeing his face. They looked as barely adult humans would; tall and budding, lush hair and skin different shades. Their skin, unused to the elements, glistened in the moonlight. The first, fire-headed and pale, ran the last few feet to him and threw her arms around his shoulders. The Wolf grunted.

      “We’ve travelled so far…” she sobbed softly. His eyes flickered all around and his ears perked. From her and the others he smelled one thing above all else: Fear.
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      They made their dinner together, Jon and Ana. The old man had made it his job to keep the fires in both the kitchen and den burning as the two worked to make something of their ample supplies. Soups and porridge were often the course of the evening, with beer basted rabbit or deer. Ana had made the case for more fruit, but in the winter, there was only the dried option readily available. Jon burned his finger when removing the bread from the oven, much to Ana’s amusement.

      “Balls,” he said while setting the bread down and sticking his burned forefinger in his mouth. Ana took his hand from his mouth and gingerly placed her lips on his fingertips.

      “Better?” she asked. Jon eyed his finger.

      “Yeah,” he said softly. “Thanks.” He took his finger back and focused on the bread. Allowing himself his sorrow was something that the old man counselled. Ana, too, had lost friends in the wars of the past, but seeing it on the man she loved caused her pain that did not come from the deaths of Rom and Ham. Jon lay the bread on the counter and began to carefully slice. She hugged him from behind, forcefully, and rested her head between his shoulders. She felt it then, a brief pause, as the sorrow threatened to overwhelm him, then the shuddering breath as it eventually did. They remained like that for several moments before Jon dropped the bread knife, turned, and hugged her back. “Thank you,” he said.

      They set the table and the old man joined them, filling glasses and arraying the dishes. They ate to the crackle of fire and the cracking of forks. The old man and Jon discussed certain things around the house to be done eventually, distracting from the events of the past and not-so-distant future whilst Ana listened half-heartedly and nibbled her bread. There was a certain pleasantness to being human and participating in the simplicities of daily life. Not that life in Anu had been overly complicated for her, but here they talked about things that only mattered in relatively short terms, and nothing decided would ever affect the outcome of worlds. She looked from the old man to Jon and wondered briefly how it was they could be so calm in the face of what was to come. It is because they have done this before. Shared a hearty meal the night before a battle. She knew they had travelled and done things that were not always farming, but it occurred to her that she knew little of their lives before they came here.

      There was a knock at the door. Talk and thought ceased as the three of them stared at one another. Then in a flurry of movement, Ana slipped around the corner as Jon and the old man reached their swords. The old man stepped to the door with sword in hand as Jon crouched low to the side. Hiding his sword arm, Noah opened the door with caution at first before quickly flinging it aside. Ana watched from her covered position as the Noah quickly greeted the Wolf in human form and stood aside, letting in three women. She knew each of them. Jon stood with a confused frown and shot her a look and a shrug. Recognition flashed in his eyes as the three moved into the sitting room and shed their shawls. Ana approached them slowly, noting the caution in their movements and the fear behind their smiles.

      “Where is Maerko?” Ana asked.

      The Red took a shaking breath before answering, “We are all that is left.”

      Silence.

      Ana took three steps back until her back was to the wall, the blood draining from her face. Jon looked from the old man to the Wolf, who both hung their heads in revered silence. A moment passed, and the dark-skinned woman took a cautious step to the old man. “Niandithir?” The utterance of the name drew all their gazes.

      The old man looked at her as she stepped closer. She put a hand to his grizzled face as she graced him with a sad smile. “It has been too long.”

      Jon looked at Ana and mouthed the word. Niandithir?

      Noah nodded. “Aye.”

      “You look…”

      “Old?”

      “Distinguished,” she said through a smile.

      “How did you find us?” Ana asked.

      The White walked through the room and into the kitchen, finding quickly both a glass and the bourbon. “I knew the Way by which the Wolf took you and found your trail with some difficulty. I should tell you others have followed as well.”

      “Aye, the Hunt crossed our paths not so long ago,” Ana said.

      “He was summoned, we suspect—”

      “Murder,” Noah finished.

      The three looked as one upon him. “Aye,” the Red answered.

      “He was here, the day before last,” added the Wolf.

      The three looked at one another before the Black spoke. “You had best tell us everything.”
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      Rom woke slowly. His vision was cloudy, but there was no pain, and he found himself pleasantly refreshed. Looking around, he found he was sitting in a comfortable armchair; a fire purred under a mantle, and a table beside him harbored a carafe of mulled wine and a few glasses. He heard a grumble, and he knew the voice. Ham stretched himself, not unlike a cat, in a similar armchair. He looked the same as when Rom had last seen him, save the dried blood on his neck. A flash of memory, and Rom was suddenly standing and on the verge of panic.

      “Sit down.”

      Rom sat, not knowing why, and looked at the figure he had not noticed before sitting behind a large desk across from he and Ham. Clad in black and with a face as pale as snow, the man did not look up from the parchment before him as he scribbled vigorously. The man’s skin stretched tightly to a skeletal frame and glistened in the firelight. Behind thin rimmed spectacles sat marble black eyes. Ham had frozen humorously mid-stretch and now looked back and forth between the Rom and the pale gentleman.

      “You two,” said the man in black, “are dead. And I, am the Lord of Death.”

      Rom swallowed and nodded slowly. Ham came down from his stretch, thought a moment, and reached over for the carafe of wine. Rom took a cup and held it out for Ham to fill. The Lord of Death put down his pen and watched impatiently. Rom drank slowly, savoring the rich flavors of fruit and alcohol, and tried very hard to think of something, anything, to say. He could not. His mind was filled with visions of Ham’s face as he bled, the spit from Arne’s lip as he stabbed Rom again and again, the smile of the creature as it watched. Rom’s hand started to shake as the fringe of fear found its way down his arm.

      “Calm,” said the Lord of Death. Rom’s arm ceased its shaking, and he found himself breathing normally as the memories receded. “As I am sure you have many questions, I do not have the patience for them. Instead, I have questions, to which the two of you will answer to my satisfaction.” The Lord of Death held up two sheets of parchment for the boys to admire. “Can you tell me the difference between this parchment and the chairs in which you are sitting?”

      Ham raised a hand. “One is more easily burned than the other?”

      The Lord of Death stared at Ham. “The difference…is that on one of these things there are the two of you, but not on the other. You see, I enjoy lists. It makes my work easier. This list”—He shook the parchment in his right hand.—“is a list of all those that died on the twelfth day of the eleventh month at the tenth hour on the forty-second minute. This list is the forty-third minute. Neither of you are present on either list, and yet you have arrived in these chairs and in my office at precisely these times. Now either there has been a mistake on the part of my accountants, and I assure you that is very unlikely, or there has been some foul play.”

      Both boys were silent. Rom drank more wine. Ham rubbed his neck.

      Ham took in a breath. “…We’re… dead?”

      Death dropped both sheets dramatically. “For fuck’s sake. Yes, but you’re not supposed to be. How did you die?”

      Rom finished his cup and reached to refill it. “Enough wine,” said Death. Rom set down his cup contritely. “Answer the question.”

      Rom found his voice. “Ham had his throat slit, and I got stabbed…a lot.”

      Death looked from the bloody mess of Ham’s throat to the multiple blood stains on Rom’s shirt. “Who did it?”

      “Arne Baylor. Our sergeant.”

      “Why?”

      “Cus’ that…thing told him to.”

      Death leaned forward. The fire dwindled and black shadows spread from his eyes and over his skin menacingly. “What thing?”
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      Captain Tao Magrin and six men stood amidst the gore of the Ambassador’s suite. The bodies of the women looked down upon them with gazes of shock and pain. Their eyes seemed still alive. Once the men recovered their stomachs, they approached the figure sitting in the armchair, soaked in blood and drinking something dark. The Ambassador had thrown away its costume and sat before them unabashedly as the creature it truly was. Its face was not a face, but a mask of skin pulled by strings and hooks around its head. Its fingernails were long, serrated knives that clinked softly as the creature appeared to be in thought. The men fanned out behind the captain, unsheathing swords as they did so.

      “Ambassador,” greeted the Magrin.

      “Captain,” the creature responded smoothly.

      “You are under arrest.”

      “I see that. On what charge?”

      Tao Magrin took a step closer. “Murder.”

      It laughed. Loudly and hysterically. Magrin smirked. “Can I assume you will come quietly?”

      The laughter ceased abruptly. It took a drink, blood red eyes never leaving the captain’s over the rim of its glass. It lowered its drink and smacked its lips. “Assume away. But I think you are going to be disappointed.” It snapped a couple bladed fingers. Stillness. Captain Tao Magrin looked at the soldiers behind and around him. They stood at perfect attention, their swords by their sides, their eyes glazed over.

      The creature spoke. “Took some time,” It gestured to the circle in the middle of the floor. “but I finally got this little bastard working. Blood magic is tricky business. So much can go wrong. As you can see, I needed a lot of fuel.”

      The Captain unsheathed his sword, not fully understanding what had just happened, but knowing enough. “Release them,” he growled.

      “No,” it responded. “They’re mine now, as are all your men. I don’t want you; you’ve irritated me. See that little fella over there?” It pointed to a body in the corner. “That’s the fucker you sent to follow me. And I so despise being watched. Well…sometimes.”

      Tao Magrin yelled and attacked. The creature rose and spun smoothly, parrying deft thrusts with ease. The captain’s blade and the creature’s hands danced in a deadly maneuver. The creature lunged as the captain dodged, electing for a fundamental defense. He kept his sword in front of him, held across his body, as the creature’s knives swung wildly and without discipline. Magrin waited, parried, and cut quickly into the creature’s shoulder before spinning out of reach. The creature paused and looked at the deep furrow in its shoulder.

      “Ow! What the fuck?” It launched again. Magrin moved decisively into range with a long step, swinging his sword in an upward arc through the creature’s torso. Again, the creature paused; the captain did not wait. He lunged and impaled the thing where the heart should have been. The Ambassador looked from the sword to Magrin and back again.

      “Hold on,” it said. “Maybe we should…talk more.” The captain attempted to pull his sword away only to have the creature spike its fingers into both the Magrin’s shoulders and twist. Magrin roared in pain and anger. The Ambassador pulled Tao Magrin closer and whispered, “Guess not?” It ripped its fingers from Magrin’s torso and injected eight blades into the Captain’s skull. Tao Magrin went still and with some effort, the Lord of Murder removed both man and blade from his body before turning to the six men standing at attention.

      Murder wiped his fingers on its bloodied clothes, “Lancer?”

      A young man turned to Murder with a smile. “Yes, sir? Can I help you?”

      Oh, such nice manners. “Would you be a dear and let the general know I need to have a word with him?”

      “The general, sir?”

      “Ah, I mean, Commander Emersin.”

      “Oh, of course, sir.”
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      The Red, the White, and the Black listened carefully to Ana’s tale of their efforts against the Hunt and the recollection of the general’s visit. When she was done, the three put their heads together and had a conversation Jon could not hear. The three appeared to have no need for voices. Ana waited with them at the table as Jon rounded into the next room, where he sat by the Wolf, who looked on with a stern expression. According to the Wise, the rebellion had all but been crushed, the last remnants flushed and captured. The Lord of Fate had purged all in direct opposition, and several hundred gods and willing had been taken to the lowest levels of Anu’s palace.

      The Wolf spared Jon a look. “I do not know of your loss, only that you have lost. My sympathies.”

      Jon nodded. “Thank you.”

      “It is small consolation, but it could mean that the enemy is desperate to bring this to a close.”

      “Yes. That is a small consolation.”

      “Desperate enemies are the ones that make mistakes. We can hope to be so lucky.”

      Jon looked at the Wolf’s expression and back to the women at the table deep in silent argument. “Yeah, one can hope.”

      The three turned to Ana and the old man. “We will help,” said the Red with finality.

      The old man leaned forward. “How?”

      “We three can support you, Niandithir,” said the Black.

      “You will need it,” said the White. “He will not allow her to be bound to another.”

      They continued to speak as Jon and the Wolf waited patiently. They spoke of spells and enchantments, of rituals and rites and things that he did not generally understand until the old man stood suddenly. The three and Ana became silent, and the Wolf was immediately on his feet. The old man turned his head to the front of the house sharply and made his way to the window. Jon stood with him and tried to find where he was looking.

      “Blood magic,” the old man whispered. He spared a look to the boy and turned to the others. “Murder has used blood magic this night.”

      The collective silence was one of shock, except for the White who looked amused. Ana stood and walked to the old man. “You’re sure?” she asked.

      The old man nodded. “The trap is set.”
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      The Wise were settled in Jon and Ana’s rooms, and though the old man waited up awhile before turning in, he eventually slept. Jon sat on the lone sofa of the living room, listening for some time to the creaks of careful footsteps as heavenly beings explored their rooms and contemplated sleep. Most of the lamps were laid to rest, and the fire burned lowly as the wood was not replenished. It left Jon with a series of dark thoughts, each one more terrible than the last. His friends were dead, and the woman he loved was throwing her life, again, into the fires of revolution. Only this time there was a much lower chance of victory. Again, that feeling of being pulled in a direction not of my own making. Again, a war that will last a single night. He smiled at the thought. Not out of happiness, but nostalgia. His ancestor, Arthen, continued to make war beyond his grave, and it was, again, a war they could not possibly win. Vengeance had been a part of his mindset for years before they had stumbled onto this place and peace had found a dwelling place within him. Even then, the thought of revenge was never far, but its voice had quieted some time ago. When Ana had come to them, and the changes had begun their settling, thoughts of avenging his family and people had slipped even further from his mind. And yet, here they were. The Lords of Fate and Murder stood again against him and his family, and there was no turning from the fight. He would have thought that this turn of events was perhaps some form of providence, but he dismissed it; this was not Fate’s interference. Jon felt the sudden need to be standing as anger and uncertainty made his muscles twitch.

      Ana was leaning on the doorway into the kitchen, holding a cup of tea and watching him silently. Jon did not know how long she had been there. “Hey,” he managed.

      She sipped her tea. “You’re different.”

