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Smoke from campfires drifting, orange-pink clouds and denim sky blackening over the tents and prairie grass and waystones. Wafts of beer, horns dipped in barrels, dripped fat sizzling on embers, strings plucked, women laugh and men boast, sheep knuckles tossed, salt sweat and resin and tallow, blood over fortune stones. The gilded scales of his borrowed regalia glinted that fire shared with his new brothers-in-arms, beads through his hair like muted cat-bells rang in the gust of wind that brought the smoke to his eyes and jostled his braid at his back. Tanner dressed like them now, was armed like them, the sabre and knives at his belt and his own antlered mask sitting in his lap to talk freely. Cross-legged, straight-backed, arms out wrists on knees, he felt almost respectable in the strange formality.

Ddun, now an equal, hours ago a superior, sat across from him split half orange in the firelight in mirrored posture, still but for the awkward flicking of his fingernails with his thumb—a habit as he tried to form the right words. The big bastard had already taken off his regalia, leaving just broad chest and painted belts and bright striped pants, mask in his lap too. If Tanner was supposed to initiate a talk, this was all new to him, so he cleared his throat and tried not to smile. “What do you need?”

“You’ve earned your mask, you have a high place in the clan now,” Ddun spoke as if they both hadn’t just participated in the ceremony, he really was struggling for words and it made it more difficult for Tanner to keep from laughing in his nervousness over what Ddun was about to ask of him. Or was he supposed to say thank you? Ddun just flicked his fingernails more and the awkwardness grew thick. Beads of sweat down Tanner’s back in his attempt to repress his nerves, the others all milling about unconcerned with the two men sitting there as if they were about to negotiate something and Tanner had no clue what he might have that Ddun wanted. “I’d . . . like your permission to lay with your sister.” There it was, thwap, pew—Tanner’s brain just shot out.

“Permission.”

“Yes.”

“From me?”

“. . .Yes.”

A stifled laugh, tension released with a blast of air out Tanner’s lips. As if he truly wielded such power, but if Ddun thought he did, well . . . Reality was his surprise they hadn’t gone at it already. “Are you . . . asking to plow my sister?” His eyebrows twitched with mirth, trying very hard to keep himself together. “Did you ask her?” Ddun might be the first Dvarri warrior in history to ask anyone’s permission to do anything, especially when it came to women.

“She will have me.”

“You’re confident.”

There was the slightest clench of the man’s jaw under dark-blond beard, eyes darting to the little tent Lauren kept. “Do I have your permission?”

Tanner’s neutral formality was shattering. Ddun had lifelong practise. “Why the hell do you need my permission? Said yourself she’d have you.” A sharp giggle escaped before pressing his lips shut.

“The way you both dealt with Orman, I thought . . . requesting such a . . . permission must be highly prized in your culture. You’ve been a good friend, loyal, and . . . I wouldn’t want to offend you.”

Tanner just about fell backwards. “Sure, then, go ahead, I guess.”

Ddun bowed his head respectfully before he stood, giving one more small, hasty bow bordering on offence before a skip and a leap and a dive through Lauren’s tent flap. Her happy laugh carried through the flames, and Tanner caught eyes with Borga sauntering by and they both guffawed like braying fucking donkeys.

Ddun was the only one that could ever, in a million years, have Tanners permission in the whole clan, or Lauren’s for that matter, if it did make Tanner gag a little. Ah, he was happy for her. But now the crackling embers and din of distant singing had Tanner’s thoughts wandering too inward, physically he needed to quiet the solitude and stuffed his head with urges he needed to deal with—especially as Lauren’s moans were already drifting. The evening was too soft on his own, and wandering through the camp had him distracted, still dream-hazed from the ceremony, his place amongst the canvases and poles with coloured flags and unfamiliar constellations might not ever be real. The large pillbox-shaped warrior’s tent in his path brought him back, and the lithe, blonde serving girl with her little button nose and sizable assets under undyed dress opened the wood-framed door to go in. He followed.

Inside was overly warm. Too many bodies, too much sinew and steel, red-painted tent poles. Dvarri all drunk-sweat and arguing. She flashed eyes at Tanner as he hooked a hand in her elbow, his heart skipped. She held a copper jug, beer dripping over the side pitter-patter on pressed earth, of course she had a job to do but that didn’t matter, ignoring the dagger-eyes at his back from all the men on mats around the hearth waiting for service. Cheeks flushed to look up at him and lips plump and it sent a rush of spice through his veins. Arm around her, leaning down close to her ear. He had never thought to ask before, but he figured . . . “Is there anyone here I need to ask permission from to lay with you?” What a gentleman, knowing the answer and asking anyway, inspired by Ddun.

She did that cute scrunch of her nose in confusion that he loved. “No?”

Whisked off her feet, beer dropped with a thud and nothing was left of the two of them but the plume of dirt he kicked up, “there he goes.” Back to his own tent, only a few feet from where Ddun and Lauren were having a time.

It quickly became a sort of rivalry, a right orgasmic competition, Tanner could imagine the crowd around them cheering on their favourite team with little buntings and popcorn, a crescendo of operatic female pleasure reverberating through the camp, each man trying to outdo the other and Tanner having to try very hard to remember the schematic to that 1978 Fender Champ he rebuilt while her back arched and her beautiful hips pressed up against him. Goddamn she flowed underneath like a slip-n-slide, pert pink nipples and heat and fingers flayed out on his arms like claws. He exploded into the wonderfully voracious girl he didn’t know the name of, and rested his sweat-soaked head against her neck as her thighs trembled and dropped onto the blankets and furs. He was dead on her, fire had eaten him up. She traced clumsy lines over his shoulders and he was cross-eyed with exhaustion, but it was worth it.

“What’s your name?” He could hardly breathe.

“Minna,” she mewed.

“Minna. You’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.”

“Thank you.”

He fell asleep next to her, the vest of his regalia still on.

***

“Stenya! The Stenya are here!”

It was dawn as the cries rang through the camp, jumping the pair awake with the smell of burning grass, every muscle in him panic-twitching, gather weapons, sleep flushed from his head. Minna was screaming and clinging to him, begging him not to go, but he had to. He could hear Lauren pleading the same before Ddun tore the tent flap open, his own sabre at the ready, mask over his face and others behind him with bows and arrows in their fists, every man running to the fray or to their mounts with howls of violence.

“They’ve come.” A simple statement before a run, leaving Tanner to give a kiss to his beautiful Minna while tying his belt, fingers flying with hurry—lips still touching, her body jolted, a wet choke. He pulled back at the spray of blood down his front, eyes widened, an arrow had pierced through the felt of the tent and through her perfect neck—frozen in place to see her hand at the arrow and her skin go white. She fell into his chest slick with her blood, slipping down to the bedding at his knees, more arrows piercing the tent, beams of morning light through the holes. An arrow grazed his hair, the only thing that broke his stare down at her body. No time to grieve. The ice in him turned to such fervent fury he roared, slapping his face with bloodied hands before donning his mask and jumping to action blind with rage and ready to kill every Stenya skirmisher at the camp’s edge.

Tanner caught up with Ddun and they both cleaved insane through the bitegrass, coating the rough green with Stenya blood. Archers at the crest of a low hill buckled at the sight of his blood-drenched visage breaking through the edge of the grass, his skin torn from the field of it but he didn’t notice nor did he care.

He caught them, and hacked free their shooting fingers before he slew them, howls in their language he hoped were prayers to their gods or begs for mercy, understanding them or not it made no difference. He’d make a necklace from those finger bones and name the necklace Minna.

He fucking loved and hated this place.
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Duke’s blood spurting out of the broken Bic pen was the most satisfying thing she had ever done, and she thought of it any time she needed a quick pick-me-up. The little arches of red matching his heartbeat just before he pulled it out of his neck, she was so proud of herself. That’s why she was painting BIC in silver Rustoleum in an abandoned rail tunnel. Great big bubbly letters, the simplicity, the soothing hiss of the spray, arm going back and forth to fill in the throw up slow and steady, getting the paint in all the nooks and crannies of the blown out rock knowing she wasn’t going to get caught way out here. Her friends were all sleeping at the campsite already, but she had to paint.

Tanner kept her company, not able to sleep either, sweating and jittery as he watched.

Lauren was older than Tanner by about ten months, practically twins, and had been inseparable throughout childhood. As she got older and more troubled and their homelife became unbearable, she dropped out and fucked off to Winnipeg in a desperate attempt to get her life together. That’s when his fell apart. But she was home, now. He was going to get better, too. He had to.

“It’s starting to really suck,” he wiped sweat onto his denim jacket cuff already darkened from grease and she wasn’t sure if it could absorb anything more. He was going to wear that thing ‘til it rotted off his body.

Lauren swung a hard look over her shoulder, her bitch act, though inside she had nothing but pity. He was a good kid. Nothing was fair for him. “Shouldn’a been a dumbfuck and we wouldn’t be out here for you.” Mosquito on her leg swatted. “Remember, it was your idea.”

“It was my idea, I know, but, Lauren, I don’t know, I don’t know . . . If it was the best idea I ever had,” despite his distress, he chuckled at himself. Tanner had two modes when he was sober: pissed off, or laughing. The “laughing” was getting rare before she left.

Lauren’s biggest worry was if he didn’t kick the opiate habit now, he would wind up on needles. Seventeen. He might not live to see twenty if that happened.

My fault for leaving him. “You’ll be okay. It’s going to suck, like, a lot, but you’ll be fine.” She had no idea if she was lying or not. “Then we’ll find you a place away from them.”

“How far away?”

She switched cans out of her bag. “We’ll hop on a Greyhound. I dunno. How far you wanna go?”

“Fiji.”

“Can’t afford Fiji.”

“Tibet.”

“Fuck off, Tanner, I’m serious.”

“I am too.”

She started shaking the black can and the rattle echoed off the tunnel walls. Tanner started giggling again. “What’s so funny?”

“You’re used to that motion, eh?”

It did kind of look like she was jerking the can off. “Not as much as you, champ.”

Night bugs and wildlife, hoots and howls distant, hands switched and motions changed so her arm didn’t get too tired—rattle rattle rattle.

It was really good to see him again—thinner and his skin all fucked up wasn’t so great. After sticking the Bic into her ex-boyfriends neck and running like hell back home, Tanner’s stupid face was the only thing she wanted to see. Their parents hovered in her periphery but went largely ignored. Dad called her a whore as usual and Mom kept her mouth shut and it just made Lauren hate herself for getting involved with a guy just as bad as her father.

What a wholesome life, a plenitude of alcoholics and crackheads.

Duke played bass for a shitty black metal band and seemed like a sweetheart. (“Has anyone ever told you, you look like Liv Tyler?” What an asshole.) Then she moved in with him and thought it was really weird that none of the sinks in their apartment had the little mesh screens in them, her stuff started going missing. Then he started breaking shit, including her, whenever he came back from visiting friends. Stay out of my fucking business, hey, I bet you’re fucking [an imaginary list of men] are you disrespecting me? She never told Tanner about it, the hitting part especially, because she didn’t need him coming to Winnipeg and killing a guy.

She was wearing a Led Zeppelin t-shirt, the sleeves ripped off, and Duke’s nice black hoodie. It was hers now—a petty thing.

Everything on her was stolen or bootleg. Fake black Converse, stolen Levi’s with the knees ripped out, even her hair colour was fake, black that shone with a hint of blue.

“I need to go to town, Lauren, I can’t do this.”

“Darts are in my bag.” He rifled through it, lit a cigarette.

By the time she outlined the B, he was sobbing, soft and muffled. Her heart collapsed into her diaphragm and she put the can down, wiping the errant spray off her fingers onto her pant leg as she crossed to his side of the tunnel, sat next to him. She let him cry, let him put his arm around her shoulder, let his body shudder against her. A better mother to him than their own mother. I should never have left.

The cool damp rock through her jeans barely registered, her brother all there was. His hair tangled in her fingers, gentle caresses. He used to play hockey, his shoulders and his neck were thicker then. Got penalties for fighting a lot. But now, he didn’t feel right, like some of him got lost—a very bad reproduction of himself, a photocopy of a photocopy. They looked so much alike as kids they’d get confused for proper twins, but age and all the rest and it was very obvious who was who.

Lightening cracked bright outside the tunnel, surprising them both, a boom rumbling in quick time. “Good thing we’re in here,” Lauren said, thinking of their friends already asleep. Rain wasn’t in the forecast—but there was a distinct lack of rain. No sound of it. A charge in the air, that ozone smell, but no rain. Tanner had a puzzled look on his face too, momentarily distracted, and they both looked up and down the tunnel to try and find evidence of anything else weird, but it was too dark to tell, country night blind outside the beam of flashlight. She shivered.

“Finish your piece,” he said. “Then you should try and sleep.”

“You should sleep.”

He chuckled offended, “I won’t,” and stood on shaky legs, grabbed the light and paced, the clap of his engineer boots echoing off the rock. Orange seed glow just past his face. In the couple years she was gone he found time to sprout up a few inches, too; now he was the taller one and she couldn’t make fun of him anymore. His hair flowed in waves, the colour of stout and thick enough to hide the big Megadeth back patch on his jacket. All the rest of the patches made him look like a collage, half of them vintage ‘80s. The Slayer shirt so worn the holes looked artfully placed lit up as he held the light to himself. “You gonna paint?”

“Yeah,” she took a drag from his smoke in one hand and gave the paint can a quick chatter.

“You should finish it off with a big cock.”

“Why, so you can get jealous?”

“Well I figure there’s already five or six other dicks on this wall you wouldn’t want to buck the trend.” He wiped more sweat off his brow.

“Not everyone is as original as I,” she playacted a proper artiste for effect.

“Ah yes, no one has ever seen big letters before, truly avant-garde.”

“I like the little Bart Simpson there.”

“You could do better than that.”

She agreed with a little bob of her head and jut of her lip. “Still cute though.”

A soft breeze blew down the tunnel, bringing leaves and bits of plastic tumbling at them with a hush. That electric smell came with it, stronger than before. Tanner spun the light down the tunnel, and began walking to the opening. Something had caught his attention . . . She stuffed the cans in her bag and swung it up over her shoulder, a little jog to catch up.

“Did you see that?” he asked.

“See what?”

“A blue light.”

“No.” She held him back by the elbow. “I don’t need you wandering off, let’s go, try to sleep.”

Feet planted on an old rail tie, he stayed. There was a squeak, like a squirrel or a chipmunk, maybe he did see something, light lowered to the tunnel floor, and there was a strange little lizard tilting its head at them. There were no wild lizards, too far north, especially no lizards with . . . feathers?

“Tanner, what is that?”

He shook his head. It chirped at them, and she thought maybe it wasn’t a lizard, but a little dinosaur . . . but that was ridiculous. Then the thing sped off on little feathery legs and the siblings just stood there and looked confused at each other.

There was light, a dull blue. No, it can’t be morning, nights are short but not that short, what the hell time is it? That little thing won’t survive up here—did someone release an exotic pet or . . . Tanner stepped first, blue lead pulling him, her grip tightened on his arm and the white beam swayed with his steps to the mouth of the tunnel.

The landscape looked strange, not how she remembered. Tall blue-needled conifers loomed topless past thick haze. Those needles piled thick on the forest floor, once fallen turned aged bronze and gave cushion under their feet, and the little feathered lizard chirped at them as it dug its head into the hole at some roots and vanished. The flashlight flickered and died, Tanner gave it a whack on his palm, got nothing. It was light enough anyway, and when they went back to camp they’d change out the battery. At the thought, Lauren threw a hand to her mouth with a strike of panic like she left the stove on; spinning around, the tunnel was gone.

“Lauren, your hair.”

“What?” She felt at her ponytail at the nape of her neck, pulled the strands around to see—her black dye was gone. Black dye didn’t just fall out. He hiked up his jacket sleeve and the tattoo of Conan’s sword on his right arm was gone, too.

She fell hard on her knees. Tanner knelt down beside her in the strange wood, their breaths in little puffs with the morning chill. Nothing around them but trees and silence. It smelled of pine and earth and ozone, but none of it was familiar. She had to be dreaming. “The tunnel is gone, Tanner.”

“Yeah. Tunnel’s gone.”

***

They had no food but for a dusty old granola bar at the bottom of her bag, and a single bottle of water. A half a roll of toilet paper, tampons, a hairbrush, deodorant, make-up, a few dollars, a sketchbook and pencils, an empty bottle of ibuprofen, half a pack of cigarettes (already one less, hanging from her mouth) and four cans of spraypaint (black, silver, orange, and purple). Tanner went through his own pockets and pulled up a pack of gum, a pocket knife and her lighter before he laid his jacket down on a cozy little knot of roots, on his side clutching his legs tight to himself to shake and sweat.

Guess going cold-turkey is mandatory now. And me too, fuck, desperate suck on the smoke. He’d need more water. Where the hell could she find more water? She’d get lost. This wasn’t their forest. What if the water here was all poison, if she even managed to find some and find her way back. Full of brain-eating amoebas or some shit.

Talk. “Remember when we were nine or ten, we ran away to the bush on the other side of the tracks for like a week and no one noticed? We found the old porn stash?”

“I’m gonna hurl.” His face was yellowed and pale, sweat dripped, and her hands shook to watch him suffer.

“Go ahead.”

He moaned, coughing and spitting without moving from his makeshift bed. Damp hair stuck on his brow. She tucked the strands behind his ear, fingertip brushing the old scar on his cheekbone, and he winced at her touch.

Heat on her back as the mist at the treetops dissipated, the sun helped pull the damp off them. The trees were gargantuan in height. The ground was flat but for the odd lichen-stained rock, and absolutely nothing but trees and rocks and strange little lizards that maybe were birds the more she saw them hop about. She pet his greasy hair, humming Queen. What else to do? She draped her hoodie over him and suddenly they were nine or ten again across the railroad tracks after he ate the berries she warned him not to eat, only worse.

When he did puke he was courteous enough to pull the clothes away from the stream. The noise always made her gag more than the smell did, and she had a touch of sympathetic nausea as she rubbed his back. After a swig from the bottle of water he needed her help to get up and find a place to shit. Laying back down on his little bed he sobbed all sorts of sorries at her and she just shushed him and kept her hand at his back. Neither of them had an appetite, so that helped extend the lifespan of the granola bar. But they’d have to find water, somehow, with no way to boil it. She hid her face from him to let her own tears fall—they were lost and she didn’t understand how.
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Venture out a little, try to find a pond or stream or people, anything. It was eerie how lifeless this forest was, no evidence of deer or rabbits or bears . . . Shirt tied up to let her midriff dry, so hot. They were stuck in the middle of nowhere. Follow the sun, just pick a direction and go, use the spray paint to mark your way—she snapped her fingers in approval of her idea—use the silver.

So she took a brief walk. More trees and shit all else. When she returned, Tanner was stripped down to his gotch and little ant-like bugs were chewing him up, he was mumbling and crying and slapping at the biting things. Still on his jacket bed, nowhere else in the world to be. Dilated pupils hiding sky-blue irises. “I’m gonna die, I’m gonna—”

“Shut the fuck up.” She spun the lid off the water bottle, sipped and passed it. “No dying.”

Bug torment ceased for a moment, but the thoughts didn’t, brain so loud she could almost hear it from where she sat for how fast he breathed. “Why’d you go?”

“I tried to see where we are.”

“No, why’d you go?”

A lump above her collarbone, forced swallow or she’d choke. Flicked one of those bugs off her shoe. “They were going to kick me out anyway.” Another cigarette, might regret the pace they were going through them. Maybe it was some perverse hope, like they’d get replaced soon.

“You left me all alone with him.”

“I tried to get you to come with me.”

“How could I go with you? You were too busy being a fucking cumrag!”

Why not just stab my heart out with your pocket knife, eat it raw. She had nothing to say in defence of herself, and he was upset and suffering and didn’t mean to say something so hurtful. Right? Even if she did grab a fistful of dry pine needles and threw it at him. He didn’t mean it.

“I left my discman in the tent,” he said. “Kyle is going to steal it.”

“They’re probably wondering where the hell we went.”

“You think they’ll call the cops?”

She snorted. “Not if they think they’ll get in shit.” She brushed hair out of his face again. “Thirsty?”

“Yeah.”

“I have to find firewood. You take what’s left. There’s gotta be more water somewhere. I’ll be back. Okay?” She took the granola bar out of her bag and the silver paint, opened the wrapper with gentle crinkling. “Want a bite?” He shook his head. It had chocolate chips and little chunks of marshmallows, half ate and wrapped back up for later.

Eye-level dots of silver on tree trunks as she walked, arms slowly filling with fallen sticks, but there were few of them. Like the ground was already picked clean. No fallen trees.

Water rushing, she ran to the sound. A crystal-clear bubbling creek. Tanner would be okay—but how to treat the water. She squatted at the edge of the creek, feet digging into the loose pebbles, and let the water run through her fingers. It was cold, didn’t smell dirty at all, pooled in her palm there were no bits of anything. It was far too tempting to take a drink, so she adjusted her bundle in her arms and ran back through her marked trail to find that Tanner was gone. His clothes were still piled near her bag, nothing was missing. “Tanner!”

“I’m here,” he was just past a tree.

Hand over heart in relief, almost a faint. “You stupid shit, don’t be wandering off.”

“I thought I saw something.”

“Don’t start that again. That’s how we lost the tunnel.”

Mist at the treetops rolled back in, and the air cooled. Shirt untied and Tanner dressed, she lit the little fire and it felt cozy for a while.

“I could try boiling the water in the bottle if I dropped hot rocks in.”

“Wouldn’t that melt the plastic?”

Thumb between her teeth, she paused to think. He was right, of course, stumbling off for another shit. God this was terrible. “We have to try something or you’re going to get dehydrated.”

“I’ll just drink it from the creek. What’s gonna happen, I shit more? Running water is safer.”

“You’re a survival expert now?”

“I saw it on TV.”

“You’re funny.”

He scratched at his bites. Lips already dry, eye’s sunken. She helped him get his shirt over his head and hobbled him over to his little nest. It stunk of stomach acid. “Alright. Stay here. I mean it!”

“Yes mom.”

She flipped him off again in the most affectionate way and took the empty bottle to the creek, the silver paint reflecting blue haze, bottle dunked and the crisp water lapped up over her hand. It made her ache to taste it. She held the plastic up to the light and gave it a swish. Cold and clear. She tasted it and her shoulders slumped in relief, so refreshing and crisp as it poured down her throat. It had been so hot. She gulped half the bottle right then, gasping loud for air and drinking the rest, dunking the bottle in again and taking it back to Tanner. If she wound up with giardia or whatever, so be it. As far as she knew they didn’t have any other options.

Tanner didn’t hesitate either, choking on it at first and then drinking more. They both agreed it was the best tasting water they’d ever had and slipped into sleep only long enough for Tanner to wake up moaning while the sun was still up. Lauren was the big spoon against his back, an arm draped over his chest, shushing him and feeling his body trembling. Her cheek against his shoulder was soaked in his sweat. Yet he suffered in relative silence.

If she could go back and stab that broken pen into her father’s neck she would have. Her skin burned with so much anger toward anyone that wronged her brother she might have glowed brighter than their piddly little fire they had going.

***

A jingling noise woke her next, an auditory shimmer through the trees, of bells or coins or tiny wind chimes. Her breath caught in her throat, and Tanner was wide awake already, staring out ahead of where he had propped himself up. The hoodie was draped over her now, though she didn’t remember taking it. “Where’s that noise coming from?”

Tanner gave a small shake of the head.

“Should I look?”

“Please don’t go.”

She pressed up against him again, trying to forget the noise. Tanner didn’t seem to sleep at all, legs twitching violent when he tried.

Awake again in the pitch of night, lit by faint embers to see Tanner gripping tight their only weapon. She was frozen, wondering what he had seen or heard—the clinking noise sparkled and brushed her ears again, faint and terrifying, no way to tell the direction from the echoes. “What did you see?” she whispered in his ear.

“I think we’re being watched,” he said, low and serious and it made her skin puff up into goosebumps.

“You sure? Could just be—”

“Don’t you feel it?”

“Just the noise.”

“I’m losing it. Seeing shit.”

“Did you sleep at all?”

He didn’t answer. She reached for her bag, pulled out the flashlight with the dead battery, whacked it on the heel of her hand, nothing. Twisted the bottom off, took both batteries out and switched them. Nothing. No moon, no more wood. Some survivalists.

Damp cold seeped in. Tanner was clammy and twitchy, saying it felt like everything was sandpaper and she couldn’t huddle close.

All through the night, his stomach, his head, his joints all aching and making him miserable, his body revolting against the absence of oxycodone—all Lauren could do was cry silently to herself to think about it. If they had gone back to their camp—Kyle might have been a thief but at least he had a car. Far from any sort of nurse, she didn’t know first aid beyond package directions. So she fell back asleep with tears pooled on the side of her nose, waking when Tanner got up at the first hint of dawn to crawl away from her and dry heave.

She ate the other half of the granola bar after gesturing it to him and he declined. Her joints ached from sleeping on the hard ground, pine needles stuck on her skin and in her hair, a last pair of cigarettes, one each lit with dread. There was one small swallow of water in the bottle and Tanner told her to have it. Then she took another piece of gum, the sickly sweet aspartame and mint overpowering. Her dull ache of caffeine withdrawal was a joke compared to what Tanner was going through, so she didn’t bring it up. Soon it’ll be nicotine withdrawal.