      He placed his hands on his hips and sighed. “Maybe.”

      “You’re less sure of yourself.”

      “Pfft, hardly.”

      She walked to the sofa and sat. Her eyes asked a question, and Jon let out a long breath. “The Lord of Fate has been messing around with…fates, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “And…here we all are…in one place. The last of his enemies.”

      “Yes.”

      “And none of this feels weird to you?”

      She looked at her cup. “It does.”

      He sat next to her and placed a hand on her leg. “This is an extremely large trap that we are literally walking right into. I think, in some ways I have been looking forward to this moment for a long time. In some ways, I always knew I would not grow old and fade quietly. In fact, when I was younger, I often prayed that I would not. That I would do my family proud. Death is a certainty…but…it is not my death that has me worried.”

      “It is mine?”

      “Yours most of all. The old man, the Wolf. Irving, Isca. The Wise, well, they’re kind of new to me, so I don’t know what to think there yet, but nevertheless, I do not think I wish for death as I once did.”

      She dropped a hand on his. “I feel the same.” She placed her cup on the ground and straddled him with his head in her hands. His hands found the familiar places on her hips and the small of her back. “Fear of death is not unwise,” she said. “Should the end come, know that I am yours, and you are mine.” She kissed him. When their lips finally parted, the taste of her bringing forth strong desire, he had sudden inspiration.

      “What if we…do it?” he asked. She cocked her head amused and made to undo the front lace of her shirt. He stayed her with a hand. “What if we wed, right now?”

      She did not respond immediately, but her eyes alighted. “Our wedding is tomorrow…”

      He smiled. “Ah, the spectacle is tomorrow. What’s to stop us tonight?”

      She nodded slowly. “I have a dress, that one from the market. Who would do the ceremony?”

      “I’ve an idea. Grab your coat, too. We’re going for a walk.”
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      They walked the path to the training circle by the river. The clouds had moved on, leaving the moon to work magic on the silvered snow. Ana wore only her dress and modest slippers but walked as though she did not feel the cold. Jon had on his best coat and boots and felt the cold still slip into his skin. He gripped her hand tightly, his nerves fearful that the moment would be lost, or some machination of Fate’s would intervene and rob them of this. As they walked, he noticed the snow departing more and more as they approached their destination; flowers and leaves and grass bloomed in the light of the moon, and the cold gave way to warmer air. The girl said nothing as they approached the circle, but her breathing quickened and her posture became more attentive. When the forest opened and gave way to the training circle they stopped.

      At the farthest edge, closest to the river, an arch had appeared, made entirely of twisted branches and flowers of every color wavering gently in a warm breeze. The man of umber skin in hemp clothing quietly hummed to himself as he pruned and coerced leaves and foliage into full blossom. Unsurprised and smiling, Jon walked into the circle but stopped when Ana did not follow him. He looked at her in the blue moonlight. Beautiful and glowing, her face was one of shock and sudden fear. She looked at him through tearing eyes. She shook her head in disbelief at the sigh before her.

      “Is this really happening?” Ana asked quietly.

      Jon grinned confidently and held out his hand. “I am with you.” She stared at his hand, took a breath, found his palm with her own, and walked into the circle.

      The man in hemp turned from his work and stood in the center of the arch, smiling, his hands folded in front of him. The river churned quietly as Jon and Ana stood before him. The dark man extended his hand, and they each took one of his while still holding onto each other.

      The dark-skinned man spoke. “I’ve been waiting for you two.” His eyes passed from man to woman, “Are you ready?”

      Jon and Ana looked at each other and nodded in unison.

      “Very well,” said the spirit. “Life, this world, is full of fear. Of hate, suffering, and darkness. But there is also light, and love, and joy, and hope. What you two have found is more precious than any stone, and it is yours.” He eyes turned to Jon. “The gods declare a lot of things. One of them: Marriage is holy. But it is not their declaration that makes marriage holy, it is the two of you. The choice you have made is a binding of souls, a creation of something new, and a reforging of something old. As you approach the future, whether in good times or not, know that the love you have given is eternal and does not diminish through time. But Love is not merely a series of carnal relations, though I am sure those are very enjoyable, it is a choice. One that you must make time and again.

      “Arienaethin, Lady of the Wind and Tempest. Ana. Yours is the terrible hand by which entire worlds are woven. The breath of both life and death. But it is also that which guides the weary sailor home. That which finds purchase in the highest places, where no man or god can follow. Do you take this man to be your husband?”

      Her eyes did not leave Jon’s as she gave her answer. “Yes.”

      “Naven of the Sacred Edge, last child of Nathera, Son of War. Jon. You have fought for things that are passed and gone. Your soul was forged in fire and is carried on the edge of a blade. But you have forged something new and worth keeping. Worth fighting for. Do you take this woman to be your wife?”

      Jon breathed, “Yes.”

      “Are any gathered here prepared to object to this union?”

      Jon and Ana turned quickly, only now realizing that the circle around them was full. The old man, the Wolf, Irving, Isca, and Dax stood quietly and did not raise objection. The old man approached, granting both Jon and Ana a smile.

      “You have been the light of my life,” said the old man to Jon, “and I am very old. I am happy for you.” He looked at Ana. “For you both.” The old man stepped away.

      Jon broke from the spirit and Ana before the old man could move too far and hugged him fiercely. “Thank you.”

      The old man returned the hug in a strong grip and held it for a long moment. The old man broke away, held his son’s face in his hands, nodded, and joined the others waiting silently. Jon found Ana and the spirit’s hands waiting and rejoined them.

      “Well,” said their officiator, “if that is all, then in the eyes of gods and man, I bind thee. You are wed, husband and wife. A kiss should seal this quite nicely.”

      They kissed. Their audience went wild with glee and applause. Torches alighted around the circle. The Wolf “found” a chaff of wine and began pouring. The old man pulled out a lute that could not have been hidden within his cloak and began to play. Jon grabbed Ana by the hip and hand and led her into what would be their first dance as husband and wife.
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          An Angel

        

      

    

    
      The general stood in the back by the door of Murder’s room. The blood from the ceiling played its quiet music, singing its praises, to Ivan Emersin’s shock. Tao Magrin, equally silent, lay before him. The holes in his face and arms gleamed with fresh blood as the Lord of Murder paced the cryptic circle in the middle of the room. Emersin’s boots sloshed in the coagulated puddles of blood as he stepped closer to one to the girls pinned to the wall. A glimmer of motion drew him closer. He could see clearly into the girl’s chest cavity: the ribs pulled away from the major organs, revealing lungs still breathing, and a heart still beating.

      “Fucking gods,” he whispered. Emersin turned to the Ambassador, the shock still evident on his face. “They’re still alive.”

      Murder sighed. “Yes, Ivan. They’re still alive.”

      “But you’ve killed the good captain, I see.”

      “Well, yes. Good captain he may have been, but I am afraid that he was a touch nosy for my liking.”

      “I thought you could not directly intervene…” Emersin could not shed his fear, but he concealed it well. It was now clear that his one ally in the Maddogs was gone, and there was no one now that he could turn to. If the gods can intervene, then the battlefield has changed dramatically. All that is left is the girl. Murder began circle Emersin, his hands behind his back as though he were a teacher schooling a child.

      “It would seem, Ivan, that you and I are no longer on the same page.” Its fingers rubbed one another as it ignored the general’s statement. “Tao here was having me followed, and I think, I think, it was at your behest. But of course, that would mean that you were…what? Scheming to get rid of me? To keep the girl from me? To kill me? Nonono, that’s stupid, and do you know why? BECAUSE YOU CAN’T KILL A GODDAMN GOD!!”

      Murder took a step back the same time he took a breath. Emersin watched in silence as the creature tried to clear its head. The soldiers in the room all stood at attention with placid smiles. There would be no help there. Murder continued, “You know he tried to have me arrested? Me? I mean, what did I do? I didn’t kill these people, that’s against the rules. Nono, all these good lookin’ gals here are all still alive. All I did was take a power-hungry lovesick puppy and give him a kick in the right direction. I mean, I did all the funny stuff with their innards and whatnot. Oh, and I killed that guy there…and that one. But it’s okay. It’s okay,” Murder continued. “The rules have changed now, and magic is in the air.”

      Emersin moved his hand imperceptibly to his weapon. “What did you do?”

      “Oh, now you wanna know? No more, ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’?” it snapped. “We all have rules to follow. Set in place by folks I don’t even know. Folks that are scarier than me. And to get passed that, well we have to do a little ‘magic.’” Murder turned its back to Emersin.

      “These people were not the job we were sent here to do,” said Emersin as he gestured to the bodies. “They were innocent.”

      Murder spun around dramatically and held up his hands as if making a declaration, “I don’t care, Ivan!”

      Ivan Emersin looked over the bodies on the floor and walls as a dread realization washed over him. “You’re going to kill more…”

      “Don’t you go changing the subject! You had me followed, cornered, nearly arrested, and poor Timmy here lost his face for it!”

      “Tao.”

      “Whatever! You see this is your problem; you don’t want to get your hands dirty. Everything by the book. ‘Let’s not burn the forest down! Let’s go through the census for the next five millennia!’ If it weren’t for me and some slightly untraditional tactics, we would never have even found the girl!”

      The general became very still in the face of Murder’s rage. The creature was not wrong. They had burned down a forest filled with men, women, and children. Now, yet again, Emersin found himself standing by while this thing held a match. Fear wilted and resolve worked its way through his muscles. He squared his shoulders and loosened his fingers near the hilt of his sword. “If it weren’t for you,” he said slowly, “we wouldn’t be here at all.” This cannot go on any longer. “You will not kill any more.”

      Murder dropped his hands to his sides almost apologetically. “Ivan. Our job, yours and mine, is almost done. Just a few souls more.”

      Emersin breathed out any remaining reservations.  Fuck it.

      The general let loose his sword and beheaded the man next to him, flipped his grip, and stabbed another through the chest. He turned to reach the Lord of Murder and stopped short with several knives now at his throat. The god’s face was inches away, and the smell caused Emersin to sway. “You see,” breathed Murder, “that’s what the good captain tried to do as well. But I can’t do you like I did him.” It leaned closer. “You’re not done with this life just yet, Ivan.”
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      The Lord of Fate is not the Creator. He is not the author; he is not the father. The effort to create as the Creator does, to match perfect circumstances with will and empathy, is not the way of Fate. The threads are there; they already exist. It is the job of Fate to weave the threads into the tapestry. To tie the strings in such a way as to convene past and present into a slate for the future. The Lord of Fate is historian, custodian, and weaver, but he cannot make. He cannot “from nothing, make something” as the Creator did so wantonly. The canvas he has cannot be changed or altered, for it is the past, and the present.

      For many millennia Fate did as he was bid, as he was created to do. He maintained the tapestry, allowed the multitudes their choices, and weaved as they dictated. He did this until, in an inexplicable and random moment, he realized a very harsh truth. The Creator was no longer with them. He was gone. Having lit the spark that was life, the realms now operated without his intervention, and so, at some point in time, unbeknownst to the gods or anyone else, the Creator left. Content with his work. Yet, here is Fate, weaving the future for those beneath him. He can see the flaws. The will, the empathy, the perfect circumstance, the love and the hate, the light and the dark, and hope that is no longer eternally present but threadbare. He can see the rape and burning of worlds over and over even before his hands touch a thread. The absence of the Creator looms large in his mind, and he thinks that here, now, is a way for he, the Lord of Fate, to make a difference. It is in the Creator’s absence that Fate comes to a both terrible and wonderful realization. Things can be better.

      The key difference in the work of Fate and the Creator is time. Time is the inevitable mover of Fate, slowly pushing forward and setting an enviable limit to the work that can be accomplished on the Loom. Time, the one variable that cannot be changed. For Fate to accomplish his idea, his masterpiece, he must work within this defined limit. Before him on the table is the Lady of the Wind. She, like most gods, is beautiful and flawless. Yet to call her such begs a redefining of the word “flawless.” It can only be skin deep as she is in fact a part of the problem. The Revolution that saw the Lord of War decimate swaths of lesser beings presents the greatest flaw in the Creator’s vision. It is Choice. Free will. Were these ideas, these rights, not available, there would have been no revolution. There would be no need for Fate to feel as though imperfection was now a disease to be eradicated. Granted, this line of thinking echoed that of despots and tyrants across a thousand worlds since the beginning of creation, and this, Fate knew, was dangerous thought. So the question loomed; how does one make the worlds better without making the mistakes of a thousand kings and queens? Knowing full well that time was not an ingredient he could use, and the power of creation itself wass out of reach. The answer lay in the unmaking. But he could not go back to the time of creation to do so; he must work with what he had.

      To “unmake” the threads required surgery, of a sort. The threads of Fate are bound to humans and lower creatures in a spiritual, physical, and metaphysical sense. Should a farmer blow out his knee in the field, he would no longer be able to farm and thus his fate became this. While it might not be his ultimate destiny, his fate wass now forever intwined with the injury. A Divine body did not harbor such a tether, but the absence did not make the work any easier, because, again, time. Those of the Pantheon were eternal and therefore boasted millennia of history and action and decision that could not be rewritten. The Lord of Fate had to be creative.

      Arthen, the Lord of War, had not understood the potential at hand. Stupidity and complacency were blinding and the war that followed was decimating. The work of the Creator lay in ruins, leaving Fate with the tedious of work of picking up the pieces. However, the deconstruction of Anu presented opportunity that could not be ignored.

      Arienaethin struggled against her bonds, her body a tempest of anger and fear. She screamed in agony as Fate tore from her the threads that had woven her being, the practice becoming easier with each subject. He had seen her, all of her, and she was beautiful, full of will and pride and laughter—and it was these things that he came to love about her. But here, and there, were decisions and actions with which he disagreed. She knew the Lord of War and she loved him. She knew that he was right to stand against tyranny and did not waver in the face of battle or terrible pain. It was not her will to act or her defiance that he would have changed. No, these were things that he would not see tarnished, but there were some that she could do without. With his fingers he twisted the thread above her, shearing off touches of history and memory. Her screams alighted the palace.