“We could follow the creek. There’s bound to be something eventually.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“I’ll help you. We can’t stay here. We stayed here all day yesterday and there’s been nothing.”

His face squished up, jaw clenching.

“Do you want me to go by myself?”

“No!”

“Then march.”

At the creek, everything was like before. “Upstream or down?”

He knelt into the gravel heavy like a lead ball and dunked his head in, bubbles popping up around his face. He splashed it up over himself and soaked his hair, whipping it back as he sprayed water from his lips. “Fuck, that feels good.”

Lauren knelt next to him and scrubbed her face, the cold water like a slap but it cleared all the cobwebs out of her skull. She scooped some up to drink, rinsed her mouth and spat, splashed some water on her neck, and that noise came again, louder—hollow rattles, coins jingling. Tanner gripped her forearm before she saw them through the blue fog, riding horseback.

Only, it wasn’t horses. Undulating black and brown stripes flexing and shifting, legs—not like legs at all—stretched out and receded, locomotion like how a solid flock of birds or school of fish might move, maybe a hallucination. All four men on the beasts wore wooden masks, grotesque animal faces carved in them with antlers out at the sides. The closest man turned the animal he rode to watch them sidelong, a spear in his hand decorated with feathers and beads, his right bicep wrapped in red leather. None of them wore shirts and they were all bronzed from sun with taut, scarred skin over muscle, they were fighting men and frightening.

Two men hopped off their saddles to approach the creek, painted leather belts and billowing loose pants of patterned fabric, all of them adorned with strings of beads and coins and knives and all sorts of other things that sparkled or could kill a man, leather boots of black or red that brought the pants in at the calf.

“You’re polluting the sacred spring,” one said as he approached.

It wasn’t English, but she could understand it. She saw their lips move strangely through the holes in their masks and it disoriented her for a moment, the sound not matching the motions. “I’m sorry—” she wasn’t speaking English either, with a hand slapped over her mouth in shock.

“Who are you?” the other demanded, hand on the hilt of a curved dagger at his belt.

“My b-brother and I, we’re lost. He’s very sick—”

“I asked who you are!”

Tanner reached an arm in front of her. “You first.”

You won’t be able to fight them sick like this, you idiot.

Her heart stammered more than her voice. “P-please, we need help. We didn’t know—” A cold edge lifted her chin, and Tanner spun in wild-eyed rage before another man grabbed his arms and twisted them behind his back. Pocketknife pried from his fingers, legs kicked as they dragged him swearing.

Without thinking Lauren grabbed a can from her bag and coated the mask of the man behind her with silver, but all that did was make him holler and spit and grab her hair before she could think of her next brilliant move. Head tugged back roughly, face up to the misty sky, now her arms were getting bound.

Tanner cried out in pain. Had he tried to get to her?

“Leave him alone! He’s sick!” The blade returned and nicked her skin as she spoke.

“Who are you?”

She was getting mad, now. “Tell him to get his fucking knife off my throat—”

Red Armband, still in his saddle, gestured with two fingers and the blade relaxed, though the fist in her hair was still tight.

“Lauren MacGillivray. That’s Tanner MacGillivray. Alright? Want our birthdays and social insurance numbers too? Where are we?”

The men exchanged looks, or at least that’s what she figured they were doing behind the masks. Red Armband turned his attention back to her and a shiver ran through her stomach, a cold pit to think that if Tanner couldn’t stop them—and he couldn’t—she’d be torn from crotch to chin if they wanted to.

Red Armband lowered his spear, pointing with it. “Put them in a cart. Grandmother will have to absolve them.” Then he turned on the strange thing, gone into the low fog. Hair released, she was pulled up to stand.

At the edge of the forest, along a dirt road awaited a huge train of people, a travelling camp, everything piled on those strange formless yet solid things, covered carts and small tents, a world carried on their backs. The ones with burdens were larger, flatter and lower to the ground, with many legs that all went in and out like snail eyes or some sea-creature, disgusting and fascinating at once.

They pushed her to Red Armband. His creature did what a horse might do, turning the part of itself shaped vaguely like a horse’s head with the “nose” near her hair, and it really was like a flock of birds—a million pinhead-sized crawling things, all moving synchronous and shifting brown-black, somehow coordinated. The blood drained from her face, so unnatural and . . . alien. Red Armband chuckled at her fright, guiding the head of the thing away so she could pass, but she fainted instead.
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A crone of an old woman sat with them in the cart, face hidden under another ridiculous mask, and if Tanner wasn’t bound—or twitchy, or aching, or all of it—he’d choke her out. Yeah. Throw her right through the canvas flaps there, tumbling old woman with her mask flying off and she’d soar right into a ditch. She smelled peppery and every smell made him sick. Her hands were old boot leather and painted with white stripes down her tendons, her saggy old tits were bare and painted in the same chalk, stripe and dot patterns up to her neck. Her skirts were a hundred colours and pooled around her legs so thick she might not have had legs at all.

Shallow basin near his seat to receive his spew, a leather canteen of water. Blankets, untouched bowl of soup—the old woman had attempted to feed him but he refused like a petulant toddler. Not only because the rocking of the cart made him more green.

Lauren ate and sat silent in her corner, eyes bright with confusion, black eyeliner panda’d and streaking down her cheeks, posture on high-alert like she’d burst if anyone touched her. He wanted to burst out of his skin, too, but that was because a hundred spiders pulled at it from underneath.

“What ails him?” the old woman had asked.

“He’s . . . He doesn’t have any medicine.”

“What sort of medicine does he need?”

Lauren had paused, frowning. “It was the medicine that made him sick. We had to take it away.”

He hated the old bitch already. Just sitting there, watching, she could see inside him, shaded eyes but they raked him, could she read his thoughts, did it matter. He could only sit and sweat and kick his legs to squirm and he hated himself most of all. Do you read that?

“How did you find yourself there, in the wood?”

Shut up. He couldn’t lie down how he was tied and so his head fell limp over his chest, sweat dripping off his nose. His lips were cracked and tongue felt awful in his mouth. So Lauren answered, again. “We don’t know. Honestly, we don’t know. Please, whatever we did wrong, we’re sorry.”

At some point he drifted off, shadows swimming in his head shrieking and cackling. Faces of everyone he had ever wronged hovered all vibrating, cursing him in lyrics that hadn’t been written yet and he woke up howling. Lauren tried hushing him from across the cart, singing softly. They had been left in the dark—broad daylight through the flap that flit open with the wind but otherwise the canvas allowed no light, too thick. Lauren told him he was only out for a minute. The cart had stopped.

A blonde girl with no mask and a modest oat-brown dress parted the canvas, he winced at the light. “Do you need to—”

“Piss?” Lauren interrupted. “Absolutely.” Done with crying, back to spitting snark.

The blonde looked at Tanner. “And you?”

He nodded. The flap closed for a moment before two masked men opened it. Out to the edge of the road, next to a dozen other folks using their chance to empty themselves on cue, the blonde struggled with his fly, had she seen one before, and the way her eyebrows pursed together made Tanner smirk. If he wasn’t close to withering he’d crack a lewd joke. Instead: “if you untied me I’d do it myself.”

She raised her face to get approval. The leather cord loosened from his wrist, a phantom at his back must’ve had three hands since one poked a blade in his kidney. The feeling tingled back into his fingers as he fumbled with his jeans to squat and shit, feeling zero shame nor modesty since no one else did either, and anyway, he had to go so fucking bad it didn’t matter. Nothing left solid in him, visions of crushing pills on a plate. His nose ran. As they lifted him up and he pulled up his jeans he glanced over to his sister who, he knew, was highly aware of the eyes behind masks on her ass. If any of them touched her he’d kill them. Somehow. Compared to them she was pale silk, he knew exactly what was going through their heads just like every other disgusting fuck who looked at his sister.

I was getting strong, Lauren, why’d you go. Ready to save you from yourself, like you tried with me and I let you down. You come back and I’m a burden on you again. You tell me what to do. You want me to kill them? Say so. Just say so Lauren and I’ll do it.

Placed back in the cart, the darkness disorienting, back to his corner tied to a pole.

The old woman poked her head in. “The ceremony will be at our night camp.”

Was that good? He didn’t know. The muscle spasms biting into his bones were too distracting for her words to really register.

***

Lauren could see a sliver of a clearing, a rush of commotion, folks going back and forth with bundles. Jingling bodies with all their little decorations hopping to action and leading those strange beasts wherever, others with canvases, felt, poles and cooking equipment and the odd shouting voice to give commands. Camp was being set up quick.

It seemed, from her narrow vantage, there was a clear class structure. The ones in the drab clothes and no masks were the serving class. The armed men walking around with puffed chests and long black braids were on the top, beneath them were their half-naked women and children. When those men stopped to piss everyone else could, when they told someone to jump they asked how high. And she still sweat to think she was going to be at the mercy of these people, of those men. She didn’t run from Duke to be gang raped.

“Lauren,” Tanner interrupted her worries.

“What?”

“I think we’ve finally been kidnapped by gypsies.”

She chortled. They fucking were, too. “Grandma promised.”

“Rest in peace.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Could be better.”

Small talk. Talk about anything. “When did you quit hockey?”

“When the charity stopped paying for me.”

“That sucks.”

“My fault for missing practise all the time and shoving shit up my nose.” He sniffed.

The cart lit up, canvas pulled open. “Out,” the disembodied voice said. Lauren pulled herself forward by her heels, slid her butt over straw and wood planks. A bald old man in a dull blue caftan was sent in to help Tanner. Food was cooking somewhere and a big woodpile was being carefully stacked into what might become a bonfire, and her throat closed to think she and Tanner might get burned in it.

The tall pines were far behind them. Open prairie, wind-plowed grass with tiny flowers and soft rolling hills, hints of weathered stones. The sky was blue and cloudless, birds of prey flew freely and divebombed little creatures in the dirt. It would be peaceful, idyllic even, if it didn’t fill her with dread. They were nowhere near home.

The siblings were led past their potential funeral pyre, to a low flat stone with long grooves carved from the middle out to the four corners, dimples at the end of each groove pooled with water from a recent rain. A servant dried them. The same old woman sat on a cushion, silent and ponderous across the stone.

“You both dress strangely,” the old woman said. A crowd formed, their attention squishing Lauren into herself and she had no cohesive thoughts left to respond. The masked men all stood with stern posture, masks tilted up to show their faces, dark and judging, while the women and children sat behind them in the dirt. These people, it seemed, kept all their tables and chairs with their shirts.

Lauren tried her best to keep her chin up, returning the gaze the old woman gave her from behind the mask, brown eyes through the holes, a hint of white paint over cheeks. Those wisened eyes pierced like standing in front of a therapist. If Lauren said anything misleading, that woman would catch her bullshit. That sort of knowing gleam. “How did you find yourself in the sacred wood?”

“I’ve told you, I don’t know.”

“You just appeared there?”

Well, yeah . . . “We were . . . camping, just outside the old rail tunnel, out in . . . It doesn’t matter. We walked through the tunnel and we were here and the tunnel was gone.” She choked to recount it.

“‘Rail tunnel?’ I’ve never heard of such a place.” She mulled words around in her mouth, rail tunnel rail tunnel. “And you swear ignorance of the sacred spring?”

“Of course we were ignorant! Couple of ignoramuses. Please, we’re very sorry.” Don’t burn us.

A man brought over a cow-like animal, veal-sized. No strange metal bugs, a real animal. “I will examine the liver. If you speak true, you will be absolved,” Grandmother said.

Lauren gasped. “You’re not going to kill the poor thing, are you?” She was far from a vegetarian, but really?

“How else should I access the liver?” The old woman was already brandishing a long curved blade with a thick black handle, the coins dangling from her wrist rang together at her shrug, and a tone in her voice hinted at annoyance that Lauren would so stupidly question her methods. “Untie their wrists.”

Lauren rubbed at the marks, deep and purple, flexed her fingers to get blood flowing. The guy she sprayed, face hilariously shimmering like he had been huffing it from a bag, flexed his own fist at his chest. It was less amusing to notice his deep frown.

Grunts of protest from the little cow ignored, neck held over the stone table, the knife was quick and the sound of the blood splattering over the rock made Lauren’s knees buckle. No one else moved until the poor thing bled out and stopped twitching violent death-throes. The dimples at each corner of the slab overflowed hypnotic red.

You can think fondly on stabbing Duke in the fucking neck but this was what gets you squeamish?

If Lauren could see herself, pathetic, biting her own tongue to keep upright as the knife carved around the exit hole and up to the chest cavity, the steaming guts in a morbid rainbow of pinks, purples, greens, reds, all spinning in Lauren’s vision. The old woman dipped bundles of dried herbs in the pools of blood and flicked it at the two of them, Lauren flinched at the sudden splash of fluid on her skin.

“This is metal as fuck,” Tanner said, his mouth a slight tilt. He was having a blast in spite of his ailment, which absolutely stunned Lauren, staring at him in open-mouth disbelief. “What?”

Nothing, you psycho.

Animal juices up to old elbows, a strange language chanted as the liver was held up high. The charnel smells. Lauren’s brain gave up, crumpled unconscious to the ground for only a moment before being lifted up onto her feet.

It was one thing to see it on a screen, knowing it was all pretend, or to buy meat in nice plastic packaging on a shelf, but this . . . Her knees felt weak again as the liver was slapped down and prodded, and their innocence was announced. They were painted with more blood while folks sang and shook rainsticks and stomped feet. It was overwhelming, but the fact that she and Tanner weren’t going to be thrown in the pyre did lift her spirit, just a little, a smile and awkward laugh cracking her lips.

***

Tanner finally ate, a simple bone broth made from the animal that had been killed to absolve them, or whatever the ritual was. Wholesome flavour, lots of salt, a touch sour. The evening was rich with smoke and orange sky, there were folks dancing around the fire—apparently that night was sacred and the sacrifice only added to the celebration—and the animal blood on him kept flaking into his cup of broth, but he didn’t care. His jacket having blood stain all over it was fucking dope, like a GWAR concert, but real.

A servant delivered two horn cups, alcohol smelling like spruce beer, one to Lauren, which she took wordlessly and gulped, so Tanner gave his up and Lauren gulped that down too, and he laughed at her for being a spaz.

“Of course I’m being a spaz, Tanner, are you nuts? You’ve got to be nuts to be calm right now. Shouldn’t you be balled up in a corner, moaning?”

Oh, he was in pain, but her turmoil was amusing. “Dude, I’m not thrilled about anything going on. But our hands aren’t tied and they gave us beer.”

She clutched her knees under her chin. “The guy I sprayed won’t stop looking at me.”

“Spray him again.”

“Tanner!” Her eyes glinted, despite her objection.

The broth wet his lips and churned in his guts. The smells were all loud and comforting, and as the sky darkened to violet the people began removing their masks and tying them at their hips. Everyone cast glances at the pair but no one approached but to offer food and drink. Lauren ate a roast hunk of meat, chewed slowly and juices dripped down her fingers. He focused on the fire. The bright dry heat was too much, but he suffered in silence just to have her company.

Memories ran through his head any time there was quiet. Mostly unpleasant. “Remember when he had that big bonfire out at Mike’s place and just about burned down the barn?” he asked.

“Not as many couches in this fire.”

“I bet they’ve never seen spray paint explode. Chuck one in.”

“I don’t have my stuff.”

Footfalls crunched the dirt behind them, Lauren turned first. As if they had summoned it with their jokes, the man with the red armband stood there holding her bag, a can of paint in his hand and the rich chemical smell coming off him, droplets of orange spray on his thigh. He was big—primitive Schwarzenegger—and could probably knock Tanner’s head off with one swing. With the mask at his belt it was easier to read him—determined narrow eyes with a blond beard, and wore his long hair in two braids from behind his ears, full of coins and beads. Blond was a rare trait, here. “What is this?”

“Spray paint,” Lauren answered terse.

“Is it a weapon?”

“No. It’s for painting.”

“Show us how it works.”

Tanner shrugged as she looked to him for confidence, gave whatever she took from the gesture.

“I’ll need a c-canvas, or . . . side of a tent . . . It’s permanent, won’t wash off.”

Beefy arm, he pointed to a spot nearby, a thick tarp covering boxes and barrels. Lauren was hesitant to take the can. But she did, and got up, shaking and rattling it as she walked.

It was always fun to watch her paint. Something about the sound the cans made, or maybe the smell. The smell—he’d happily huff that paint she so frivolously sprayed, looking hungrily at the cans by her feet. His face would look as ridiculous as that dumb bastard with the silver on his lips. A cigarette would be better . . . an oxy would be better than better. Fuck!

Tanner stayed at the fire to watch, lying down and curling into himself. A group of men and women stood back to see her work the mysterious objects.

Silver-mouth had a less than amused look on him to watch. Made Tanner’s abdomen tighten.

“It’s very insulting to him that she sullied his mask,” the old woman in her billowing skirts sat next to Tanner. “I see his look too, and I told him already that you both are our guests. I’ll have to speak with him again.”

“What’s the deal with the masks, anyway?”

“Deal?”

Wrinkles shadowed deep, exaggerated in the firelight, she had a tender face, nose like a pushed up pug but her eyes were warm, she might have been a hundred years old. “Yeah, why do you all wear them?”

“Well, why don’t you? Are you slaves?”

“Uh, no . . .”

“Only slaves cannot wear their spirits. But, as you claim, and as I sense, you cannot be slaves.”

“We don’t, uh, share that tradition in our culture either.” He began shivering, a cold flash.

She nodded. “You must truly come from far away. I’ve been watching you, measuring you. You are not plainsmen, not Dvarri, that is obvious. The liver never lies. But as our guests, slave or not it makes no difference.”

“H-how long are we guests for?” And what happens when we get dumped on the side of the road?

“For as long as it amuses me, I am Grandmother after all!” She gave a witchy cackle and stood, talking as she walked away. “Sleep in that tent there, I’ve had it made for you and your sister. You don’t need to stay in that cart anymore . . .” the roar of the fire and gossipping crowd around Lauren overpowered her voice. He’d have to crawl to get to the tent if Lauren didn’t come back to help him.
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A week later and it was time for a good scrub—they needed it, and they needed some time away from each other. First things first. The clan took their strange clothes and marched them to a tub of steaming water. Tanner was feeling a bit better. A bit. Well enough as he and Lauren stood naked, wind-whipped and embarrassed, he was wondering which hands would be scrubbing him. A circle of slave women (he ranked each: her, I hope. Or her. Not her. And so on.) But the women had a mission, and that was to get every bit of foreign stink off them. Tanner wished the blonde one was there to have trouble with his fly again, but he supposed she had better things to do with her time.

One of the girls took his denim jacket, his favourite jacket, and in his shock he found the energy to howl and dive for it before she could dunk it in any hot water. “Battle jacket. Raw denim,” he spoke plainly, as if they knew what that meant. It was a precious thing, priceless and inexplicably so, the sleeves honeycombed from wear, and just like how they adorned themselves with trinkets, he stamped it with all his favourite bands and it had stains that brought back his best memories to look at them, old and new. That was his jacket goddamnit and they could fuck off from it, though he kept that to himself once she understood his reverence for it, bobbing her head in apology.

Lauren laughed at him, while a haggard middle-aged woman with pursed lips scrubbed her raw. “It stinks,” she said, “let them wash it.”

“Never!”

“You’re dumb.”

“You’re a bitch.”

The laundry girl was smirking at the two of them. With his arms up getting scrubbed by a plump old woman he returned her smirk, toothy and dumb, Lauren wasn’t wrong. “What are you smiling at?” he asked the laundress. She smiled broader and blushed at his wink, returning to her wash. The woman behind pinched him hard on his bum and he shouted in surprise, which earned more giggling from everyone.

“You better behave, young man,” the soapy woman at his back warned with a playful lilt.

“Tanner? Behave?” Lauren snorted. “I should tell them how much of a shit you are.”

He exaggerated his words, all theatrical. “I can’t help it. I see beautiful women and I—”

“I don’t want to hear about it!”

Oh, he had an idea what to say, but he only had to part his lips and she already knew.

“I swear to God you speak to me again before this bath is done I’ll belt you right in the face!”

The two older women were still laughing as they fetched the rinse water.

“Try it!” Tanner said.

“I should!”

Hair clean and combed, plaited down his back like the other men, he almost fit in, if he weren’t so sick-pale. He still lacked appetite, still had some pains, but maybe it was all in his head and that same head kept recycling every horrible thought whenever his eyes closed. Any pill-sized pebble looked good enough to crush. Wasn’t this what he had set out to do? It sucked. It was the worst idea he ever had. And Lauren was on a constant grump. They were both detoxing in their own way and he didn’t begrudge her an attitude, not really, unless it was funny to poke at her.

Fresh clothes, traditional costume—though to the clan it wasn’t a costume, Tanner had to correct himself regularly, since everything hadn’t quite settled in his head. Black leather boots, woven belt, and billowing striped pants for Tanner, red leather slippers and plaid skirt for Lauren. No shirts, which had Lauren befuddled by the custom of the higher class showing themselves off while the underclass had to cover up. Tanner then pointed out, being honoured guests with no shirts, it meant they were in the upper class and she shut up. This wasn’t their world to ponder. Lauren had always been sun-averse, the red burn was fading to a bronze kiss, and slowly she would blend in, too.

And like nothing, camp was disassembled, onward through the prairie. The two of them were invited to be more social, though most folks still kept their distance, it all seemed a bit begrudging.

At one stop, tents was still being set up, there was a hush through the camp that made Tanner uneasy. No one explained what was going on. Lauren crept to the door of their tent, Tanner soon beside her to watch the quiet commotion. One of the warriors passed by with a bow in hand and quiver of arrows. Then another passed, and a third—a stream of men with murderous intent. They all had chalk-painted patterns on their skin and big nasty weapons, all got on their horse-things to the sudden beat of drums, and took off over the hills, whooping and whistling.

Something deep inside Tanner was awed and envious at the sight, so primal and threatening, and he thought to himself how badass it would be to ride off like that, not thinking that some of those warriors would wind up dead and he didn’t have any idea why they were riding off over the hill anyway.

***

Lauren clutched the flap of their tent at her nose, as if to hide, but still enticed by the sights. The warriors came back, wounded and laughing with stolen animals in tow, some wargame had been won. And some deep, uncivilized urge, bubbling up through her objections to the scene, it had an effect, a tug in her abdomen to catch the eyes of Red Armband as he passed—lifted mask showed his clean face but for spatters at the eyes. Under his chin was drenched in red, chalk paint in an abstract rinse.

The other women all ran up and threw themselves at the victors in cheers and kisses. Tanner joined her at the door of the tent, stuck his fingers in his mouth and gave an ear-shattering whistle, but Lauren just sat there with a perverted ache between her ovaries. It was very exciting, if incredibly stupid, to see them all ride in, a cloud of testosterone making her melt against her better judgement. But when had her better judgement ever been loud enough?

A great feast, words shouted in thanks to their gods and lucky spirits. The pair invited out with big grins. Tanner ate a good amount, which was hopeful. Lauren ate like a bird, nerves fluttering her stomach, still not used to them being so hospitable. Through gossip she heard the man she sprayed was named Orman, and just then he looked at her with insult on his face. Still, after all this time. It was starting to really piss her off. Any elation she had felt that day was squashed the minute she noticed his glare.

“Are you both royalty, where you come from?”

Lauren almost choked as a skinny black-haired girl sat next to her, holding out a horn of beer for Lauren to take, which she did, grateful for the distraction. “Excuse me?”

“You’re both so . . . your hands are so soft. Are you royalty?”

Lauren shook her head. Her mouth, hidden by the rim of the horn, twitched into a grin. “I wish.” Though, having electric lights and cars made them pretty royal by comparison, to think on it. The beer was primitive and thick, a strange mouthfeel at first but easy to get used to.

“I suppose even if you were you wouldn’t tell me. We shoot Kings for sport.” The girl winked and downed her own hornful, and Lauren, feeling warm and welcomed, knew they were best friends now.

“What’s your name?”

“Ansa.” She licked the foam from her lip with a smile. Brown eyes with a bewitching splatter of gold, and a subtle perfume like a warm spice that only hit Lauren as the wind gusted between them. She looked genuine, at ease.

Music started from somewhere, strumming and singing, and the girls decided to follow the noise, dipping their horns as they passed the barrel, beer dripping down her elbow as she sipped. Tanner was already lounging down on a braided rug over the dirt, and Lauren kicked his leg to get him to make space. Ansa sat on the other side of him, and Lauren gave encouragement with a look. Ansa leaned into Tanner. They weren’t royalty, and they weren’t prisoners, and they weren’t slaves. They were in limbo, so they might as well get cozy with these people, after days of feeling isolated it was a welcome change in Lauren’s spirit.

“Tanner,” she whispered, watching the old man in a brown tunic strum a three-stringed thing, a lute or guitar, she’d never seen an instrument like it. “Why don’t you sing?”

“Now?”

“Now!”

“No!”

She elbowed him in the rib and he giggled through a wince.