      The act of Creation was also an act of destruction. The Creator himself destroyed the abyss to bring the light, and so too would Fate. The Lady of the Wind’s deconstruction needed not be so final as the abyss, but the metaphor remained. With careful touch, Fate added elements that will improve this tested design. One such element in particular: compliance.
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      Ana walked out of the house to where the Red stood in the middle of the frozen field, holding herself as though she could feel the cold. The sun peeked over the horizon, its red light shining off the hardened top layer of snow. The wind greeted her with its chilling embrace, despite the heavy winter coat, and Ana smiled at the welcome. The old man and her husband brought supplies to the horses and spoke in hushed tones. Dax barked somewhere behind her.

      You’ve more friends it seems, the Wind whispered.

      Yes, she answered.

      But you are sad.

      Am I?

      I would know.

      Her laugher was soft. Yes. I suppose you would. We may not see each other after tomorrow.

      Are you leaving?

      Maybe.

      The Wind whirled through the fields jovially as if she had made a great joke. The Red was looking at her as she approached. Ana shook her head. “Sorry.”

      The Red’s lips curled. “There is no need.”

      “Is…everything all right?” Ana probed.

      The Red continued to stare into the fields. “Who was it that preformed the ceremony, Arie?”

      Ana blanched and recovered. “A friend. In truth I don’t know his name.”

      The Red did not respond immediately, her frown frozen in place. “Arie…” she said softly, “you must see some other game is being played here. First Niandithir is not dead, and now some unknown god binds your threads in a blatant affront to the Lord of Fate. That your fates are already bound means Fate can now intervene at any moment, and his fury will be legend.”

      Ana’s smile faded. “Good. Come on then, let the battle commence, if he wants me so badly! You know what’s truly wonderful about last night? I made that choice. I did not have it taken from me. I did not have to use my love for a man to the purpose of Fate’s games.”

      The Red shook her head. “I don’t think you understand. You cannot possibly love this man!”

      “Why!? Why can I not love him?”

      The Red stepped back in visible anger but did not reply.

      Ana was taken aback momentarily, but then her anger seethed. “For fuck’s sake, what is it you’re hiding!?”

      The Red turned away from her and puffed a sigh. “You have another choice to make, Arie. Take your manchild and flee, or die. Because that is how this is going to end.”

      “If the Lord of Fate wrote that story, then I think I’ll take my chances.”

      The Red bristled. “You’ve spent far too much time with Arthen and his…ilk. You don’t always have to fight the battle you can’t win.”

      Ana smirked. “All the others would be too easy. If certain death is our future, then why are you even here? Flee back to your cave if you must, but our battle is here and now. If we fled, the battle would only follow us.”

      “Stubborn girl. Foolish, headstrong!” The Red was close to raging, “I am here because this is where I am meant to be. But you could be anywhere else! You value your choices so much, but what of your precious boy? Did he choose to be here? His days are fixed; yours are not, but you would have him throw his life away tomorrow for your revenge, and what’s worse, you have bound him to you! Do not lecture me on choices when you so willingly toss aside those you claim to love.”

      The Red stomped away before Ana could reply, leaving her stunned and nearly to tears. What has happened?
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      General Ivan Emersin sat in a chair at the end of a long room. Tall windows guided glaring light along the length of ornately carved stonework. High ceilings and polished rafters gave the impression of a holy place, but not one that he had seen in the Empire. The structure had none of the industrial steel and rusted colors that occupied most Imperial construction. It embraced instead a renaissance of smooth textures and bright colors that, while varied, could also be construed as different hues of white. Statues lined the walls between the windows, sporting busts of men and women of such perfect physical condition that they could hardly be viewed as human. In the center of the room was a long high table, where the general sat at the head.

      Emersin looked down at his arms resting on the armrests and while he could not see any device tying him, he found that he could not move. He looked up from his invisible restraints and noticed that he was suddenly not alone. A figure sat with him at the table, halfway down its length, and in the spell of the bright light from one of the windows. He could not tell if the figure was male or female, but the slightness of the frame suggested it was a woman. The figure regarded him silently, and when it moved stood and began to walk toward him, it was graceful. The figure spoke in a voice that he both dreaded and knew well.

      

      My dearest Ivan,

      We both have known for some time that the end was coming. I have seen you, these long years, fighting an enemy you could not see and could not hope to defeat, but fought you did. I love you for that. You cannot know what it has meant to me, but my love, my dearest general, this is a fight that can only end one way. This illness has taken its toll. As I write these words I can barely see through the light of a clear day, and my hand trembles with the weight of the pen, but I cannot stop. These words must be written.

      When you left for the Expansion, the days were cold and many. It was not easy for me, but I found comfort in the arms of another man. I do not think I loved him, but his attention became something I coveted. Our affair did not last long. He had a wife and child of his own and could not keep the late hours that our time together required. When he left, the loneliness was complete. Our own child was grown and gone, and after the fifth year, there seemed little hope of your return. I both prayed and cursed gods as often as I could remember their names, but none answered my call. It came to me then that no one could end my suffering save myself, and were you already dead, I would find you again.

      There is a flower that grows on the western banks of the Reverie River, or did, before the Empire dammed it and made it part of their war machine. It was not hard to find its powder and mix it with tea. Its effects are known as a common stimulant but used over time…it is deadly. I have mixed this in my tea for last two years, knowing that my time was limited, and my death would not cast any shame on the family, but then something happened. You came home. I should have waited, but the years in the dark were a burden I could not bear, and when the time came, when our worlds finally realigned and a spark of happiness lifted my heart, I knew it would not last. And here we are. I did this. There is nothing you could have done. I am sorry, my love. Parts of me hope that you will never read this letter, while others are glad that I have finally written them. I am not the proud woman you married. What strength I had then is surely gone now. I know now that there are no gods. Only demons. And I take mine with me. Please, do not think too harshly of me.

      

      With all my love, Mady

      

      The figure stopped speaking and approached silently until the face of Emersin’s wife was visible in the shade between windows. She stopped a chair away from his and sat. Her dark eyes met his, but his face did not waver. She was every bit as he remembered, high cheekbones and laughter lines around an easy smile. Her full head of dark hair hung loosely around her shoulders, caressing the soft cloth of her modest dress. He could have stared at her for hours, but even if he could move his hands, he would not have reached out to her.

      “Bullshit,” he said. She looked at him quizzically. “She wouldn’t have.”

      She inhaled calmly. “I did.”

      Emersin raised an eyebrow. “She, you, killed yourself?”

      She folded her hands on the table. “Why is it so unbelievable?”

      “The woman I knew would not have taken her own life.”

      “When the time came, I was not that woman.”

      “Fuck you. And this. What is this, anyway? Anu?” He nodded to his hands. “Seems another prison.”

      She gestured and his hands were free. He stood immediately and walked to the window. The tops of clouds covered the outdoor floor, and in the distance a blazing sun hung high. He cursed and turned back to the woman at the table.

      “These are not the halls of Anu,” she said. “You are not dead.”

      “Then this is about Murder’s business,” he growled. “Send me back, I’ll have none of it.”

      “Please, listen,” she pleaded.

      “No. The gods are not to be lauded—they are murderers and liars, and goddamn fuck them all! I won’t do their bidding anymore. For fuck’s sake, entire nations have been slain by my hand for their bidding!” He came back to the table and sat, putting his head in his hands. He felt the wetness under his eyes and realized that he had been crying. “If you are real, and you are here,” he said to her softly, “then that is all I need. I would gladly rot in Lamen than allow them to butcher the girl.”

      When she said nothing, he looked at her and found her tears matched his own. “I’m not,” she said, “I’m not in…Anu.”

      He slowly raised his head and stared at her in horror. His imagination ran wild with the untold torture she had undergone for the last few years, and suddenly he was reaching for her. She took his hands across the table and squeezed tightly. “Oh, Mady…” he whispered. “The judges—”

      “Did not care for the adultery.”

      Emersin stood quickly and reached for a sword that was absent. The source of the voice was found at the other end of the long table. A man in white walked slowly toward them, his hands held casually behind him. Mady stood reverently and bowed her head.

      “Hers is not the first case that has been thus. The old rules govern the Judges’ will with an iron fist, I’m afraid. That is the way of things. But…this can be changed.” Emersin could see the man’s head clearly now: a golden mask and burning eyes with a white hood hid any other discerning features. “You are right in that we are not to be trusted. Whatever faith you might have had in us has no doubt faded entirely, and for that…I cannot blame you. But”—The Lord held out a finger.—“there is a way that you can help her. Do this last thing I ask, and I will bring her forth from Lamen with my own two hands. The two of you will be reunited in eternal bliss.”

      Emersin stared down the lone god and his contemptuous frown did not waver. “I cannot possibly trust you.”

      “No. You can’t. That is why her sentence has already been revoked. When she walks free of this place, it will be into Anu and all its heavenly glory, where she will know love and peace. Do this thing I ask, and it will be your reward as well.”

      The general spared a look at his wife, but she would not meet his gaze. “What is it I must do?” The general could not see it, but the figure seemed to smile.

      “You must accept a position in my Legion.”

      “What position?”

      “Why, my general of course. The General of Angels.”

      Emersin nearly laughed. “And there are none in your employ that could accept such a position?”

      “Oh, you belittle yourself, but you have not spoken falsely. The Ways cannot contain the power of Angels or gods, so we must use a gate. One that is sealed. I need that seal broken, and one of us cannot do so. Do you accept?”

      Emersin did not bother to spare his beloved one last look. He knew what it was she desired. Indeed, she was not the woman that he had known; her strength and will mere shadows of what they once were. Emersin does not doubt that the being before him spoke truthfully. Perhaps the rewards would be great, and perhaps I should accept. Save for this warning in my mind. If this is Murder’s employer…

      Emersin appeared to ponder a moment longer. “I accept.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jon watched as Ana and the Red argued. When the Red stomped away in anger, he thought to run to Ana and give her comfort but, strangely, felt it would be an imposition. He waved it off, knowing whatever they had been speaking of was most likely beyond his comprehension. The night before had been one of sheer bliss; dancing in the woods led to drinking wine aged a thousand years, which led to sex he did not think they could duplicate in a hundred lifetimes. When Ana had told the Wise of their union the morning after, Jon had nearly broken into a fit of laughter at the sight of their faces.

      The old man finished harnessing Irving to the cart and made to move supplies from the barn floor to the cart bed. Some were foodstuffs and blankets, enough to keep a few cozy in the few hour trek into town. The others were ritual supplies: candles and markers made of chalk, a wineskin—at least Jon assumed it was full of wine—trinkets and things that held no value but had been staples in the old man’s room. Having already saddled Isca, Jon made to brush invisible dust from her flank. She did not seem to mind.

      “So,” Jon started, “Niandithir, huh?”

      The old man let him know that he had heard but did not speak.

      “Okay, fine. What about when you said, ‘blood magic?’” Jon pressed.

      The old man grunted and lifted a box of supplies into the cart. Jon dropped the brush into the bucket and moved to help. “Thought you said there was no more magic.”

      The old man settled a box onto the cart and pushed it into the fore. “None that should be used. Or known.”

      “And yet…?” surmised Jon.

      “And yet nothing. There is no knowledge here that would benefit you.”

      Jon dropped the box dramatically into the back of the cart. “Oh, come on! Enough with the bullshit.” The old man stopped what he was doing and placed his hands on his hips in wearied annoyance.

      Jon took a step toward him. “You told me magic was dead. An ‘ancient art no longer in practice,’ and here’s the fucking Lord of Slaughter—”

      “Murder.”

      “Whatever! Who seems to have a passing knowledge of a so-called ‘ancient art no longer in practice.’ There is something bothering you; what harm is it now to tell me?”

      The old man did not respond right away. He looked off into the distance, and his mouth moved as if to ready words he did not want to speak. “Magic and creation go hand in hand. While humans no longer require it, and gods no longer acknowledge it, its foundations remain. If one knew how to coerce the power that runs through the veins of the world, that power would rise could rip asunder the entire continent. What the Lord of Murder did…he has allowed the laws of creation to be broken. Specifically, the laws regarding the interference of beings not of this world.”

      Jon turned that over in his mind. “So Murder…can interfere?”

      The old man grunted. “Interfere. Physically.”

      Jon felt his eyes grow wide. “So it can kill humans now as it pleases. Any god can.”

      The old man picked up a box. “No. There are limits. The spell he has cast is limited to this area. Fate has set the board. All his pieces can now be played. He merely waits to see ours.”

      “You, Ana, and the Wolf have all been interfering aplenty.”

      “Ana and I are human. The Wolf is…a wolf.”

      “You mean you’re gods in human bodies.”

      The old man grunted. “The gates have been closed. Gods cannot come to earth in their divine form.”

      “And you know all this because?”

      “Because I’m fucking old, and I know shit. Grab that last box.”

      Jon eyed the boxes. “You know magic as well?”

      “Hmpf. Better, I should hope, than our enemy.”

      Jon grabbed the last box. “I feel like this knowledge would certainly benefit me. ‘Whatever is known about the battlefield, no matter how small, is not poor intelligence.’”

      The old man gave him a sidelong look, trying to hide the hint of a grin. But all he said was, “Now is not the time to be a smartass.”
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      The cart was loaded and horses packed. The Wise waited on the back of the cart while the boy and Ana sat astride Isca. The old man walked to the house once more. Dax waited for him on the porch. Noah stopped a few paces from the shepherd.

      “The house will stay lit for you,” the old man said. “I’ve laid out food for the cow. Nort will be by in the morning to bring her to his farm. You’re welcome to join him there if you like.”

      Dax looked thoughtful. “I’ll stay here. Wait for you to come back.”

      The old man stuttered. “I…um. I don’t think I’m coming back, Dax.”

      “Well,” said the dog, “I’ll be here when you do.”

      The old man smiled. “You never did have much sense. You were right about one thing.”

      The dog grinned. “The mates.”

      “What? No…well, yes. I mean something else”

      “I’m right about most things, Wanderer.”

      The old man nodded in agreement. “This is a good place.”