“Pussy!”

“Are you a good singer?” Ansa asked, voice creamy as she addressed him.

“My throat is too dry.”

“Bullshit.” Lauren finished her horn and took his mug, since he let it sit untouched, took a sip. A happy buzz just blooming, only to see Ansa’s eyes go wide over Lauren’s shoulder, and Lauren turned with the mug still in her mouth. Red Armband. That goddamn tug again, and she had to convince herself he was revolting, even as his musk blew over and her veins moaned.

Tanner lurched to life, though it was clear that Tanner wasn’t the one Red Armband came to talk to. “Dude, how can I convince you to take me with you next time you charge off like that?”

“Excuse me?” Both Lauren and Red Armband had a mix of horror and amusement, the question shot at Tanner’s moronic face in unison.

“Can you ride?” Red Armband asked. The old man’s song changed from morose to depressing in the background.

“No,” Tanner answered with a laugh.

“Then you’ll stay behind with the women.”

The air itself vibrated with the sting. Tanner was just amused and pressed on, still smiling crooked. “Show me how, then.”

Red Armband looked stern for a moment before the night cracked with his laughter. He had a grand laugh, rare to hear and worth the wait. “Your sister needs to come with me,” the reason he had sauntered over to them. Ansa’s apprehensive aversion made Lauren think this was a big deal, and her stomach fluttered with fresh worry.

“Why?” Tanner asked.

Ansa covered her face.

“Because.”

“Well, Lauren, I guess you better go with him.”

It was difficult to resist punching Tanner right in the nose as he reclined again, hands behind his head, the broadest grin of the evening on him knowing how much Lauren hated being spoken to like that. Because. She narrowed her eyes at her brother and he only grinned broader, somehow. She stood, brushing her skirt, and followed Red Armband—trying to ignore how his muscles flexed as he moved, how the firelight played off the beads of sweat and blood and dirt, and worried at the white wrap at his forearm with the red seeping through.

“You need to clean Orman’s mask. And you need to do it now, before we have any more raiding to do. None of them have been able to scrub it off.”

“I told you, it’s permanent. You’d have to sand it off.”

“Then get to it.” The lilt of his voice as he held out the mask had her miffed. He gestured to a group of sack-cloth wearing slaves with basins of soapy water and desperation in their eyes. Guilt, then, to think that she had done something so wrong to these people, had broken some terrible taboo. But Red Armband was about to walk off, and she panicked for words.

“I don’t know your name, chief.”

“Ddun,” he didn’t turn to speak, “but I’m not the Chief.”

***

Tanner noodled on the instrument the old man had been strumming, called a “balaik,” to figure out how to make the notes he wanted, metal frets marked by dots of abalone under his fingers as he slid them along the waxy catgut. Low sustain, suited fast strumming. Fat, triangular body. His eyelids were heavy and he hummed lazy to match the notes he plucked, chords attempted. Still on that same mat he had claimed hours before, a couple extra pillows to recline on that someone had brought for him. Ansa was generous with her attention but she had long gone to bed when he didn’t reciprocate. Not that he didn’t want to, she seemed nice, pretty, but as much as he joked about it, there was no energy for that sort of strenuous activity.

Content with the stars for company. The faintest crackle of fire complimented his noise, a crying baby, an animal call. The night air chilled, but he didn’t mind. There was no sleep for him, anyway.

He had never been so comfortable.

***

Lauren’s hands were raw, muscles sore. Headache from eye strain in the torchlight as she scrubbed the paint off. Her only tools were handfuls of grit and a stone, and the mask looked worse than if they had allowed it to be a bit shiny, in her opinion. Now she dragged her feet in exhaustion with the mask in her hand, not sure what to do with it, until she passed a white tent with the flaps still open and warm lamplight stretched. Inside were two men sitting and talking low. Orman and Ddun, and they both paused mid-sentence to see her standing there, holding the mask out with a tired nod. “Done.”

Orman looked a lot like Ddun, and she wondered if they were related; only, unfortunately for Orman, he didn’t inherit the handsomer quirks. Jaw a little narrower, nose a little broader and flatter. But his eyes on her didn’t make her feel very welcome, all icepicks, not how Ddun looked up at her, all curious, some drunk. She was ready to throw the damn mask. “Well, bring it here,” Orman said.

She bowed low to enter the tent, her hair tumbled lose from the braid. It smelled like men in there. Orman grabbed her wrist instead of the mask. The Bic pen flashed in her mind.

“Orman, leave her be.”

“Why should I?”

Fire swelled in her guts, triggering her fight-or-flight. “Listen to Ddun, he’s smarter than you.”

“Ah, a little viper, aren’t you?” Orman let go of her wrist with a subtle throw, took his mask.

“You got me.”

“Go to bed,” Ddun told her. She did. Tanner was still out by the fire and she had the space all to herself, and she stretched out luxuriously.

Ansa brought breakfast, at some point Tanner had come back to the tent and was asleep. Lauren knelt to wake him—she hadn’t seen him so peaceful in ages, decided to let him rest. Ansa sat with her, and they ate in comfortable silence. Greasy sausage, tasted like smoke.

“Where are you guys headed?” Lauren asked as she chewed.

“What do you mean, where? Nowhere, everywhere. We don’t keep permanence. That’s for the other folk.”

Lauren sighed, a lump in her throat. She coughed. “I’ve always wanted to just wander.” There were times in her life where she would get lost in her own imaginary worlds—but hadn’t that wish come true, now?

“Well, it’s not completely aimless. We head where we need to, where there’s good pasture. You really don’t understand us Dvarri, do you?”

Lauren shook her head, inexplicably ashamed. “Why does no one here believe us? We’ve tried over and over again. We aren’t from around here.”

“You speak our language, though.”

“I don’t get it either.”

All the women gathered together to salt meat and spin thread and all those other things that Lauren never had to learn how to do, and she felt useless. She helped milk the little cows and then she sewed patches on clothes and that was what she was best at of all the chores. She was accused again of being royalty and she was starting to think she should just lean into the myth, if it weren’t for Ansa's joke.

Orman came to her while the dew still stuck to the grass, with a false-friendly air, and invited her for a walk. She wanted to tell him to piss off, but didn’t say anything at all, unmoving, needle and thread in hand. Ansa’s face blanched, and Orman’s jaw clenched from under the tilted-up, ruined mask, but he didn’t move. “Walk with me, please.”

Something about the “please” made her throat clench. Ansa took the bundle of sewing and Lauren noticed a spot on the inside of the mouth slit that she had missed—kept it to herself as she walked beside Orman. She didn’t like him. She didn’t like his smell or his posture and she didn’t like his haughty attitude. But he was also a high-ranking member of the clan, as all the warriors were, and she didn’t want to offend him. Not unless she had to. She wished she had Tanner’s pocket knife, though she didn’t know why. She just didn’t like him.

“I wanted to clarify some things with you.” He dragged his heels.

“Like what?”

“You’ve given me terrible luck.”

Sorry.

“I couldn’t go on the raid, everyone thinking they’d be cursed with it, too.”

Terrible.

They were past the tents now, heading for a stretch of grass and rocks. The scent of flowers on a gentle breeze, little white fluffs sticking in her hair. A sharp pebble through her sole ruined the serenity of the scene, and she hobbled to a nearby stone and sat, investigated her heel. Just a bruise. Orman loomed over her to speak. “I can’t help that you’ve bewitched me. Even though you’ve humiliated me and cursed me. You’re beautiful.”

She choked down puke. “Thank you.”

“I think you’ve got magic in you and you don’t know it. I want that magic.”

“Take your mask off,” she said. Just to see if he would.

He lifted it up, there was his sleeplessness painted under his eyes, and a fresh bruise near his ear that wasn’t there when she delivered the mask—or maybe she just didn’t notice in the dark. His eyes glistened and burned and a familiar chill went up her spine to see that intent for pain—he looked just like Duke.

***

“Tanner!”

At first a dream, but it became real—he bolted upright, blankets falling. Air sucked through his teeth—Lauren. Outside the tent, clothes all jingling with urgency as they ran towards something, and he heard his name again, shrill and desperate. It was Ansa coming to the tent to fetch him.

His vision tunneled and he reached for the closest thing, anything to use as a weapon, an energy in his bones he hadn’t felt in a long time. The balaik—no thoughts, it filled his hand.

Ansa led him to the edge of camp—Lauren cried out in harsh chokes. Blind to anyone else, deaf to everything but his pulse. Silver-mouth—Orman, folks were shouting—hunched over Lauren with hands at her neck, her skirts at her waist.

Balaik met skull, wood-splinter and discordant plunk of every note. He had Orman’s attention now, blood-shot eyes. Lauren coughed and sobbed as Tanner lunged, fists planting hard, knuckles cracking on impact but he was rage-numb.

Orman clocked Tanner on the jaw—dirt at his back, pinned by Orman, wrecked mask held high, antlers as weapon.

A shadow behind Orman distracted Tanner long enough to get his windpipe crushed—just as quick, the hand released off Tanner’s neck and Orman was purple and sputtering through swollen lips—Lauren had taken the strings from the broken neck of the balaik and was garroting Orman with all her strength.

The crowd watched breath-held, as Orman gargled, disgusting grape, bruised hands grabbing at the strings—but they were so tight he bled, no chance to grip.

No one stopped Lauren, and Tanner suspected it was the cold glaze over her too-wide eyes that kept everyone away. That strength in her five-foot-five, hundred-twenty pound body came from some delirium that even Tanner couldn’t match. She only stopped when Orman’s hands fell and he began to twitch—the body sank.

Lauren wasn’t finished. She took the mask in both hands, Tanner had rolled Orman off, his popped eyes stared unresponsive at the sun—she plunged the antlers into the bastard’s guts, the crowd gasping in unison. A second stab, white-knuckled, and even Tanner was stuck frozen to see his sister shake with adrenaline.

But then she weakened, and Tanner leapt to catch her.

Grandmother pushed through the crowd.

The pain of Tanner’s bruises finally registered in his brain. Lauren covered her face to sob, his arms protective around his sister—it was his turn to shush her and give comfort. She stammered, “H-he wanted to s-steal my magic. He wanted to steal my magic!” It made no sense.

“Tell me, what in the name of the Sky Father happened here?” Grandmother asked, walking stick pointed at Orman.

Nostrils flared, Tanner looked down to the corpse and back to the old woman, what a stupid question. He steeled himself to answer as calmly as he could, but acid spilled instead. “He didn’t ask permission. What’s it look like?”
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“Give’er, Tanner! Come on! Give’er!” Lauren as spurs, her words of encouragement at his back.

They called them horses, but they handled like a motorcycle—having grown up on them, it helped Tanner get the knack for control faster than the others thought he would, all surprised and Tanner smug. No flesh like a real horse, but solid, yet fluid, to turn he leaned and flexed his thighs, the reins were more to hold than to guide the horse, like he imagined a real horse worked, never having ridden one. They were silent and cold, heating with action, yet they reacted to the slightest pressure, his movements below the waist his clutch and throttle. Where they touched his skin there was a tickling, maybe a tiny motor inside, vibrating with energy as the ground blurred beneath him and the wind flapped his jacket with loud cracks, racing at full gallop to the cliff.

Feathers at the bridle whistled, his heart pounded, breath through his teeth, the crest approaching fast. He dug the balls of his feet into the stirrup to lift himself off the saddle, shot his arms up with an exultant holler as the horse leapt over the crest—his stomach in his throat as the beast caught air, and for a heart-numb moment Tanner was flying and the world around him was slow and still and silent at the peak of his leap.

Meeting the ground was like landing on a tough balloon, solid-yet-fluid horse pressed and released—though physics still had a bone to pick with him, brain smacked into skull, wind crushed out of his lungs “fffuck” but he felt so alive, so alive! it didn’t bother him. The horse turned and he righted himself in the saddle, to watch as Lauren and Ddun at the crest peered over.

“Did you break your neck?” Ddun called down.

“Sorry you lost your bet!” Then he flexed his thighs and spun the horse with a whoop and crow and rounded the hill to meet them.

Tanner had gained some weight, muscles building quickly in fighting practise (and that’s all the warrior men of the clan ever did—trained to kill) and far less anaemic on their hearty diet of fermented dairy and meat and roots—and beer. His skin was clearing, darkening with the prairie sun—it was still there, that nagging inside him that life would be that much better if he were stoned, but the distractions were plenty enough, the cravings only loudening when miffed that they still didn’t take him on raids—shame did that to him, too, when he failed their expectations, when they teased, though he hid it. If only he could capture restful sleep the way Lauren could. Might quiet the urge he couldn’t fulfil.

“I need my own horse, Ddun, I’ve got to,” a reluctant step off the horse, fingercombing his hair back into his braid as best he could, heart still pounding.

“No mask, no horse.”

“Come on, man, what’s Orman’s horse up to lately? Nothing. Give me his horse.”

“No mask,” he lifted Lauren up onto the saddle, sideways and ladylike. “No horse.”

“How can I earn a mask if you don’t let me!”

“Not up to me,” Ddun shrugged, walking alongside his horse with Lauren giggling and Tanner’s fists waggling impotently in the air over his head.

“It’s a you problem, bud,” Lauren winked.

“And what are you doing? You don’t have to prove shit!” He stomped behind them, wanting to steal the thing from under her and ride it over the hill again, salivating at the thought. The rush of adrenaline helped him forget all his regrets. Just one more jump.

“I milk a million udders every day, thank you.”

“Is that what they call it now?”

She gave him the finger. In truth, she was keeping very chaste, but he couldn’t resist the joke. None of the men dared go near her, only Ddun had the guts, and even he didn’t touch her, not in that way. Tanner almost felt bad—his mouth full of Ansa’s prime tribal tits every night, and Lauren went to bed in her own tent alone. Most other women shared one large tent, but she got a small conical spit all to herself, just as he did. Maybe she preferred it that way. He never asked.

Getting lost in the tunnel was the best thing that ever happened to him. It was a great idea.

***

He couldn’t sleep, tossing and turning under scratchy wool, legs restless with dull muscle spasms all down their length. He kicked the blanket off and rolled again, flexing his calves and thighs until they burned, but still they twitched. Tortured to move, he had to oblige them, ripping open the tent flap to the crisp night air to walk under the stars. Everyone was asleep, soft snoring and hungry babies the only sounds but for his feet in the dirt. The moon was new, no light beyond whatever lamps still flickered from posts. Men on watch at the edges of the camp were the only other ones awake, but he didn’t want to see them. Antsy, and he had an idea for something to do.

Sneaking to the horses, he stuck to the shadows, creeping low to the ground behind tarps, not a single bleat or whine from the animals.

At the stable, Orman’s horse seemed to kneel, eager for a ride—at least, that’s how Tanner imagined it, still not sure if the things were alive or not. It had been a while since the beast had a rider. There was no saddle, so Tanner opted to hop on bareback, the body solidified under his weight. He just wanted to ride, saddle or no, it didn’t matter. He kept low out of the stable, silent, away from all the tents and watchmen, and sought out the hill by starlight.

Without stirrups to plant his feet, Ddun’s wager echoed—dismissed. No getting dissuaded by that negativity, Ddun was a dick. A good guy, but a dick. Tanner kept his body low and urged the horse on, impulse to twist a throttle that wasn’t there, an aggressive, racing stance. The wind was cold on his face and his eyes watered, but he was off, the crest of the hill coming up quick.

Tiny lights flickered in the distance as the horizon peaked over the ridge—his heart stopped, halting sideways on a dime, a slip and a hard fall, back flat to the grass, lights dancing behind his eyelids. He coughed, head swimming—lucky he didn’t break his damn neck. The horse trotted off away from the ledge.

Tanner crawled on his stomach to see the fires in the distance. Torches, he tried counting the bodies around them but it was hard to tell . . . Two, four, six . . . Thirty distinct silhouettes, maybe more. They weren’t wearing masks. “Fuck.” Were these the . . . Stenya? There were whispers about other folks in the prairie, nothing positive.

The shadows made their way toward camp. If they didn’t want to be seen, they’d go in pitch dark—they intended on using that fire. Those whispers, encroaching on Dvarri territory, to settle on it—and they hated the Dvarri like they were a plague. This was no clan rivalry, no one was coming through to abscond with the livestock. Imagined blood in the air already.

Mouth dry—Lauren was in danger. He had been training . . . Maybe this was what he had been training for.

Archers, he saw the long curves held out, tiny glints off arrowheads. The rest hidden by tall grass flowing like seaweed in a pond as the men passed through. They stopped, signalled for something.

Tanner ran for Orman’s horse and tried to think through his fear. No weapon but his pocket knife—but he could draw those men away from the camp . . .

Heart thumping against breastbone and ached head with every hard pulse to the bruise at the back of his skull. Ignore it. Two fingers in his mouth gave the loudest whistle he could, bounced back in a dozen echoes. The watchmen at the camp started hollering and arrows from the men in the distance whistled past his ear. “Fuck!” Another arrow ripped his jacket sleeve, grazing his skin, head emptied but for violence.

Down the hill and around to the other side, away from the camp. A shallow stream leapt, and on toward the torches, little knife in hand, through tall grass—bitegrass, with their barbed leaf blades—legs whipped so hard the fabric was left in tatters.

The whites of their eyes glowed orange, turned to shoot but his horse was too slick, running one down as an arrow went into the neck and sprayed out metal particles in lieu of blood. He slid off the rump, on his feet charging, drunk with thrill. The archers pulled out their own blades and he was certain he was going to die, howling like a madman with nothing to keep his body whole.

One went down with Tanner’s knife stuck under jawbone, hot blood gushing over Tanner’s fist—body stuttered a wave of nausea, look what you did—a sting at his jaw as he dodged a strike. Tanner pried a dagger from the dead man in time to block another, his whole arm shuddering with the impact and he praised the invention of the crossguard. He kneed the man hard in the guts and they grappled in the dark, a sickening mix of terror and bloodlust like he had never felt before, plunging dagger into spleen. His vision glowed.

No hallucination, no tricks of the light. Everything was bright, heat all around him, blazing grassland and he was blind. In a gust of wind it was impossible to see through the smoke. He hacked wracking coughs and stayed low, not sure where the horse had gone, or the archers—maybe they ran off, more afraid of burning alive. Voices in the distance, wet cries of men dying, and soon a horse came near enough for the rider to offer a hand. It was Ddun, and Tanner had never been so happy to see the prick. Up on the saddle, Ddun gave his sabre. Ddun in front guiding the beast with spear in hand, and Tanner at Ddun’s back, ready to cleave any skull he didn’t recognize.

***

“Lauren! Hurry, we have to run!”

“What?” She rolled over, groggy, Ansa at the tent with a bundle in her arms.

“Only take what you’re unwilling to lose. The grass is on fire. Hurry!”

Lauren bolted upright. “Where’s Tanner?”

Ansa shook her head. “Not in his tent. There’s no time!” Ansa kept talking as Lauren grabbed her bag. “There are Stenya in the field, there might be more. They’ll kill us, Lauren, come on!”

The clan worked together with breathless urgency, helping everyone to get away from the wind that tunneled the flames, and with the heat the wind blew stronger. Choking smoke and twisting glow hid the stars. The very young and very old were herded onto carts and Lauren could barely think for worry—Tanner, where the hell are you? Some were falling with arrows in their backs, strangers choking and bleeding, fighting men stumbling, neither Ddun nor Tanner among them. Her guts went cold, only moving because Ansa had her by the elbow.
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Ddun looked over the destruction with a thick ache in his breast. Half the camp was ash, but few lives lost compared to what might have been. Teeth grit beneath his mask, an attempt to keep his anger in check with the fighting done. The mask spirits were silent, though he gave them words of thanks. The ashen fields around them, and all the field spirits were surely angry now . . . the clan would have to leave this place until the seasons changed.

The rain had blessed them to ease the flames, still misting his shoulders as they counted the dead, Grandmother prayed over bodies and the surviving warriors silently bereft to collect the masks of their brothers. Tanner helped with the bodies, the gash at his jaw sticky and black, but he didn’t complain. Ddun had been underestimating him, and made a mental note of it.

Ddun spied the tarp the girl had painted, edges black and paint bubbling. He would cut the edges off for her to keep the rest.

“Stenya?” Tanner asked as they stood over the body of a settler.

“They needed us out of the fields.”

“You aren’t rats in a barn for fuck sake.”

“Tell them,” Ddun gestured to the dead man at their feet. “They’ll be back.”

“Bunch of cowards, they are.” Antoll came by, his hair had been singed in the fire and hung lose from the braid in uneven tangles. Normally in light spirits, the dishevelled black strands and sprays of blood down his front betrayed the crazed nature he could achieve with the threat to his life, or to his clan. Loyal to the last. One of the many reasons Ddun enjoyed his company like none other. Antoll gave a solid slap on Tanner’s back. “If you hadn’t alerted us, it may have turned out different,” and kept on to the tents to fish out anything worth salvaging, calling out over his shoulder, “We might even forgive you for taking Orman’s horse!” To which Tanner only flushed, and Ddun smiled.

“The smell is making me sick.” Tanner said.

Ddun didn’t like it, either. Burnt grass and wood, hair and fabric and flesh, all soggy with rain and plugging his nose. But that’s how it was. “You’ll never get used to it.” He must truly have lived a pampered life. They insist they aren’t royalty, and Tanner doesn’t tan hides (much to the confusion of Grandmother) perhaps they really are magic, like faerie spirits, only just now coming to the world of humans. Sometimes, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a shimmer in the air around them. Orman had claimed to see it, too.

It didn’t worry Ddun. If they were malevolent spirits, they would have shown it by now. The whole clan would be covered in boils and their teeth would fall out and babies would die at the breast. Weren’t those the tales?

The slaves soon came through to pick the Stenya bodies clean. Ddun allowed Tanner to take a prize from any of them, having earned it. He took a string of copper coins and a string of silver, a modest take. The rest of the wealth would belong to the clan to trade on their travels. Or to pool with another clan. At that thought, Ddun decided they would head to the east to find his cousins in a nearby camp. Strength in numbers.

***

“You killed him,” Grandmother had scowled at the shivering girl. “What made you think you had that right?”

The girl was still shaken, wide-eyed from what she had done, Ddun felt an uncomfortable rage to watch her, and he didn’t know who the rage should be directed toward, because it wasn’t the two of them on their knees.

“He was going to kill her!” Tanner stood in her defence, bruised from his fight, only for Borga to shove him back down.

“Why should we host you, if you feel you have the right to end the life of a Dvarri warrior?” Grandmother shook her walking stick with a rattle of gourds.

“Then don’t,” he had said with a spit of insolence. “Fuck you, leave us on the road.” The girl only buried her face in her hands and sobbed, voice rough from the damage done by Orman’s hands.

Orman had gone to Ddun the night before, ranting and carrying on about his mask, about the girl. Tanner was telling it true. Orman was going to kill her. As would any Dvarri kill a witch—he saw magic in her, and if she didn’t have him, to kill her . . . he was talking as if it were the most obvious thing. Ddun had to strike sense into him, but the force of it clearly didn’t stick. Orman had lost his mind, and like a rabid dog he needed to be put down. It was Ddun’s words just then, to speak about Orman’s madness, that allowed the pair to stay, and he wasn’t sure why he did it. He pitied them? Maybe he just enjoyed their ardor and didn’t want to lose a source of amusement.

But her eyes that day, red with tears and burst vessels underneath, and shocking blue—light inside, with a dark outer ring—magic in them, just as Orman had said. And Ddun knew then, in the pit of his stomach, he didn’t want anyone else to have her magic, not anyone. He’d make sure they were kept close. “He was insulted by Orman’s actions,” Ddun had said, “grievously so. We don’t understand their culture as much as they don’t understand ours. If Orman hadn’t broken our vows of hospitality, he wouldn’t be dead.”

Grandmother paced, agitated and uneasy. “I don’t need to read fortunes to know you’re right. The liver—Ah! They’re your responsibility to keep!”

He would treat them just like Dvarri, and that pleased Grandmother. And as he looked to the girl—the pinch marks on her fingers from pulling the strings so tight, the tremor in her shoulders, her hair of dark umber like the richest earth in tousled waves, brilliant blue eyes wet and pleading—he felt a strange wash of relief, of contentment, that Grandmother had let them stay. He wanted to heal the girl’s spirit.

***

Ddun admired Tanner for his eagerness to live as a Dvarri. The stranger had become a bit of a luthier, practising his workmanship under the guidance of the slave Shoh to replace the balaik smashed over Orman’s head. Up until his arrival, Shoh was their most pearl-laced voice, though with a penchant to drift into melancholy as he performed and it got tiresome. There were others that could command an audience, especially the ones who could master singing in two tones, and the clan would all sing together at times, but Tanner topped them all.

The girl encouraged Tanner to sing, finally acquiescing to the incessant prodding from her which he seemed to enjoy ignoring. Tanner’s voice was deep, almost boastful, and it was clear his sister was unbiased when she bragged about that talent on his behalf. Now he sang, a strange poetry Ddun was unfamiliar with, “this one is called ‘Cemetary Gates . . .’” the entire camp at his feet, silent and attentive, and it sent a collective warmth through their hearts to close their eyes and feel the emotion spilling from him, the spirits of the air blessing them with a tender breeze and his voice their payment. The poultice and bandage on his face didn’t seem to matter at all, stretching himself to carry his song through the prairie with abandon.