      “Yes. It is. I’ll see you soon, my friend.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

          Harvest Moon

        

      

    

    
      The graves were shallow. The effort to remove the loosely packed earth went unheard in the hours of the early afternoon, as most of the townsfolk made themselves busy readying for the Moon. When Rom and Ham emerged from their graves near the river, the two collapsed on each other in exhaustion. With enough heavy wheezing, Rom finally pulled himself up into a sitting position. He noted first that the light cover of snow on the ground was unmarked and fresh. The second thing he noticed was he had just pulled himself out of the ground. The shock of the dream, or what he thought had been a dream, was again settling into a nightmare that he had yet to come to terms with.

      “You know,” said Ham, “I’m kind of pissed, but kind of not, that they didn’t give us a proper burial. That would have been really hard if they’d put us in a coffin.”

      Rom nodded, shaking dirt from his face. Indeed, they had not been given a proper burial. They were far removed from the actual graveyard and were some distance from the town itself. Hastily crafted wooden headstones marked the graves and their bodies were wrapped in scented linen in imperial colors. Someone had gone through the trouble to at least acknowledge that they were dead, something Rom did not think Arne was like to do. The Lord of Death had told them much. One thing in particular: time was not on their side.

      “We need to hurry,” Rom breathed and pulled himself to standing. He wavered as he suddenly felt sick, frigid blood and fluid moving in him like a slow mudslide. Ham stood too, and promptly fell.

      “Fuck me,” said Ham with his face in the dirt.

      Aye, Rom agreed, there are a few things Death might have left out.
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      They paused on a hill overlooking Errol’s Fortune. The old man sat atop the wagon guided by Irving, the Wise sitting quietly behind him. The boy and the girl rode Isca, speaking quietly together, her head laying on his neck as the boy softly smiled. The old man could sense the pack tracking them through the forest. The Wolf had gathered his numbers through the night and now they paced and waited, staying out of sight and reach of the guardsmen’s bows. The night before had granted little rest and, in truth, the old man hadn’t sought any. He and the boy had faced numerous battles and skirmishes, but this was something else. Not since the Revolution had Noah experienced such a charge in the air, as though a hundred thousand eyes from above and below watched their every move, waiting to see the players on the board and the moves to be taken.

      “You two go into town,” he said to the boy. “You are expected. We will make our preparations in that field, there.” Open and wide, the nearby field would serve to limit collateral damage, and it was close enough to the town that he could extend protection to Jon and Ana. For a time at least. The boy nodded and reached out his hand. Noah took it in his own. He met the boy’s eyes, the eyes of his son, who had been a man for many years now, but Noah could not think of him as anything other than his boy. Ana reached around and placed her hand on theirs. With no more words the two set off to the town, leaving Noah to guide the rest to the battlefield.

      Tents had been placed in the town square, decorated and vibrant with the colors of winter and harvest. The townsfolk looked happily busy, raising banners and stands, cooking and drinking. Some of the early dancers shared their skill in the middle of the town square. Children ran here and there, chasing one another and deftly dodging adults and work. The harvest itself was long past, with most crops harvested, sold, or stored the month prior. The Harvest Moon as a spectacle paid homage to an ancient tradition of harvesting the souls of unwed men and women after a certain age into service of the gods. The temple that had led the practice was no longer in service—indeed most temples to various deities lay now in disrepair, with only a few remaining followers after the wars, before the rise of the Empire. The only temple that drew any respect was the Temple of the Four that paid homage to the gods of Light, Dark, Life, and Death. That temple currently advertised a highly anticipated orgy, as it boasted the most attendance during the Harvest Moon than any other throughout the year. Harvest Moon was observed now primarily as a reason for young couples to say their vows and everyone else to drink and revel.

      Jon and Ana were recognized as one such couple as they entered through the western gates. They passed under the arch several to shouts of congratulations and praise that Jon accepted with a wave and a smile.

      “Look at the guards,” Ana whispered.

      “Aye,” Jon agreed. He had already noticed them. Still and eerily quiet, each and every one wore placid smiles behind helmets and full armor. Each and every one bore the Maddog insignia. They did not look Jon and Ana’s way as they entered the town with a handful of folks eagerly awaiting the revelry. In fact, they did not look at anyone.

      They continued into the throng, Isca weaving through the people and carriages as though she had wandered this maze a thousand times before. Jon noted several things as they passed into the market square: first, every rooftop garrisoned a bowman; second, every alley and back road held two spearmen at attention. Calvary patrols gave the appearance of preforming lazy, good-natured regular rounds, waving and conversing politely, but their spines were too rigid, and their hands never left the hilts of their swords.

      “Well, I think they’re ready for us,” Jon commented. Ana said nothing, but he could feel tension in her shoulders as they neared the home of the Women’s Council.
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      Hersh swallowed the last of his beer and waited politely as Mary poured him another. Beeter raised his head from his arms to take another swallow. The two of them had been given a wide berth, and their section of the bar was quiet, as most of the early drinkers had taken their action outside. Ham and Rom were dead, while Arne had been locked up for murder and released in the same day. None of their “superiors” were keen to comment on any of it, and most of the local boys had been given the day off to enjoy the Harvest whilst the entirety of the Maddogs patrolled the streets. Though they found all of this highly suspicious activity, Hersh and Beeter had been nursing beer, since they had been given the day, and were now sufficiently drunk. Hersh placed a coin on the bar and reached for the fresh tankard, only to be beaten to it by a hand covered in dirt.

      “Oy!” Hersh looked up to find Ham draining the lager in a single gulp. A second dark shadow came over his shoulder and wedged himself next to Beeter. “Rom?” Hersh asked. The man covered in dirt nodded and waved at Mary. She looked at him with a dropped jaw but instinctively reached for a clean glass.

      Beeter raised an eyebrow before asking, “Thought you two were dead?” he pointed to Rom. “Did you bury yourselves alive?”

      Rom grabbed the glass that Mary slid over the bar. “We were. Are, actually.”

      Hersh and Beeter shared a look. Ham polished off the beer and belched. “You seen Captain Magrin?”

      Hersh shook his head.

      “Commander Emersin?”

      “Well, no, but what you want to talk to him for?”

      Ham breathed and leaned over the bar. “So who’s in charge?”

      “The Ambassador.”

      Ham and Rom cursed together.

      Hersh and Beeter shared another look. Beeter blinked through a haze, “Wha…what’s going on Ham?”

      Rom finished his beer. “Arne’s been kidnapping the girls under the Ambassador’s direction in order to perform some sort of blood rite. Me and Ham wandered in there, found him in the middle of it, and he killed us.” Hersh and Beeter remained silent. Hersh looked from Rom to Ham as Beeter grabbed the empty mug in Rom’s hand and gave it a suspicious sniff.

      Hersh smacked his lips as he recouped his wits. “So…what was that like?”

      “Painful,” said Rom. “We need to help Jon.”

      Hersh and Beeter shared a drunken glance. “With wha’? ’nt he ’bout to be married?” Beeter asked.

      Hersh came to a sudden realization. “Oh gods, he’s ’bout to be married! You’re right! We gotta stop ’em!”

      “No, no—” started Rom.

      “That’s absolutely right,” interrupted Ham. He winked at Rom. “We have to ‘save’ Jon from…marriage. The whole institution is a right disaster, it is.”

      Beeter licked his lips, “I’m in. What’d I do? You wan’ me to take a pass at her? I’m irresistible.”

      “Nothing like that, I’m afraid. We’ll save your manly charms for another day,” said Ham, “What we need is something more…dramatic.”

      Beeter staggered to his feet and clapped Rom on the shoulder, sending a cloud of dirt flying into the air. “I seri-yelp-seriously doubt there’s somefin’ out there more dramatic than me.”
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      The night was falling as the sun made its final moments linger upon the horizon. Noah marveled at the sight of it and breathed in its diminishing light. The circle he had drawn would keep the power contained while the candles would grant him enough light to draw what he needed. He had set the trinkets from his room around him. Each one harbored a large amount of power that he had continued to invest and coerce over millennia and would sustain him throughout the night. The wineskin was for drinking. He took a long draught now; he preferred bourbon, but wine was symbolic of blood and remembrance and ideal for the workings of magic.

      The Wise had established themselves around him, drawing circles of their own. The goddesses gathering what power they had to reinvigorate the circle should the energies gathered become too much—breaking both the bearer and. possibly. the world.

      Noah set down the wineskin and uttered words he had not spoken in centuries. The spell was much the same as the one he had held over their household to remain out of Anu’s sight. The first element was darkness, taken from the shadow of a sheaf of grass (the most unobserved piece of flora). The second was evasion, dried droppings of Dax, a common animal—something that would turn away the nose or senses of gods and would leave an air of something to be avoided. This magic worked well on gods but allowed humans to observe and interact at will. Tonight, Noah scrapped the first two elements and imbedded two more. Wood and glass. Wood from the oak that they had felled to make the barn, to harden the shield, and glass from one of the windows in the old man’s room, to allow them to be seen. However, should the shield be broken and the gods come down in their might, the old man tied together strands of Jon and Ana’s hair wrapped in lavender and coated in horse piss (the strongest scents he could find that were both sweet and terrible) and laid it before him so as to lure their enemy here. Or at least split their forces.

      The wedding was moments away, and if the Lord of Fate was still interested in collecting his prize, he would surely intervene. The question remained, how would he?

      “How did you survive, Niandithir?” asked the Black behind him.

      The old man granted her a look. “Very carefully.”

      “To have stayed hidden for so long,” mused the White, “must have drained you considerably.”

      “It was you who stole Arthen away and hid him on Earth,” added the Red.

      “Did the Wolf know it was you the whole time? You were his contact…so secretive that one,” said the Black.

      “And yet, Arienaethin could not recognize you. I wonder if you concealed yourself from her on purpose?” pondered the White.

      “Almost as if you do not fully trust her,” said the Red.

      “Does he trust us I wonder?” asked the White.

      “And the god in the forest—who is he?” posed the Black.

      “Enough,” Noah barked. “Your questions serve no purpose here.”

      The Wise maintained their distance from him, settling into a contented silence. The Wolf was not wrong when he had told Noah they smelled of fear. He did not think, however, that it was the Lord of Fate they feared.
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      Ana twirled in the mirror, the dress around her billowing and swirling enough to cause her a moment of giddiness. The Women’s Council had outdone themselves; white cotton laced with black and gold accentuated her curves and settled just above her ankles. There was enough room in the dress to allow for movement and dancing and, while it was modest in its appropriations, it was not so demure as to keep her from being sought out by every man, or woman, at the gathering. The ladies in company squealed in joy as she and the mirror danced in sync.

      Evie practically leapt in laughter and rushed to her. The older woman began making slight adjustments with her needle and thread as several others, nobles and otherwise, planted flowers in her hair in and all over her dress. Wine was poured as they celebrated and danced by the large fire in the mantle. Though the sun had faded, the light from a thousand torches and lamps on strings hanging between buildings lit the street outside in a blaze of flickering light that chased away the cold of winter. Ana ignored the merrymaking and stared at her reflection in the mirror. Jon will like this.

      The mayor’s wife—Ana could not remember her name—burst through the door. “Moon’s on the rise ladies!”

      Evie stood from her hemming and clapped.

      Ana asked, “What does that mean?”

      “Means it’s almost time, love,” Evie responded. “Jon’ll be makin’ his way to the dance floor. You two will be going last. Got two other couples getting’ hitched before the big event.”

      Ana looked from the mirror to Evie. “Jon and I are the ‘big’ event?”

      “Oh, yes. The Ambassador was quite thrilled. Insisted on arriving with your carriage himself.”
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      “Welp,” Beeter belched, “I stand corrected.”

      The four of them crouched behind the barricade that led into the makeshift dock housing the airship. They watched as Maddogs loaded cannons and ammunition and fuel for the ship’s great balloon. Two men stood guard, holding long gunpowder rifles of a make that had not been seen this far out from the center of the Empire, while a single squad loaded the supplies.

      “They’re planning on getting that thing in the air,” said Rom.

      Hersh puffed. “I must admit to some slight confusion.”

      “Oh, do tell, Hersh,” remarked Ham. “Do you mean to pose the query regarding loading and manning an Imperial gunship on the night of Harvest Moon, a night filled with drinking and fucking that most would find is not an established threat to the Empire?”

      “You’re talking really fast, but I think you have in fact, illuminated my confusion.”

      “I don’t feel better at all,” said Beeter.

      “I said illuminated, not alleviated,” said Hersh.

      “All right, here’s the plan,” interrupted Rom. “It looks like they’re about halfway done with loading. We’re gonna need a distraction. Beeter, let the horses out of the garrison stable and light the barn on fire. Come back over here, and when they’re good and distracted, we sneak around the back, take the pilot hostage, and take off.”

      “Rom,” started Hersh, “has it occurred to you that this is an awful lot of trouble just to stop one of our good friends from getting married? You know, the pain and exhilaration of arrest and possible execution notwithstanding?”

      Rom looked at him. “You bowing out then?”

      “On the contrary, I’m drunk enough to agree to anything, but I do find myself somewhat nervous that there is something else going on here than meets the eye.”

      Ham rolled his eyes. “Oh for fuck’s sake, Hersh, you don’t say.”
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      Jon walked out of the Gentlemen’s House, dressed in a lavish suit that did not fit his style but made the mayor and his drunk band of rich farmers happy. He wore his sword at his side, convincing the others that it was merely a piece of finery from his ancestry. Out the door and down the stairs amid the bands of folk dancing and drinking by light of the lamps, a squad of Imperial soldiers waited for him. A man he did not know stepped forward with a placid smile beneath his helm and extended his hand.

      “Jon West,” the soldier said. “Lancer Killian at your service. I understand congratulations are in order. We’re to be your escort to the stage.”

      “Did the other grooms see such…attention?” Jon asked. The troopers mimicked the same unnatural smile. Their hands remained on their swords or pikes and their armor was not ceremonial.

      “Of course, sir,” answered Killian. “It is our honor to be part of the ceremonial guard on a night such as this.”