The girl sat on her heels beside Ddun, her face a prideful radiance.

Why couldn’t he even think her name? As if he would break some sort of spell to acknowledge it. Lauren. Lauren. Lauren. He swallowed, eyes stuck on her lips.

There was a lot of walking ahead, on horseback they kept pace to match the slowest. Fewer things to carry also meant less food to share and the trip turned into a three-day stretch, more stops for hunting. Tanner was a lousy shot, and only laughed when they mocked him, taking it in stride. But damn, was he a good rider. Even Ddun had to admit it. But if he couldn’t hit the deer, he would never get antlers for his own mask.

“I’ll run the fucking things down,” he huffed a laugh, sweating after a long run to catch an animal that fell by Antoll’s bow. “Run them until they all fall over dead. Right? Run them right off a cliff.”

“No cliffs for miles. Just learn to use the fucking bow,” Antoll had teased. “Or a spear, or a fucking sling! It’s like you shoot with only one good eye!” They all laughed, Tanner included. It was impossible to tease the bastard.

They came to a copse of trees, three cold Dvarri bodies strung up in the branches of a fat old oak. They cut them down and said prayers and buried them, all while swallowing hatred like poison bile. Tanner was silent until they returned to the rest, only speaking to his sister, low and pained.

The friendly Dvarri camp soon came into view and riders went on ahead with Grandmother to have talks and give news. Ddun stayed back with the rest, going through their slaves and things to trade for good will. Though they were (mostly) cousins, it wouldn’t be fitting to expect shelter for nothing. By the spirits, they may have even stolen livestock from each other. But that wouldn’t matter when it came to the gutless Stenya.

In the largest tent all the warriors convened, Tanner lamenting about how he wasn’t included, even the Dvarri boys were allowed in. Lauren held him back to keep him calm. The longer Ddun knew them for, the more he realized just how much Tanner relied on her to keep his emotions under control. Ddun would have to keep that in the back of his mind. “You aren’t one of them,” she had whispered to her brother. “Let it go.”

There was no denying the injured look he gave Ddun as they parted ways.

***

Lauren walked with Tanner, practising their Dvarri etiquette. The correct greetings, the bowed heads, posture and sway, where to touch and where not. The folks in the new camp were bright and welcoming, Tanner taken by the hand more than once, no knowledge of their history, though Lauren noticed the double-takes as if she startled them, which was always odd no matter how often it happened.

The tents were all the same—white canvas or mottled grey felt in cones, or big round structures of white tarpaulin over felt that came up in a point at the centre, colourful ribbons flitting from poles and bunting hanging from ropes, and wind chimes making merry tunes just like the Dvarri themselves did as they walked. The familiarity was comforting.

Some of the women asked about Tanner’s jacket, which was fine, but when they asked why he wasn’t with the others, Lauren had to intervene at the hint of red in his cheeks. It really bothered him that he wasn’t included, and it made her sad, too. He was trying so hard. Weren’t they supposed to be treated like Dvarri? Maybe that was all surface. Or, maybe this was being treated like Dvarri, just not as those Dvarri.

Food and beer passed to them as they walked, and she saw Grandmother sitting with another old woman, another Grandmother, Lauren guessed, with the paint over skin being similar. They sat in a formal, straight-backed posture (as best the old women could) with a carpet between them, trinkets laid across. Carved bones, decorated weapons. Clan treasures, likely. They were bartering, haggling in excessively formal language.

Something on the carpet caught her eye as they passed, but before she could turn to look Tanner gripped her arm tight enough her skin pinched.

“Lauren.” His throat bobbed with a hard swallow. “That’s an AK-47.”

There it was, plain as day, and her knees buckled—Tanner dove for it, eliciting shouts of insults and a smack with a walking stick from the other clan’s Grandmother.

“Where did you find this?” Tanner asked, examining it with trembling fingers, the stamps confirming it was really made in their world and he was sweating. The thing looked old, the strap was tattered and insect-eaten. Straight for the warrior’s tent, Lauren tried holding him by his jacket, but went ignored, with all the calls around them to stop his march.

Every masked head twisted to them, dizzying embarrassment, but necessary. Tanner jutted a confident chin, held the rifle out demanding to know where they had found it. None of them answered, and he stomped through to the central fire, his determination glowing like the red and gold poles that held up the felt. He spoke slow and clear and no one interrupted. “If there are others, and your enemies found them, you would all be dead. Do you understand me? This is from our world. It’s very important that you tell us how you got it. These are more efficient than arrows, find me your best warrior and I can give this to a child and the child could kill him. Where did you find this?”

The Grandmothers came, one speaking harsh, “We found it in the wood. How dare you interrupt our men?”

“What else did you find? Was there anyone with it?”

“Just bones. Some other things, some that we’ve already traded away.”

“Show me. Now.”

“Do it, Grandmother,” Ddun said.

Lauren wanted to fall over. Tanner was right to be as indignant and offencive as he was . . . Even if all the eyes on them burned like battery acid. It was too important.

Cold war era, Tanner said. Russian soldier. She picked up the tattered, rotten uniform, hands shaking so rough it might drop, something pulled out of a nightmare but it was real. The buttons were real, the stitching. Tanner was only interested in the weapon, looking through the chest for ammunition or anything else. Two magazines, and they swore they hadn’t traded anything like that or found any other pieces to match, he sighed in relief, flexing his hands to release tension. There was a knife and a helmet there, too. Everything dirt-encrusted and worn. We aren’t the only ones. We aren’t alone.

Then they held each other and she cried, confused and terrified.

***

Ddun watched the siblings speak in hushed, shaking voices, bent over the strange objects until noticing the attention. Tanner stood and took Ddun aside. “If they’ve had this for a long time, and they found it in the dirt, it might be the only one. He was just unlucky, like we were, but instead of finding help . . .” Tanner’s voice drifted off.

“I’ve never seen either of you so frightened over anything,” Ddun noted uncomfortably. “Can you get it to work?”

“I can try. Aykays are pretty basic. I’m no gunsmith. I cleaned my grandpa’s guns after going hunting and that’s about it.”

“Gunsmith?”

“People who fix guns. That’s a gun.”

“And it shoots these?” He held up a long, brass cylinder, a silverish point at one end. “Like a bow shoots arrows?”

“Yeah, except fast, and far deadlier. I’m telling you, Ddun, if the Stenya had these you would all be dead. All of you. In our world, there are entire peoples that have been wiped out, efficiently and swiftly, just mopped off the earth. We’ve got other guns, all sorts of guns, cannons and missiles and things you can’t even imagine.” Tanner clutched at his stomach with one hand and his face with the other, hunched and tense. Lauren rubbed his back, but kept her lip between her teeth. She was as pallid as he was. “Our world has indoor plumbing and antibiotics and radio and weapons of mass destruction. We put a man on the moon and melted two cities into glass.”

It all sounded like magic. “We have death in our world, too. You’ve seen it. You’ve done it, and you barely batted an eye at it.”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

Tanner frowned, his face a reflection of Ddun’s question. “Because I wanted to protect Lauren, I did it to protect the camp.” Tanner raised his eyes to Ddun with a shake of his head and a twisted lip, a shift in the blue that made Ddun’s palms sweat. “You’ll see. Let me get this clean. Lauren and I can sleep wherever if you don’t want us in the camp.”

“If it were up to me, you would stay. But you made a lot of people upset. My influence can only go so far.”

“That’s alright, chief,” Lauren said, “we’re used to hoofing it on our own.” She twisted her words like fingers through his heart, and he was glad the mask shielded his regret.

When Ddun saw them next, they had changed back into their old clothes, sullen looks on their faces and bent spines. The two clans were feasting and they sat dejected on the outskirts, Tanner sitting with the aykay propped up against his shoulder. His hair was lose and the strings of coins he had earned sat in a pile. Lauren had her black bag in her lap and sat a book on top of it, not lifting her head as he approached with a slave girl holding a tray of food for them. She was scratching something, orange stick in her hands, smudging with her finger, but he couldn’t see the marks. Flicking his fingernails with his thumb, he tried finding the right words before giving up, and turning back to the camp.

By morning, Tanner had set up targets and all the warriors stood around to watch. “This is the sight, you’ll be happy to know that even with my shit aim it’ll help me hit the mark. Ready?”

He stood in a confident pose, one end of the gun pressed into his shoulder and his cheek up against the side, one eye closed for a long, breathless moment. A loud crack made everyone shout in surprise, ears held. What a sight—the fiercest men on their knees at the bang, and even Ddun felt it in his guts as a second crack rang out, and a third, the air itself snapping twain. Tanner took long strides to the target to see what he had done, and Ddun followed close, marvelling at the holes in the wood, through the tree . . . “It’s shooting a bit high, but it’s an alright cluster,” Tanner said, and was the calmest of all the men. “I don’t want to waste any more bullets. You get the idea?”

“Let me try.”

“Not sure if I should,” Tanner smirked.

Ddun held his hand out and Tanner relented as they walked back to the others. Tanner showed him how to hold it, where to place his fingers. Ddun’s mask was knocked askew so he took it right off his head, the sunlight glinting off his cheekbones. Tanner stood back, telling Ddun what to do, and with a jolt and bang Ddun just about dropped the gun in surprise at the force it punched into his shoulder. He didn’t take his finger free of the thing and two more shots cracked skyward, Tanner swearing, gun taken with a hard tug from Ddun’s hands—but his heart was rattling too hard to be offended, too baffled by the force of the thing, it must have held some serious magic in it to make him feel such power in his veins. Devils magic.

“See, that look on your face, right there! That’s why I wasn’t sure if I should let you.”

Half a dozen other warriors stepped forward to try, and Tanner had a glint of humour in his eye to watch Ddun; he must have been looking at the thing with more hunger than intended.

Tanner smirked. “Take me hunting.”

“So you haven’t completely rejected our company?” Ddun asked.

“You’re the ones who made us sleep out here and get our asses eaten by gnats. You can just let me keep this and leave Lauren and me to wander. Up to you.”

“Who says I’d let you keep it?”

“I’d shoot you if you tried to take it.”

“Fair enough.”

Lauren called from the target. “You missed!”

Tanner grinned that wide, obnoxious grin that made his eyes light like blue fire.
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Ddun had a warm belly full of meat and mead and still the sights of the camp irritated him. Tanner didn’t let them keep the gun without first taking all the ammunition from it, which everyone agreed was fair. He knew how to wield it and they didn’t and he convinced them they’d just wind up killing each other. It was now a sacred object, not just a curiosity of value.

The Grandmothers were sisters and as such they argued incessantly over the thing, their shrill insults at each other like a veil of noise over the camp. Ignoring it, every man wanted to hold the gun and smell it and run their hands over the metal as if it were a woman.

Tanner and Lauren were still exiled from the camp, and there was an itch in Ddun to see them, to leave the bickering and perversion behind, and he sought out their little fire.

“What is that book?” he asked, her head still not rising to him as he sat loose-limbed next to her.

“My sketchbook.”

“What is it you’re doing?”

“Drawing.”

“Seems wasteful.” Books were precious, hard to come by. Why not use canvas—

She huffed. Did that offend her? He felt very stupid at the realization, but there was no time to rectify it. “Well, where we come from it’s not. I just needed to draw.”

Her silhouette glowed in a haze of orange from the fire, her scent carried on the breeze. She hadn’t been bathed and the thick clothes held in her sweat. He leaned in close to see the book, trying to ignore the curves of her collarbone poking out from above the strange shirt, or her breasts or cheeks or pout. The page was full of lines and smears of black and grey that shone in the firelight, the shapes looking just like an animal, but he couldn’t name it. The light she imagined there played off the muscles of the creature and it looked like a powerful beast, and he thought it might leap from the page. “What is it?”

“A horse.”

“That’s not a horse.”

“It is where we’re from. Horses are beautiful.” She slapped the pages shut and stuffed the book into her bag. “Please go away.”

Tanner perked up, having nodded off nearby. “What’s wrong?”

Crestfallen at her coldness, Ddun distanced himself in his seat. He flexed his wrist, his thumbnail flicking at his fingers trying to think of something to say. Lauren spoke instead. “We need to go home. I can’t be here anymore.”

Tanner went up onto an elbow. “We can’t. We don’t know how we got here.”

“Well, others have found their way! Maybe they went back, too. I want to go home.”

“Home?” Tanner’s face darkened. “Home is bullshit and you know it. Life is hard here, yeah, sure, but don’t fucking act like our lives haven’t been immensely improved. I’m healthier—I never thought I’d ever see you without a dart in your mouth, we can breathe out here, we can run and leap and sing, there’s nothing in our past to drag us down and our future—it’s unknown and scary but wasn’t it scary at home?