      Jon nodded, noting the people in the streets did not seem to notice anything amiss. Or they were too drunk to do so. “And my horse?”

      “Being cared for most delicately, sir. In the stables behind the Rooster.” Jon was suddenly nervous. The Rooster was far from the town square.

      “Very well. Lead the way, Lancer.”
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      The carriage rolled to a stop in front of the Women’s Council chambers, driver and guardsman fully armed and armored. The door to the carriage opened, revealing only darkness. The women pushed and pulled Ana down the walkway with glee and practically shoved her into the cabin, punctuated with the slamming of the door behind her.

      “We’ll see you there, darling!” shouted Evie. She and the others disappeared from sight, running ahead to join the line of revelers that had not yet made their way to the stage in the town square. Above the light of the streetlamps, clouds gathered menacingly, shutting out the stars and colliding with one another, igniting sparks of lightning far above them.

      “Ominous, yes?” said a voice across from her.

      Ana had not yet turned to look at the Lord of Murder on purpose, fearing that she would loose her anger and strike too soon. “A shame,” she answered. “I was hoping for a clear night, but now I think it might snow.” The carriage started to roll, bumping and grinding between frozen cobbles and lumps of snow. The lights of the street flickered through the cabin, shedding some of the darkness between her and the thing in the other seat.

      “Oh, I think it’ll hold off a while yet,” Murder remarked. “After all, there’s a party to be had.”

      Ana looked at him now. With a face made of plaster and wearing dark tattered clothing, he sat with his legs crossed and the long knives he used for fingers balanced casually on his knee. “You know,” she said, “we could start it here. Why wait for the ceremony?”

      “Tsk tsk, I don’t think your future husband would approve. Human sensibilities and all that. But hey, he is a hardy one, isn’t he? Perhaps he wouldn’t mind if you and I became a little…cordial?” Ana must have let some anger slip into her face because it laughed heartily. When finished, he looked at her through a beaming smile of serrated teeth. “I have to say, he is one hard son of a bitch to find, and even when we finally did, the Lord of the Hunt loses his head. But it wasn’t him who did the deed, was it?”

      Ana remained silent.

      Murder leaned forward. “Who is the old man? Who is Noah West?”

      Realization dawned, and fear crept into her tensed muscles. “Fate was never looking for me.”

      “You?” Murder purred. “Why would he want something he already has?”

      A fearful gasp escaped her lips. “Jon…”

      “At first,” Murder corrected. “There was no way to know who the exile was with, certainty. It became abundantly clear your boy-toy was not the being of power when your thread completely disappeared from sight. Poof. Gone. As if you’d never existed. No descendant of Arthen could possibly still hold that much power.”

      Ana struggled to maintain her pose, but any sense of calm was quickly fading. “The wedding…” she managed.

      “Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t a bad idea,” nodded Murder. “Bind your threads in the eyes of god and man, piss off your old lover enough to bring him down here himself. Except…it wasn’t your plan…was it?”

      Memory seeped into her mind.

      She witnessed the fall of the Revolution and stood in line to be beheaded, only to have her sentence stayed.

      The dungeon and its red light.

      The thousands of tables where gods and willing screamed in unison.

      She joined them.

      She slept.

      She woke.

      She and Fate shared their first kiss.

      They made love in the Tower of Ancients.

      Her psyche pounded the walls of her brain, all the while she moaned in ecstasy.

      He whispered, “I need you to do something for me…”

      She agreed.

      Ana gasped amidst tears and sits up bolt right with Galeblade surging along her wrist.

      “That’s enough,” said Murder. Ana found she could not move against him. Her will battered her muscles, and they only twitched in response.

      She growled. “Why the charade then? Let us be done with this!” Jon, run!

      “Because you don’t hunt someone in their own home. The old man, whoever he is, believes you to be our prey, and so it must remain. You, on the other hand, are going to do exactly as you are told, and soon you will be in your lover’s embrace before the night is done.” Murder leaned forward and whispered into her ear. “And I’m not speaking of the boy.”

      The carriage stopped and Murder opened the door. “Go on now, get married and have some fun while you’re at it!”
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      “The fucking barn’s aflame, and these dimwits are just fucking staring at it!” Ham whispered harshly.

      “I swear I did it right,” said Beeter.

      “We fucking know you did. We can literally see the motherfucker burning down, but these assholes are just standing there like they just smoked a whole fucking keel of crabdashes!”

      “Fuck’s sake, Ham,” said Rom, “shut up! We need a new plan.”

      “I got a plan. We run in there and fuck ‘em up ourselves.”

      “That’s not a plan, that suicide!”

      “Oh yeah? Is it suicide if you’re already fucking dead?”

      Rom, Hersh, and Beeter stared at him.

      “Wait,” said Hersh. “Are we fucking dead?”

      “No,” answered Rom, “but we are. Ham…lets fuck ‘em up.”
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      A wolf howled, and the old man nodded. “Now.” He and the Wise flung their hands into motion and the shroud that he had maintained for twenty years dropped.
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      The high priest of the Four stood at the podium and greeted Jon with welcoming arms, one of which held a large glass of wine. He was very drunk. Jon took a small sip from the cup that was offered, as tradition dictated, but he wanted his nerves exactly where they were. The guardsmen had only just allowed him space enough to draw his sword should he need to and provided a wall between him and cheering mass of townsfolk. He knew in passing nearly all the faces in the crowd; their smiles were congratulatory and laden with alcohol. Layers of clothing had already been shed as the night of debauchery had not begun with the start of the weddings. Jon smiled at them in envy.

      The crowd parted as the carriage approached and reared their cheers anew as the door opened and out stepped his wife of a single night. Her dress was lovely and flowing, her shoulders bare, her hair done up in small braids and roses that bloomed in winter. She held before her a bouquet of wrapped flowers. She gained her footing in the muddy snow and walked to him slowly while thunder rumbled overhead. The jeering mass threw small slivers of parchment, snow, alcohol, anything they could get their hands on, over her head as she passed them. As he watched her, he grew even more uneasy; her back and gait were too rigid, her smile too fixed, and her eyes were locked on him. There was no joy in her gaze. Shit, thought Jon.

      A man in noble clothing stepped out of the carriage behind her. Rail thin and unnaturally disjointed, the man walked a few steps behind the bride to be like a predator stalking prey. His glare was also locked on Jon. The façade must not have been easy to maintain; a shimmer of air moved in and around the false noble as though he were expelling a large amount of heat. Ana and the noble walked into the circle of guardsmen. The man took his place next to the guards as Ana walked to Jon. The Aden on her bare arms were starting to glow with fierce light when she reached out to him pleadingly. They joined hands.

      You have to run. This trap is not for me, it’s for you and the old man!

      Jon squeezed his eyes shut and struggled as her voice slipped into his mind and assailed his senses. This is new… The priest began to speak but Jon did not hear him.

      Jon! Listen please. Jon opened his eyes and found hers wide and full of fear. Fate wants the old man. Lightning cracked and wolves howled.

      Why? Jon managed.

      I don’t know, but they have me already.

      What? How?

      I…I think he always did. Jon stared at his wife as his world cracked.

      “I’m sorry,” Ana whispered, “I love you. More than anything, but you have to run. Now.”

      Knowing that he was on the edge of panic, he closed his eyes and breathed. The strings he had felt pulling him were taught as a fishing line leading somewhere above the surface of the water where he could not see. But he could see the line. An awareness from where their hands touched allowed him to see into her, and he realized that it was not he that was caught on the end.

      It was her.

      A thread of Fate, he thought, twisted with my own. They were using her…to find us. The priest pronounced them husband and wife. The crowd threw up their voices and applause. Jon blew out the breath he had been holding through his nose and stepped to Ana. He placed a hand around her back and his lips on hers. She trembled as he touched her, but soon she leaned into him and—

      One moment they were on a stage in the center of a small town surrounded by both friends and enemies, the next, Jon stood alone in a darkened space. He reached for his sword only to find it missing, and he saw no trace of Ana. A short distance from him, a light appeared and illuminated a still figure. Jon did not move immediately to investigate. He crouched defensively and extended his senses. Nothing moved at the edge of his vision, but he thought he could hear the soft pads of footfalls somewhere in the darkness. He stepped quietly to the still figure, his movements silent and quick.

      The figure was a statue, and Jon knew the likeness of his wife at first glance. Ana was presented in godly splendor; flowing hair as long as her spine whirled around her face at the behest of some mighty breeze, strong shoulders bore light armor, and her pose was that of a warrior. The sculptor had captured the lines of her face, the curves of her body, and every strand of hair in unbelievable detail. Were it not for the hue of the stone, Jon would have thought she standing there with him. He studied her face, suddenly missing her, as he knew this was the last night they would ever see each other. Her words from before caused grief he had not known since he was a child. It warred with anger over a betrayal he knew in his heart she must not have been aware of. Or was she? The soft footsteps came closer, and Jon knew he was not alone.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      The voice came from behind and it was Ana’s. “Shelter from the storm. For a moment, at least.”

      Jon turned. It was not Ana as he had known her. She wore tailored armor of silver and gold and carried a long spear. Long, golden hair spilled out from her helm, and her eyes were grey with flecks of silver.

      “You are not Ana,” he said.

      “I am Galeblade,” she answered, “the last part of Arienaethin that remains untethered.” She pointed to the statue. “You must free the rest.”

      Jon looked again at the statue to find a thin, golden tendril had descended from an unknown point in the sky and gripped the stone body of his wife in a mesh like the web of a spider.

      “The damage cannot be undone wholly,” said Galeblade as she came up beside him. “His work runs deep, and it is invasive, not unlike an infection. But the source can be cut away.”

      “Why haven’t you done it then?”

      “Her hand is that which wields me.”

      “Why do you remain untethered?”

      “Because I cut deep.” There was anger in her voice.

      Jon stared at the golden thread. “I have no sword.”

      She came and stood in front of him with an extended hand. “Allow me.” Jon gripped her wrist strongly, and instead of a silver spear, a sword appeared in his hand.

      Be wary, Naven, came the whisper in his mind, she is going to be very angry.

      Jon smirked. “Good.” He cut the thread.
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      Arne Baylor looked through the stable in the back of the Rooster for a horse to get him out of town. Almost free, almost free. He could still hear the screams of the women as they had been gutted. The rasps from when their throats had been cut. All four of them were still alive in that room in the mansion, hearts impossibly beating despite the damage and disembowelment their bodies had suffered. He found a lone horse, an older mare from the look, in the stable and found the appropriate tack. He hurriedly applied saddle and bridle, pulled the girdle tight. He led the mare from the stable and into the barn. Almost there. The screams of the tortured still rattled his ears. He knew what was about to take place would level the town and everyone in it. With luck, he would be far enough away before the purge. He mounted.

      The mare bucked him before he could find the reins. His head hit a rafter before his body found the ground. The mare stood over him and looked at him with an oddly human expression.

      “You stink of murder,” said the horse. She put a hoof through his face.
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      Heavenly light came down in a lightning blast several meters from where the old man sat, and when the hail of dirt was spent, the Lord of Fate stood in its crater. Golden eyes bore into the old man in amusement.

      “Niandithir,” he said to the old man, “Lord of Magic. It’s been too long.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

          War and the Wind

        

      

    

    
      “All right,” admitted Rom, “there’s something wrong with these fuckers.”

      He passed the swords of the dead Maddogs to the other three. Hersh and Beeter made themselves busy stripping armor to adorn themselves. Rom and Ham bore new cuts and bullet wounds, from which blood and puss and fluids eked out of their bodies in a trickle. The battle itself had been unorthodox. Ham had run out first with a battle cry drowned out by the roar of gunshots that lifted him off his feet and blasted him back into the barricade. Rom rushed them as they reloaded with Hersh and Beeter behind him. The battle then consisted of a dance of finding a sword to be thrust upon so the two living could pound the Maddog’s with fists and soon to be stolen swords. Ham rejoined them just as the squad previously loading supplies joined the melee. It ended with Ham and Rom on the end of half a dozen swords and spears, and Hersh and Beeter mostly unscathed.

      The pilot they had taken “hostage” was as hostile as his comrades and proved to be useless when they finally had to drive a spear through his gut. Hersh experimented in the cockpit, intent on pulling every lever within reach, making the airship grind its gears with a piercing shriek.

      “…only now we seemed to have slain an entire squad of highly revered soldiers for the sake of ruining a friend’s wedding,” Hersh was saying.

      “More alcohol is needed,” Beeter agreed.

      “I mean, I’d be fine I suppose if they had attacked first, but Ham went out there cursing their mums. Hell, I think I’d ‘ave shot ‘im too!”

      “Oy, there’s some wine ‘ere.”

      “Fuck there is, pour us a glass.”

      Rom walked the deck and unraveled in the lines in hopes of an eventual takeoff. Ham inspected and loaded the cannons on the deck below before ascending the narrow stair. The body of the airship resembled the ones that rode the sea, only the cockpit seated four and was oriented in the forward cabin and surrounded by narrow windows. Four cannons were placed on the main deck, two facing starboard and two portside. The sails were currently folded to either side of the great balloon and several rudders made of stiff fabric were placed both fore and aft.

      After their inspection, Ham and Rom reconvened in the main deck and agreed silently.

      “All right, you two,” called Rom. “Hand over the wheel, time to hop off.”

      “Nonono!” said Hersh, “I just figured out this thing here puts more fire up in that thing there!”

      “You can’t come,” answered Rom. “You’re going to die!”

      Beeter belched. “Execution seems inevitable at this point, mate.” He raised his mug, “Hell of a fucking prank, this is.”

      Ham leaned in. “Ya gotta admit, firing cannons and flying this thing would be a lot easier with four than two.”

      Rm threw up his hands. “What part of ‘they’re going to die’ did you miss?”

      “I didn’t miss it, but you think the Lord of Murder is going to spare a body count?”

      “Oy!” The four men turned to the sound of a new voice. A tall horse was sticking its head in through a window in the main cabin.

      The horse spoke again, “On the right; up rudder, down rudder. Use the wheel for starboard and port. Unfurl the sails with dial in the center, there. Put some fire in this thing and get a move on if you please.” It left.

      The four stared at the window where the horse had been then looked at each other.

      “Yeah, all right,” said Hersh. He finished off his mug and pulled the thing that made fire.
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      Emersin stood amongst Angels. Not the angels of which he had heard stories, benevolent beings that occasionally aided their human brethren in worldly matters. These were machines. Machines forged and armed and made for war. To any ignorant onlookers, these would like gods descending with the sole purpose of raining fire. Their armament could destroy the Empire twice over. Several hundred such soldiers had been fashioned by the Lord of Fate. Rules, set by things that terrified the general, prevented the Angels from interfering in the world of man. These rules had not been broken, but Fate had a steady hand in their bend. Angels and gods could not leave Anu, save through a gate that could only be opened by mortal hand. One who was still harbored both soul and body. The general extended his hand, and like a conduit finding another, electricity surged. The gate opened.

      His orders had been clear. “Kill all who oppose me,” Fate had said, “except the old man. Whoever he may be, he is mine. Anu will soon be yours.”
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      She knew that she loved him. She knew that it was a lie.

      It lifted, slowly, as though someone were cutting a hole into a cloth that covered a birdcage and attempted to rip it wider with clumsy fingers. Light reached her and memory poured in, both false and true muddling and weaving then slowly separating. It was exorbitantly painful and as difficult as spooning dye from water. In the end, some would always remain.

      The memories that found her left the very real sensation of her own will crashing like tsunami waves against the steel walls of her mind, as the Lord of Fate found her body pleasing and made use of her again and again. Her own agonizing revulsion and the tremor of her unwilling soul bared useless teeth; she found herself accepting him as he entered her, as his lips found hers and his sex rose and came, as his easy laughter found her ears. The rape of her mind and body left her void of anything other than the pain and vivid remembrance. Of the vulnerability and unbearable guilt. Anger and the fear of his touch. Her mind cried vengeance and pleaded mercy, but the assault on her would not stop for a thousand years. It stripped her of everything she had been and eventually left her with nothing other than the empty place where she had hidden her soul, which begged to never be found again.

      But it did stop. It stopped when he asked her to do it for another. And she agreed. Memories of another man twirled in the vortex. One who had not forced her but had been welcomed. For a time, there had been freedom of choice and purpose. For a time, her soul had dared peek through the edges of the curtain and dared entertain the thought that her actions were her own. Even that had been a lie. One she had performed willingly for one who had already stained her immeasurably.

      The shroud parted even more. The hand that presented itself was one she had known. It was not the Lord of Fate that extended his aid. It was the other. She shied away, but the hand remained, still and unmoving. There was strength there. Compassion and love. But it was not these things she sought. The Tempest rose in her, a fury she had not let loose since the times when she wore the armor of war and shredded the lives of gods and men at will. She batted the hand away. She would do this herself.
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      The Lord of Murder watched them kiss when the priest pronounced them and smiled. This is nice. It looked around at the cheering crowd and clapped with them. It clapped for some time before it realized the couple was still kissing. It did not have much knowledge in such matters but thought that the act have gone on a bit longer than usual. It turned to the soldier next to him. “Is this normal?

      The soldier returned a tranquil smile but did not respond.

      “Did I leave anyone with a brain?” Murder asked. “Lancer Killian.”

      The young man, again with the fucking smile, stepped up. “Yes, sir?”

      “Are they supposed to kiss this long? Are we supposed to watch them fuck on stage?”

      “No, sir. That would not be normal, but it certainly could be,” the Lancer turned to the couple on the stage. “All right you two, go on and consummate the marriage right there!”

      “No!” said Murder, “Look at him! He’s very fit, it would take way too long.” Murder sighed. “Oh, fuck it. All right, kill them all. Spare no one, burn the town to the ground. Start with those two, I don’t think we need them anymore. No wait, just the Natheran. Best do it quick while they’re distracted.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Arienaethin’s lips moved away from those of the man holding her. She stared into his eyes and found resolution and iron, pain and laughter. She found love even as she could see his heart breaking. His face did not show it, but whatever he had seen in her gaze caused him immeasurable sadness. He took a step from her and handed her something. She looked down. The hilt of a silver sword became the haft of a spear. One she knew well.

      Welcome back, said Galeblade.

      Arienaethin answered with silence as she turned to the enemies surrounding them. Men in the hold of some power stared at her with pleasant smiles while they unsheathed swords and leveled spears. The Lord of Murder smiled, speaking causally to a man in armor. People, commoners, pressed into the stage with applauding laughter or danced in the streets. Above them, the sky cracked with white lightning and wolves howled somewhere close by.

      She gathered will and power into the palm of her hand. The Wind responded. She slammed her hand into the ground. Everyone and everything within reach of her power were thrown backward and up in an explosion of air. Bodies rained into nearby buildings, crashing through wood and glass, or landed hard into the street. The stage exploded in a rush of violence; lampposts and vendor stalls cracked into pieces and left the ground in a flurry. Dust and snow rained upward as startled and wounded people hollered and moaned in pain and surprise. She found herself alone in an area a dozen meters wide.

      “Oof.”

      Arienaethin watched as the Lord of Murder rose from a pile of debris, its guise destroyed. He knocked its head as if to clear something from its ear and started toward her over the ruins of merchant’s stall. She watched as he stumbled and fell with the grace of a drunk circus performer. Walking slowly toward him, she descended the stage’s single still-intact stair. Men and women, some in armor, some not, recuperated from the fall and began to stand in her way. She threw them from her path with strong gusts of wind before their bearings could be gathered, and did not discriminate.

      Murder’s distorted face seemed to reconsider his advance, withering under her glare. “Ho, hey, let’s think about this!” the little disjointed god backpedaled and waved the knives of his fingers in surrender. “How about we talk instead? I can talk, I’m good at talking!”

      She continued forward, throwing soldier and pedestrian from her path. The wind howled and whipped the remaining decorations and lights from their posts as thunder barked its deranged laughter overhead.

      The Lord of Murder backed itself into a wall. Arienaethin reached him and placed her spear by his throat. She said nothing as he stammered and tried to reason with her. With a swipe she beheaded the god, watched her prize roll a few paces to the side as the body collapsed. Thunder that was not of the earth’s creation cracked the sky. She glanced upward.

      “Here they come,” mumbled the disembodied head of the Lord of Murder. “Took their sweet time.” Little arms and hands spouted from the bloodied end of the god’s neck and began to crawl back to its lifeless body. Arienaethin watched, half amused, half horrified.

      “Can’t kill me, love,” said Murder’s head as it dragged itself over debris and cobblestone. “Murder is everywhere. I’d be more interested in them angels.” Her attention was drawn back to the sky. Streaks of white descended upon them through a break in the clouds by the hundreds. They remained at a distance yet, but they would be among them soon.

      “Angels cannot cross the threshold…” she whispered.

      A strong hand grasped her arm and she spun away. She raised her spear and attacked her assailant with abandon. Her flurry of blows was parried with easy grace and lightning reflexes. She roared in fury and surged, only to stop short as a blade was suddenly at her throat.

      The human man took a step back, covered in dust and snow, and raised his hands.

      “Ana…” he said. The name triggered recollection. Ana had been her name. Real memories of her and the boy and the old man filtered through the haze of Fate’s raping influence. He had been the one that she had fallen for. Jon. The one that she had been bidden to take back Anu for “correcting.” Her target. Except that he was not. He had fallen for her, and she for him, but theirs was not one made by Fate. Her love for him was real, something unbidden. A thing that had happened despite the devil’s work on her mind. She knew him now. A man who had stolen her heart when it had no right to feel anything at all.

      “Jon,” she said. Tears fell freely from her eyes, and she found that she could not look at him, no matter how much she wanted to. It was guilt. Guilt that she loved him. Guilt that she had led him here. Guilt that she had made him her friend. Strong fingers found her chin and guided her gaze back to his.

      “I am with you,” he said. And I am with you, but she could not say the words. He kissed her and she folded into the embrace. When they parted, Jon looked to the sky and pointed. “You are the only one who can help him now.”

      The Angels were flying to a point beyond the town. Where the old man waited in a field.

      Soldiers flooded the town square by the dozens, heavily armed and armored. They moved through and over the people standing or lying on the ground as if they did not exist and advanced to where she and her love stood.

      “You’ll die,” she said. To her surprise, Jon smirked.

      “No. I won’t,” he said. He gestured with his head. “Go on. The old man needs you.”
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      The thunder did nothing to mask the sound of explosions from somewhere in the town. Fate and Magic remained silent in the darkened field as the sound of battle commenced, a familiar cadence of screams and metal on metal. Metal on flesh. The sound carried easily as the wind whipped toward them in fury. The sky opened, and like meteors, an army descended. The Lord of Magic’s hands flew into a series of quick movements as Fate looked at him curiously. A shield flashed into existence, and several angelic figures careened into the invisible wall, casting bright detonations just above the tree line. The remainder of the army braked hard and peeled off at the last moment. A few hundred bright figures surrounded the patch of field and leveled weapons in their forearms. As one, they ignited lances of heavenly power at a single point in the shield, directly above the old man.

      Fate nodded, impressed. “How long do you think you can hold that?”

      Noah smirked. “Long enough. Irving.”

      The Lord of Horses appeared near the white robed god and pulled hard against the traces and straps laced with magic that had been strung across his back, connected to an apparatus in the ground. A cage sprung from the dirt and encased the Lord of Fate in a prison of earth and wood and stone and bound by magical veins. Don’t let go, old friend, Noah thought.

      Gold light flashed angrily between the cracks in the cage as Fate roared in surprise. Golden threads began to wiggle and find purchase, wrapping and pulling elements from the enchantment. Irving’s strength kept the cage together, but he would not last forever. The old man found his own will quickly waning under the constant, potent attack on the shield. He reached to the trinkets he had placed in the circle and drew power from them.

      With a flash of silver, one of the Angels above burst in an explosion of violet and blue. Ana streaked through them, engaging a dozen at a time, throwing and reclaiming her spear with the speed of a diving falcon. The army of angels broke from their attack on the shield and made war in the sky, their lances destroying swaths of trees and land not covered by the shield.

      “Wise,” said the old man, “Lend me your strength.” When they did not respond, he dared take his attention from the shield and cage and look behind him. They stood there—the Red, the White, the Black—a few feet from him, their faces emotionless. Ah, Lamen. I knew it. They moved as one and hidden daggers took the old man in his sides and chest.

      He heard Irving’s furious roar. “NO!” Noah cried, “DO. NOT. LET. GO!”

      He flashed signs with his hands and bound the three to him, forcing them still so they could not stab him again. He grabbed the Red in front of him by the throat and threw a concentrated burst of electricity through her neck. Her head exploded, coating him and the others in a gory mess. The spell held her body motionless, still holding the dagger in his chest. With both hands he reached to either side and copied the procedure to the same effect. He looked at the daggers in his body, he knew the damage had already been done. With his will, he pushed the bodies away from him, but left the daggers where they pierced him. From his palm, ancient Aden sparked to life and the hilt of Spellhound found his hand. He raced the distance to the cage and plunged the long blade into the middle. The prisoner howled in pain.
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      The infant hands in Murder’s neck reached the lifeless body and began the awkward climb up the shoulders. When the head settled, the hands reached into the body and grabbed the necessary parts to reactivate the patchwork nervous system. Filaments of skin and tissue sewed back together the throat, esophagus, and larynx. As the Lord of Murder waited, he became enthralled with display of violence as the last son of Nathera worked a magic of his own. The man-child’s sword was everywhere at once, and no matter how many of the Maddogs rushed, there were that many more dead. By the gods, that man is beautiful.

      The frightened populace stood and watched in shock rather than flee, leaving the boy an arena where he was clearly the champion. No soldier had any skill that could possibly provide a worthy obstacle as Jon West parried every blade thrust or dodged with uncanny agility. Even the arrows were not fast enough, and when only the archers remained, the Natheran flew into their ranks as though they had been merely a pace away.

      When all were still and only the man-child remained, the silence in the square was broken by the clapping of a single set of hands. The Lord of Murder strode from the throngs of onlookers, none of which joined in the applause. It stepped over the dead bodies of the Empire’s finest, moving into the desecrated town square. It looked from dead body to dead body and nodded enthusiastically in approval.

      “You, my friend, are a goddamn work of art!” it exclaimed. “That was mag-fucking-nificent!” The boy watched the creature, his eyes moving across Murder’s body, taking in the elongated arms and legs and the knives of its fingers, the unnatural movement of extra joints above and below where it should have had knees. “I wish, in all my heart, that you would have married me,” it said. “One night with me and I would have made all your dreams come true. I’m not even fucking joking; you can use whatever hole you want. Hell, you can even make some extra if it strikes your fancy.”

      The boy moved minutely, squaring his shoulders and placing a foot behind him and bending his forward knee. Murder put out his hands submissively. “Now, now,” he started, “just hear me out. I’m sure you’ve noticed a lot of blood here? I mean, this is quite the picture of wonderful carnage, but it would be such a shame if it were to go to waste. Afterall, these folks aren’t using it.”

      The boy tensed. “What are you doing?”

      Murder gestured. “Just gonna even the odds a touch.” hiss hands moved quickly, sparks of red flashed and collided where its fingers met. The lake of blood began to bubble and rise, and coagulated clumps rose and floated as a dark charge filled the air. The boy moved then. His feet moved over the bodies and through the bloody flood with ease and his sword struck true, severing Murder’s hands at their wrists.

      Murder howled, “Fuck me! Fuck, shit, balls! Goddamnit! Oh, wait…no it’s all right I think I finished it.” The bodies of the dead men began to rise, severed limbs reconnecting with their hosts and in some cases finding new ones. Murder bent down. “Just gonna get these hands back on…” The boy severed the god’s head and kicked it as hard as he could.

      “OH, COME ON!” Murder cried as he sailed through the air, watching the undead army rush at the boy, and the people of Errol’s Fortune finally coming to their senses and running for their dear lives.
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      Galeblade flew through another Angel, the body and armor exploding in violet, leaving the remains to fall back to the earth. Arienaethin dodged lances and urged the descent of cyclones from the storm clouds. The Angels chased her through the storms, firing relentlessly, some flying into the mighty winds and disappearing from sight. Several dozen had pulled off from the main group and continued their assault on the old man’s shield, which was now visibly starting to crack.

      Galeblade came back to her just in time to parry a lance, sending the beam of energy into the clouds. With all that she had felled, she could not yet tell a difference in their numbers. She circled around while still dodging fire to where the Angels gathered over the old man’s shield.

      “We’re going to need more spears!” she cried. The constant use of her power while in a human body was beginning to tire her.

      Galeblade grunted assent. The spear splintered into six smaller blades and orbited Arienaethin, gaining momentum. Her pursuers desperately tried to keep up as she willed more strength from the wind and sped forward. She came upon the Angels from above.

      “Now!” Six small spears flew ahead of her, each of them hitting their mark. The bodies of the fallen trailed violet embers before they cracked against the shield. Arienaethin surged around as Galeblade reconvened herself and found the palm of her hand.

      “Again!”

      Galeblade began to splinter before a lance caught Arienaethin’s backside and threw her into the shield. Like a mirror shattering, the shield broke inward as her body slammed into it. Shards followed her descent and joined her as the ground arrested her fall. She stood as quickly as she could, noting the searing burn on her back. Her human form ached with greater pain than she was accustomed to, and she had to summon more will just to remain on her feet.

      One of the Angels landed near her but did not attack. It removed its helm, revealing an older man of military bearing. “Ana West,” he said. “I am General Emersin. Stand down and there need not be any more violence.”

      She laughed quietly. “You don’t sound like him at all.”

      Emersin did not answer.

      “How did Fate rope you into this? What does he have? Your child? Wife?”

      By his look, she could tell she had hit the mark. “I think when this is over, you will be very disappointed, General. He is no god. Just another man with delusions.” The sky lit as the Angels flew to where the old man waited.

      “If you’re not going to kill me,” said Arienaethin, “I have to go.” She gathered will and summoned the Wind, but her weariness made her body slow to rise.

      “You will die an eternal death!” Emersin called. “Surely his rule is preferable to that!”

      She looked at him. “No. It isn’t.” She gathered her spear into her hand and flew after the Angels.
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      The cage ripped and tore, and Irving, coated in the sweat of his efforts, struggled to hold the elements together. Noah could see the harness beginning to fray as the Lord of Horse and Fate battled wills. The threads of fate gripped and pulled the elements of the cage, and the old man could feel the magic being leached. He held onto the hilt of his sword and poured will into his grip. The Lord of Fate had arrived as a god, not a human. The disadvantage to the old man was becoming quickly apparent. It was nearly a relief when the shield broke, allowing him to conserve precious energy. He threw his will into the cage, crushing it in a desperate attempt to deliver a deathblow. He reached up a hand and brought down lightning to ignite the cage in a magnificent explosion of power. Power from within the cage deflected the strike and the resulting explosion ignited the trees far from battle. Too much had been lost; the magic was withdrawing against Fate’s power as he battered the inner cage with savage strikes. Niandithir twisted the blade, drawing a howl from within. He reached into the Earth, seeking the flames of creation, and drew the power into himself. With will, he seared the wounds around the daggers, stalling the loss of blood. The cage began to crumble as Angels descended upon him in a perfect circle, their number depleted but still plenty. Relief that Fate had not been able to break all laws of creation and summon a legion of gods was a small consolation.

      Irving roared in fury as he tried to maintain the prison. The cage shattered outward as the last of the old man’s power faded. The old man and his sword were thrown some distance. Irving collapsed in a steaming heap, breathing heavily. The Lord of Fate glared at the old man, and then turned his gaze to the horse. He strode casually to Irving and grabbed the stallion by his mane.

      “Clever,” said Fate. He bashed in Irving’s skull in a single blow and threw the carcass several meters into the empty field. The old man’s own pain was not nearly enough to cover the loss as he watched his old friend sail through the air and disappear into darkness. Fate came back and stood before the old man. “Please don’t tell me that was all you had.” Niandithir stood, and stumbled. “You’ve spent too long in that body, old friend,” Fate remarked. He looked at the headless bodies of the Wise. “What a terrible waste.”

      Several Angels died then in violet explosions, and a silver bolt took Fate in the arm, throwing him halfway across the circle. Arienaethin was on him in a flash; her spear regained composure and found her hand. She raised the spear but several lances of energy sent her to the ground brutally before she could land the killing blow. For a few brief moments, the world quieted around them. The Angels remained still as Fate found his feet and pulled Galeblade’s shard from his shoulder. He squeezed and crushed it into a fine dust, letting it fall from his fingers. He took in his torn robe and the blood that welled there in disgust. Fate looked to where the goddess lay and, despite the mask, the old man could tell there was surprise on his face.

      “And how did you do that, my love?” Fate asked of her still form.
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      Jon sagged with the effort of defeating the undead horde. It was not that their attacks were hard to parry or that his sword was not sharp enough. It was that they kept getting back up. He did not know how to defeat the blood magic and found himself constantly on the defensive, to the point where he did not have the time to think of a solution. If there was one at all. In the corner of his vision, he was aware of Murder’s head making progress on the slow trek back to its body, but he did not have time to deal with that either. Running was the best idea he had, but the thought of what these creatures might do to the townsfolk gave him pause. Perhaps they would only target him and might well follow him beyond the town, but assumptions being what they were, he could not trust it to be true. The horde gathered itself again for another attack, arms and legs reattaching, heads resewing themselves to the stumps of necks. Jon took a moment and went to one knee to catch his breath, letting his enemy reassert itself, so that he might conserve some stamina.

      Except for the lightning far above, the sky had gone dark. The battle was either over or had moved to another locale. He had no idea if Ana or the old man were still alive, or if this battle he now fought was all for nothing. If he was the last one remaining, he would not lie down and let them have him. He did not hold much to the thought of glory, but he would not give them the satisfaction.

      A concussive blast ripped apart several of the undead Maddogs, followed quickly by another. Jon looked up. An airship flying Imperial colors launched cannonballs into the mass of dead men, sending parts and bodies flying. The airship fired repeatedly as it circled the town square, giving Jon barely enough time to run through the gore and out of the line of fire.

      “Jon!” Isca called to him at the edge of the square. He ran to her.

      “They won’t fucking die,” he breathed. He sheathed his sword and mounted, grateful that she kneeled.

      “We have to go.” Her voice was stern, but he grasped that something had happened.

      “What’s wrong?” Other than the obvious.

      She regained her feet. “We have to go,” she repeated, and started at a gallop through the town square.
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      “Jon’s making a break for it!” called Beeter.

      “Where?” Rom asked. He finished loading another cannon as Ham prepped the igniter.

      “Out of the town. We lost him in the dark, but there’s some lights and shit over in Harp’s field!”

      Ham lit the igniter and pulled the fuse. The cannonball blasted several Maddogs attempting to leave the town square.

      “All right,” said Rom. “Then that’s where we go.”
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      Niandithir watched as time seemed to slow, and the Lord of Fate stalked to the prone body of the Lady of the Wind. He watched as the King of Anu took the girl by the throat and lifted her to eye level, inspecting and questioning. Fate suddenly placed a hand on the girl’s belly, then took it back as though he placed it over a fire. He looked back at the old man with a questioning glare then back to the woman. He placed a hand on her belly again and paused as if listening.

      “Do you know?” Fate asked.

      Niandithir did not understand the question.

      “No,” Fate answered. “You don’t.” He lowered the girl to the ground and caressed her cheek. “Someone cut her thread. I am assuming it was the Natheran. Just as I assume he is the one who impregnated her.” Fate lowered his lips to the girl’s forehead and planted a kiss. “Not to worry,” he whispered, “it’s nothing I can’t fix, my love.”

      He stood and wiped his hands on his cloak as Niandithir stared in shock. She’s pregnant? Impossible. Fate walked to the old man and stood in front of him. “This…development will not delay the inevitable. For your betrayal, there can only be one solution. Death. At least, that was the old way. Things are different now. I offer you a chance to explore the glory of Anu again.”

      The old man spat blood. “As a slave.”

      Fate nodded. “With you, the Revolution is dead. All that is left now is to bury it.” The Niandithir saw the movement in the snowy field but did not hear a sound.

      He allowed himself a slow smile. “Fuck you.”

      “That is a shame.” The Lord of Fate stood abruptly. A golden thread sprung from the ground and seized the old man by the neck. “Hanging it is.”
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      Emersin watched as Angels surrounded the old man. He watched as the threads of Fate wound about his neck. His mind boiled.

      “Ivan.” He turned and found his wife standing in the field, wearing the same dress, her hair unmoved by the wind. “Don’t.”

      The general stared at the picture of his wife. An eternity of happiness waited for him. All he had to do was wait. And let the world burn.
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      The old man gathered will into his body and released it. The daggers exploded from his torso. Two careened into Fate’s chest, lifting him off the ground, while the third spun over the old man’s head and cut the thread around his neck. He summoned Spellhound to his hand and launched himself the distance to where the god lay. Golden cords burst through the ground and entangled the old man’s legs. He cut the threads as fast as they appeared and continued to close the distance. The Angels maneuvered between him and his foe and unleashed hell upon him. The fingers of his offhand made quick work igniting a shield that bore the brunt of the Angels’ lances. The old man sent the dagger that had cut the cord through the head of an armored automaton. His shield began to crack and boil.

      The Wolf launched into the circle, razor teeth and claws shredding golden armor. Nearly two meters of lean muscle, the Wolf tore through the Angelic ranks, moving fast in and out of darkness. The Pack, a hundred strong, raced with him, throwing body and claw at their enemy, even at great expense. The Angels launched into motion, mechanical armor granting them inhuman speed. Burning lances scorched the field and sky as wolves bounded from their places of hiding and engaged angelic armor with claws and fangs. Wolves died by the score, as the armor of the Angels was hard to pierce, but one by one the Angels succumbed to superior numbers.

      As the battle looked to be turning, the Wolf was suddenly launched into the air. Golden threads descended from the sky and ascended from the earth, binding the creatures to the ground, tearing into their flesh and cutting them in pieces. The Wolf landed as Fate stood, bleeding and heaving.

      “Harnen!” Fate cried. “Another fucking dead god come to claim what he so desperately desires!” The threads seized the Lord of Wolves and began to cut into his flesh. The Angels converged on the Wolf and lit him aflame. Niandithir looked at his old friend as he thrashed and struggled in the binds of the threads. One last trick then.

      Fly true. He heaved Spellhound at the speed of light. Fate caught the blade in the air and flung it back into the old man’s chest.
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      Isca raced over the field. The remains of golden armored figures littered the burning fields, and still fire poured from somewhere ahead in great beams. The howls of wolves and the eruptions of power boomed in continuous thunder and racked Jon’s eardrums.

      “Faster, if you can,” Jon whispered.

      “I’m trying,” said Isca as her hooves pounded the frozen earth. In a sudden terrible instant, Isca collapsed forward, flinging Jon head over heels into the snow. Jon rolled and rose quickly with his sword at the ready. Isca cried, wreathed in pain. Her front legs had been cut above the knee. Blood pooled in the snow and the horse flailed in anger and agony. Jon ran to her and clutched her head in his hands.

      “No!”

      The horse met his eye and stopped struggling, her breath coming in spurts. She was crying. He held her head tightly and stroked her mane. “I’m so sorry…”

      “I…It’s all right,” said Isca. “Irving waits for me. Do it Jon. There is no other choice.”

      His tears fell freely now. Gods…no. Please no.

      “Jon,” she pleaded, “Please.”

      “I can’t…” Even as he said the words, he drew his sword. He kissed her head and took her nose in his hand. He steeled himself, “I will see you again.”

      “Fight well, my boy,” she said to him. He nodded and cut her throat in a single stroke.

      On his knees, covered in blood, he screamed. Fury poured from him in waves.

      “Rise, Natheran.” Jon stood and faced the murderer. He knew her instantly. The woman who had spoken with Ana that day at the Women’s Council. Maerko. In her hand was a long, thin sword made of silver light.

      “I am Maerko,” she said, “Lady of the Dance. Forgive me, Son of War, but you can go no further.”

      Breathe, the voice of his father suggested. He did.

      Sheathe it, Jon thought.

      No, his father responded, the time for that has passed. Jon agreed. He raised his sword in a duelists salute. She returned the gesture. Her sword was longer than his. He would have to move quickly. He squared his shoulders, made light his feet.

      She came at him swiftly. Her feet barely touched the ground as she closed the distance. Her longer blade sang with his as he parried the thrust. Their blades touched sparingly as their feet took them in and out of engagement, the timing carefully measured. They dodged and weaved in unison, and when they came together, their blows were lightning, their parries the thunder. The wind had stilled, and the only motion in the field was the dance as ash and snow fell among them.

      Jon spun from her reach again, and again she came at him unrelenting. His defense was as perfect as her attack. He knew his ability was a match for hers, but his body was beginning to tire. No more dancing, he thought. He planted his feet where he stood and allowed her to close the distance. He shifted minutely and waited for the coming thrust. He raised his sword above him, revealing an opening and an obvious feint. He saw in her eyes the need to strike a killing blow and moved just shy of it, letting the edge of her blade clip his ear and move passed him. With speed, he slapped the edge of his blade atop hers and in a single stride he was a hand’s breath from her, the edge of his sword kissing her neck. Her eyes widened. She breathed a sigh of relief.

      “You knew that was a feint,” Jon said.

      She looked at him with pleading eyes. Yes. She knew.

      “My blade did not kill the Lord of Murder.”

      “I have no such magic upon me, Son of War. Nor will I ever desire such,” she answered, “Please.”

      Jon nodded to her once and severed her head from her shoulders.
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      “STOP!”

      Fate turned at the sound of Emersin’s voice, as the man in angelic armor walked out of the field, the lances in his arms raised as though fire. “Leave them be, leave them all be,” he said.

      The two dozen remaining Angels raised their arms and moved between Fate and the general, their emotionless eyes regarding the him as they would an insect.

      Fate snarled beneath his cracked mask. “Or what?”

      “Or I will burn you to the Hells where you belong!”

      “The very place that you have condemned yourself and your wife. How fitting.”

      The general grimaced. “Leave this world and never return.”

      Fate lowered his gaze. “I intend to do just that. Kill him.” Emersin struck before Fate could finish uttering the words. He blasted the first Angel near him and sprinted forward as lances bore down upon him. He drew forth a sword of blazing electricity and split three Angels in half with a single swing. The Angels surrounded him quickly and drew their own swords and spears, attacking in unison. Emersin desperately fought with all the speed his armor allowed. He felled two, three, then his leg was cleaved at the knee. His other leg collapsed; he found himself pivoting in multiple directions on his remaining knee. He parried a series of wild swings and lunges but could not move far enough forward to counter. His breath and energy waned as he held his sword in front of him. The Angels circled. Then he heard the sound of his salvation. Cannons.
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      “Look at ‘em fly boys!” cackled Ham from below. The first shot took a single combatant in the chest. The second exploded in a group and sent them into the air. Rom readied another shot, slipping the cannonball into the muzzle and down the bore. Through the window, the fields were ablaze with tortured crisscrossing lines of fire. Beeter flew over controls, adjusting sails and altitude, as Hersh manned the wheel. Completely belying their drunken stupor, they kept the airship in a circle of the battlefield.

      Ham and Rom continued to load, fire, clean, reload, fire. Ham did the aiming, making minute and gradual changes to the cannons level and tilt, while Rom lit the fuse.

      “You know, you’re actually quite good at this,” Rom remarked.

      “Ah fuck that,” Ham responded. “I’m just fucking around and pretending really well.”

      “Well, you keep hitting shit.”

      “Fucking good luck, that is.”

      “Bad luck, boys!” hollered Hersh.

      Rom yelled up the stair. “What do you mean?”

      “Bunch o’ fuckers in bright lights are flying up to meet us!”

      Ham looked at Rom and threw down the rammer. “Welp. This was fun.”

      Rom looked at his friend and smiled. “Aye.” He called to Hersh, “Ram the guy in white!”

      “He just say ‘ram him’?”

      “Yup.”

      “How much wine is left?”

      “Eh, enough.”

      “You sure that’s our guy?” Ham asked.

      “Yeah,” Rom answered. “Buncha’ gold ropes coming out the ground is a dead giveaway.”

      Fire and power collided into the ship’s hull, throwing Ham and Rom off their feet. Beams of light shredded the ship’s armor. Figures in gold and violet entered through the holes they had created. Ham and Rom stood together. The demon aimed the cannon in its arm.

      Rom shoved Ham to the side and was engulfed in fire.
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      The cannons ceased as the Angels breached the hull of the airship, surrounding and burning it with their lances. The balloon ignited and the airship’s descent became very rapid. Jon walked into the circle, his body covered in ash, his clothing stained with the blood of the Lady of the Dance. He found Ana on her back and pulled her as far from the danger as he could manage. She was breathing but heavily burned. He tore off his formal coat and covered her. An explosion rocked the sky.

      Jon looked up. The fiery wreck of the airship was plummeting expertly toward the figure in white and the soldiers in angelic armor. The Angels continued to throw fire into the wreck, but it would not be swayed off course, even with the sails and rudders ripped and torched.

      “Ah…crap.” Jon threw his body over his beloved as the ship made landfall in tremendous fashion.
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      Niandithir woke from where he had been thrown, Spellhound still in his chest. The blood pooled around him and filled his lungs. His breaths were short and ragged. The last of his will was now the only thing keeping him alive. The collision had thrown flaming wreckage as far as the next field. Most of it burned where Fate had been standing. He could not see any Angels through the smoke, but he could hear their armor whirring in the air above him. A great wrench rocked the air, and the remainder of the forward cabin shattered outward. Fate stumbled through the flames, his robe and mask in tatters. Golden light streamed from multiple wounds. Angels landed protectively around their lord and aided him to his feet. The old man extended his will into the earth, questing for power. His old body was beginning to fail, and blood continued to flow. I have nothing left. Fate looked to where the old man kneeled and threw away the armored hands. The old man watched his approach as his vision faded.

      “And so,” Fate snarled. “The Revolution has ended.”

      “No,” the Lord of Magic sputtered, barely audible. “Not yet.”
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      Jon threw off wreckage. He looked down at his wife, checking for more injuries than she had already sustained. She smiled at him. With an effort, she reached out a hand and stroked the side of his face. What was not burned and blistered was pale, her breathing fading.

      “Ana,” said Jon. He took her hand in his own. “I am with you.”

      Her eyes welled, but there was no strength for her to speak. He brought his lips to her head and kissed her softly, his own tears no longer in check. He held her until the last moments. When her breathing stopped and her smiled faded, her Aden pulsed in beautiful light and danced along his arm.

      He was in the darkened room again, only there was no statue of his wife. She was there in the flesh. He ran to her and took her in his arms. She gripped him fiercely. He cried, and so did she. They slid to the floor together, holding tightly. Jon feared, more than anything, what would happen if he let her go.

      “Is this it?” he whispered. “Was that all the time we had?”

      She pulled his face from her shoulder and looked him in the eye. “I am with you. Always.”

      He opened his eyes and found his wife dead in his arms. Her Aden glowed brightly one last time before even they, too, faded. And his ignited.

      Are you ready, Naven of the Sacred Edge? asked Galeblade.

      His eyes turned to his enemy. Yes.
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      Emersin crawled out of the flaming wreck, his armor in shambles, the bloody stump of his leg pulsing like a punctured steam pipe. The rest of his body was impaled on multiple shards of wood, and the carcass of the airship burned around him. There was one lance remaining on his left arm. He aimed at his bloodied stump and pulsed a single shot. The leg smoldered and seared, but it stopped bleeding. It took the rest of his energy not to scream.

      “What you doin’ here, Commander?” asked a soldier—not a Maddog, but one of the local boys. The lad placed a hand on the general’s shoulder and began to drag him from the wreckage. It was not easy going, for the soldier did not have any legs either.

      “Just trying to do the right thing for once,” the general muttered.

      “Oh yeah? How’s that goin’?”

      “I’ve led better campaigns. They do all seem to end the same way though.”

      They made their way out of the airship and into a burning field. They hunkered down as Angels descended and encircled the Lord of Fate, who stood over the still body of Noah. A figure appeared through the flames. It was Jon.

      “What’s your name, soldier?” Emersin asked.

      “Corporal Hamsey Frill. At your service, sir.”

      “And how are you not dead?”

      “Oh, I am, sir. Bit of some fucking bad luck. The Lord of Death was a nice enough fellow, though. Seemed to have some concerns about the goings on up here.”

      “The Lord of Death?”

      “Oh yeah. But I lied, he wasn’t all that nice.”

      “I’m sure I’ll find out for myself in a moment.”

      “Very right, sir. I don’t suppose you have a plan regarding fucking their shit up?”

      “Language, Corporal. For the moment, I’m intent to see what the Natheran can do.”

      “Yeah, all right…What’s a Natheran?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jon flew through the Angels, his blade finding the soft spots in their armor with ease and quickness. They turned fire upon him, and when they could not reach him, they unsheathed their swords and extended their spears from places in their arms. For all their strength and power, the Angels fell. Jon’s movements were the product of years of training in an art designed for killing gods, with the added power of Galeblade and his own fury. The Angels’ energy had already been depleted, and the defense they offered could not withstand Jon’s blade. When the last of them fell, the boy turned to the Lord of Fate, who stood over the old man’s body.

      Jon squared his shoulders and made light his feet. “Leave him be.”

      The Lord of Fate cocked his head. “What happens next, boy? Will you take my body to the Anu and present it to Lords and Ladies whose loyalty to me is complete? There is no future for you without me.”

      “Doesn’t seem like I have much of one with you.”

      “Well,” agreed Fate, “in that you are correct.”

      Jon raised his sword. Four serrated blades cut off his arm below the shoulder. Arm and sword dropped onto the ground, twitching and bleeding. Jon stared at his arm in shock, cursing himself for feeding a fury that did not let him hear the footsteps behind him, for ignoring a lifetime of discipline, for vengeance that was now out of reach. Then came the pain.

      “Ahh,” Jon managed as he fell to his knees. The Lord of Murder cried in joy and danced in front of him.

      “YES! I got you, motherfucker! I got you!” Golden cords flew from the ground, whipping and tying Jon’s body. He barely had time for one last breath before the threads of fate closed around his throat.

      “Let me do him, my Lord,” muttered Murder. “I’ve got a score to settle.”

      “Do as you please,” came Fate’s answer.

      Murder yelped in excitement and leaned down in front of the boy. “We could have been something together. But I think in the end it wouldn’t have worked ou—”

      Galeblade appeared in Jon’s hand in the form of a dagger, cutting threads as she unsheathed into his palm. He rammed the tip of the spear upward through Murder’s chin, pinning its tongue to the roof of its mouth. Its eyes went wide as its body spasmed.

      He watched the body of Murder fall over with a slight smile even as rest of the threads cut into his skin. Fate watched silently. Murder flopped this way and that as it tried to remove the spear from his face whilst shouting incoherent curses.

      “Well.” The Lord of Fate waved his hand, and the ground in front of Jon opened. The Lord of Murder was caught in the wake as air rushed into the hellmouth. It stabbed bladed fingers into the ground before the current of air could pull it under. Jon grimaced at the foul and terrible smell, but reached out with his free hand. Galeblade responded, and the dagger removed herself from Murder’s face. The creature screamed and began its climb to the boy, sticking its fingers into the ground and pulling itself forward. Galeblade forged herself into a sword and found Jon’s hand. He cut the threads around him even as more sprang from the ground and wrapped around his legs and torso. Realizing the futility, Jon stepped forward using the pull of the hellmouth to grant him speed, and severed Murder’s hands from its wrists. The creature howled as the hell wind dragged it into the pit. Jon thrust Galeblade into the ground and held tightly, using all his remaining strength to keep standing against the hellmouth’s pull.

      Fate walked into Jon’s peripheral vision and waited as Jon continued to struggle. “You will not get in the way of a perfect world. Arthen could not accomplish such, and neither shall you.” Fate gestured, and the hellmouth’s pull doubled its efforts. The threads of fate jerked Jon off his feet, his grip on Galeblade lessening quickly. The Lord of Fate watched impassively. A sword of silver light pierced the lord’s torso from behind. Fate’s scream echoed like thunder. The old man appeared from behind the golden god and leaned into his ear.

      “Let my curse be upon you,” whispered the Lord of Magic. “You will see your perfect world, and you will see it end.” Spellhound grew bright.

      Behind his mask, Fate’s eyes widened. He turned abruptly and seized the old man by the head. Niandithir looked to his boy and smiled proudly.

      “No…” Jon managed. Fate tore the old man’s head from his shoulders. Jon cried out in rage and fury. He cut many of the threads holding him before he launched himself at the king of Anu. The Lord of Fate gestured, and the remaining threads pulled Jon from the air and into the waiting hellmouth. The last son of Nathera gripped the edge of the pit as the rest of his body dangled over a fiery eternity. He found Fate’s eyes and snarled. This will not be my end. Fate frowned as though he had heard.

      Jon’s grip failed and he fell into the abyss. The pit closed around the last of the Natherans, the last son of War, and the terrible wind ceased, leaving the Lord of Fate alone amidst the burning field.
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      The Lord of Fate walked among the fallen Angels and over the charred remains of the human airship, admiring the art of death as he had not seen since the war. The pain in his chest throbbed and burned with the heat of magic, and Niandithir’s last words rang through his mind. He walked and stumbled through the battlefield until he found what he was looking for. Arienaethin lay still but drew breath, even as her face began the miraculous art of healing. A man sat next to her, flowers blooming at his feet. Fate felt a very human chill creep up his spine.

      “No,” said Fate.

      The man of umber skin looked at him, his eyes filled with sadness, and sighed. “I did not lie to her. I told her I was not the one of whom she spoke. I have not been for some time.”

      “You could have stopped all of this.”

      “Would you have rather I killed you, my son?”

      Fate’s knees found the ground. “Yes! Goddamit YES! Kill me! End it. Do you know how many gods, your children, have died for this?!”

      The Creator nodded. “Do you?”

      Fate looked at his father before dropping to his knees. His hands began to shake, “I…wanted to make the worlds better.” The pain from Spellhound was getting worse.

      The Creator placed a hand on his son’s shoulder. “So did I.” He looked at the girl before them. “She and her daughter will live. It is my…last gift.”

      “So, you are leaving. Again.”

      “My time has come, Caelad.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      “All things come to an end,” said the Creator. He placed a hand over the wound in Fate’s chest. “Even me. Take this gift, and this advice, my son. Remember, no matter how good your intentions, it is the means that matter most. There are always consequences.” The wound in Fate’s chest closed itself under the Creator’s guidance, but the pain remained.

      Fate stared his father and they shared a last moment. He drew the Natheran sword from his belt. The sword that had belonged to the young natheran. The words Born in Flame in high speech flared to life along the silver steel. The Creator offered no resistance as the Lord of Fate slid the blade into the Creator’s heart.

      “I know,” said Caelad, “I am Fate.”
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      Ham leaned on his elbows and watched the light blossom from the corpse of the dark man. He propped the charred remains of Rom up on a rock so he could see the spectacle. The Lord of Fate took Ana into his arms and disappeared in a flash. The light from the dark man’s chest rose into the sky like a small sun.

      Ham gestured, “I reckon that’s gonna explode.”

      The general nodded. “Yes. I suppose so.” The light grew blinding.

      “So. What just happened exactly?”

      The older man shrugged. “The war ended.”

      The light expanded.

      “So, what do we do now?” Ham asked.

      The general sighed. “I think we’re about to find out.”

      The light exploded.
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      Stay up to date on the series, click here to subscribe to my newsletter.
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