“Did you really think I don’t know about Duke? You promised me you’d take me as far away from mom and dad as possible, and we’re here. Everything you could have asked for, we have right here. There’s nothing for me at home, nothing. I was going nowhere, except maybe prison. Two of my friends ohdeed last year, two! We had nothing. We lived in a shit town with no jobs, no prospects. All of our friends were miserable and we were all sitting around waiting to die.” He paused to breathe. “You’re being a stupid bitch, Lauren.”

“Don’t fucking talk to me. Neither of you fucking talk to me.” Ddun saw the glint of metal in her bag. The knife from the chest—she had stolen it. She closed it up before he could speak, and stood, tossing her hair from her shoulders and walking off into the dark. She stopped at a fallen tree and sat with her back to them.

“Yeah fuck you too, go home if you want. Good luck to you.” Tanner rolled over on his blanket with his hands tucked up under his arms.

Ddun had no idea what to do, feeling the coldness between the siblings, and knew he was an idiot to stay, so he left.

***

A hit to the shoulder startled Ddun awake, Antoll stood over him. “The girl is gone.”

He tensed to process the words through sleep. “What do you mean, gone?”

Antoll tossed Ddun his belt as he spoke. “What does it sound like? Tanner is searching the wood. He tried stealing a horse and just about killed Otun to get to them.”

“The gun?”

“He stole it.”

Ddun’s mead-blurred head boiled in his urgency to dress. “How?” The thing was surrounded by warriors. Were they all dead drunk? Borga was closest to the thing—he probably was half-dead in drink. Ddun wanted nothing more than to finish Borga and Otun off just for the release.

Antoll shrugged. “Good thief.”

“He didn’t use it on Otun, did he?” Out of the tent, dawn-stabbed eyes had him squint.

“No. But he has it all the same.”

In the wood, Tanner was hollering her name, Lauren Lauren bouncing tree to tree, desperation cracking his voice. Ddun’s limbs tingled, his fingers twitching as he avoided the branches to find Tanner.

Ddun called out as he spied him. “What’s happened?”

“She’s gone.” Frantic pacing. “Left her bag. She left her bag!”

“Everything in it?”

“Everything. Including the knife she stole—who cares that she did it. It’s still in there. It’s like she just—like she vanished, man, into thin air!”

Ddun grit his teeth, it stunk of dark magic. If she intended to run away, she wouldn’t have left the weapon. Perhaps she had intended to, but something else snatched her away. “You wanted to go hunting, now we hunt. Antoll and I will round up the best trackers. Keep the gun close.”

“If anyone took her, I’ll kill them.”

Ddun nodded, seeing in Tanner’s harrowed eyes the truth in his words. “Good.”

He felt the same way.

***

“No signs of her in the wood. We checked near the water and left an offering for the river spirits just to be sure. And under the sacred trees.” Rudda was a keen hunter and very superstitious in his methods. Sinewy and limber, flat-faced like a platter and not an easy man to make smile, but he could sniff out a berrybird from a mile away. “There were footprints around where you said she was last seen, but they don’t go far before they just . . . end.”

“Footprints? Her own?” Ddun was sweating in the late summer heat, yet a shiver at the thought she truly vanished.

“Just hers. The last was long, dragged, but it ends.”

“Who strung up those Dvarri we saw a ways back?” Tanner asked.

“There’s a Stenya village not far from here,” Rudda said. “Sometimes troublemakers come out to pick fights with us while we camp here. I’m grateful you lot were able to bury them, they were supposed to be scouting.” Rudda, Antoll and Ddun all stood crossed-arms and silent while Tanner paced.

“I’m going to check the village. Dressed like this I just look like a stranger, not a Dvarri.”

“You don’t speak their language,” Antoll said.

“I’ll figure it out.”

“They’ll kill you.”

“Give me a balaik.”

They all exchanged glances, not thinking of any better idea that would keep them safe—he had the gun, too. They would keep to the outskirts and stay hidden in wait for Tanner to return with any word.

All this was passed by the Grandmothers and they blessed the men.

***

Tanner’s boots crunched the dirt road as he swaggered, whistling and giving a wave to a shepherd boy who had paused his game of whacking flowerheads off with a stick. The boy had short cropped hair and breathed out his mouth. Beyond the shepherd lay a village of stone walls and thatched roofs, stalls of hanging meat and produce at the centre and a blacksmith hammer ringing the air in steady rhythm. The sense of permanence in the stone architecture and manicured fields of grain seemed foreign to him now.

A group of women around a grindstone paused their work to stare at him, and he returned their look with a wink and grin. They all dressed in loose robes held in place with bronze pinnings at the shoulders and leather belts at their hips, leather shoes with decorative punched holes, and they looked absolutely nothing like Dvarri. One of them posed a question to him, and he only shrugged while the other women giggled. He invented an accent for himself to camouflage the Dvarri that came out of his mouth. “No speak Stenya, musica musica!” He pulled the balaik off his back and drummed the body with his fingers, always a smile. The woman all looked at each other and giggled more. He mimed for them that he was walking through and needed a place to rest his head, earn some money, get something to drink. They furrowed their brows at him and he repeated his exaggerated sign language with a laugh.

“Play for us, wanderer,” one of the women spoke in stilted Dvarri. He didn’t fool them, but he stayed smiling—a sort of prideful smile, they think I’m Dvarri. He obliged, keeping an air of flirtatiousness as he sang, fingers plucking the three strings. “This is what I could do to you,” his fingers said, if they only imagined it. The youngest of them blushed as he propped up his leg on a fencepost and gave hazy bedroom eyes at her.

The door to the house behind them opened with a hard clap, a big hairy-shouldered man covered in soot hollered from the doorway—gesticulating violently that Tanner get the hell away from the women, who joyously teased the gruff bastard—a racket of bickering and laughter in Tanner’s wake, onward into the village.

All eyes were on him, briefly and not, as he found a spot in the shade after gesturing his questions, not getting any answers. He laid his jacket on the ground and tossed a coin on top to indicate to them what to do, and began playing. He sang songs Lauren would know, stuffing her name sideways into the lyrics to see if he might get a response. Nothing. He’d have to try and look around after dark. In the meantime, while he kept up his act, a few trinkets were tossed on his jacket and he was given a beer for his thirst, and some smoked meat and tangy sauce stuffed in flatbread. Hospitality to wanderers was sacred in any language here, it seemed.

While he paused to drink, a man approached and gestured to the odd thing on Tanner’s back. Tanner shook his head, no, he couldn’t touch the gun. The man gestured again and took out a purse from his sleeve. No, again. For the first time Tanner felt uncomfortable with a villager. A narrow chin jut out in frustration at this strange-looking wanderer having the nerve to refuse a haggle. Soon the man gave up with shrug and toss of hands, and Tanner relaxed. They had no idea what he had, they had no reason to fear it, it was a curiosity and nothing more.

As the day waned, he strutted about the village, looking in the windows in the hopes Lauren was going to appear, creeping through to storehouses to peer inside, trying to work out how to get to any root cellars in case she was in one of them tied up and gagged. The few who barked choppy Dvarri at him hadn’t seen her and they were beginning to think he looked like a thief. He was a thief, but not at the moment, and that was beside the point.

One of the women from the grindstone sat next to him while he plucked tunelessly, lost in thought. Whoever took Lauren would have practically stepped over him. If she struggled, he slept through it and deserved to be shot. Maybe they didn’t see him. Maybe she didn’t struggle. The woman cleared her throat. “Sleep here, welcome welcome,” she said, pointing behind her. She was a handsome woman, kind and tough. He nodded in thanks, smiling and accepting the spiced milk she held out. He asked her of any other strangers, a woman who looked like him, but he was the only one.

He needed to be casual, keep up his act, as long as needed. Ddun and the others figured he might be there for the night. With no sign of her, and no tall towers with hidden rooms and dangerous moats . . . It was just a village. So what else should he do? Make talk, he supposed.

Though their hospitality and conversation was fair enough—what could be understood—he couldn’t resist the eyes their daughter gave him over their meal of tough bread and braised greens and meat. She had a deep blush and bit lip any time he glanced at her.

So he took her out to the woodshed after the parents fell asleep. She had a plain face but was great with her tongue. Hushed moans and soft laughs and whispers to each other neither of them could understand. It was a fantastic distraction in an attempt to shake the dread from his head, before heading out while it was still dark to find the others waiting to hear word.

Antoll almost looked disappointed they didn’t have to storm through the village and slaughter anybody, but his mood flipped to see the few treasures Tanner walked away with for his stint busking. “You keeping this?” Antoll asked, holding up an earring.

“Nah, have it.”

Ddun wasn’t amused. “So she was taken by someone else, and what, they stepped over you, avoided being seen by anyone, and they all just disappeared?”

Tanner felt low enough he could crawl in a hole and die. He wanted an oxy. He really wanted an oxy. “Yeah.”

“Let’s get back to camp, we’ve wasted enough time.” Ddun was the first to his horse and stayed a distance ahead of them, and Tanner could feel the ice like he rode in the tail of a comet.
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Tanner, still in exile, sat on the fallen tree where Lauren was last seen. In the camp the Grandmothers were both discussing the direction in which they needed to travel next, and he didn’t care. He wanted to stay where he was, if Lauren might come back.

What did they think, when they got up in the morning, two empty sleeping bags . . . Were they expecting bear-torn blood and guts, or some machete-wielding maniac?

Police search. UFO or sasquatch conspiracy nuts setting up cameras and looking for proof of abduction. Maybe Mom or Dad cried. Well, that might have been the most fantastical part of his thoughts, but still, the fact was that they had both gone then the same way Lauren had gone a few nights before.

An oxy, a fucking smoke, and he needed, wanted, needed. A migraine gave him tunnel vision, every noise stabbing his ears, if only he could be hit by a train, can’t someone come up and brain him with a club?

Something upset her to the core, she had been so quiet since . . . since Orman, maybe earlier. Maybe they were mistaken about the footprints, maybe she really did just wander off. No, her sneakers left very distinct prints, they’d know.

It’s all my fault. All of it. Trace a line to the day I was born. A tear fell on his jeans.

Don’t hit him, don’t hit him. Lauren’s voice, from years ago. Young enough it was at their father. A little older and it was at Tanner. By the time she left he was old enough to hit back, but never hit his father. Couchsurfed with friends instead. Expelled from school, kicked from hockey. Got away with sleeping in a communal gig space and no one noticed for a while, he was just that kid that hung around and knew where to score dope. Everything was nothing, all of that happened to someone else. Don’t hit him.

“Tanner.”

He jumped at the voice, wiped his face before turning.

Rudda stood, bow in hand. “They’ve decided. We’re leaving tomorrow. Seasons are changing soon.”

“I’m not going.”

“Let’s go hunting, then. Before we part.”

Tanner nodded, a weak smile.

Rudda was keen to the forest floor, scenting any evidence of game. Tanner followed his cues, keeping silent, low to the earth, the leaves and soil and sweetness of wildflowers and poisonous berries. His head still pounded. Rudda offered up a piece of what looked like wrinkled shoe leather—bark that Rudda assured him would help with the pain, instructing him how to ball it up, and to swallow his saliva.

It tasted bitter, but the chewing itself helped distract him. Felt like coarse gum, once softened he held it like dip in his cheek. His stomach felt numbed as he swallowed his spit, cottony gut.

Scat examined, fur in branches. Tanner could close his eyes and see Grandpa, before he died, the sherpa-lined corduroy and mesh trucker hat, hunter-orange vest with a perpetual cigarette dangling, stories of loose women before Tanner was old enough to get the jokes. No care at all if it was going to scare the game away, it wasn’t about the hunt, not really. He missed his grandpa.

Rudda held out a hand, and Tanner froze. A tight cluster of trees over the river hid a trio of deer, and they looked around with dark, vacant eyes, jaws grinding leaves from saplings. Tanner propped his rifle on a fallen tree and felt the moisture of the earth seep up through his clothes, wad of chewed bark still held in his cheek. Rudda whispered to him some words of guidance that he didn’t hear, not listening but processing the sound of his own breath. Hands steady, the thing shot high remember, sights on the buck, a perfect rack on him, finger slid in the trigger guard, wait for the right turn of the head—before Rudda could say “now” the trigger was pulled, a satisfying punch to the shoulder. He put a good hole through the lungs, red spilling out as the animal fell and thrashed, attempted one last climb up to run but it was no use, it just hadn’t noticed it was dead yet. Rudda gripped Tanner’s sleeve with a celebratory crow. Tanner didn’t notice anything but the mirage.

“Look at that! Look at that!” Rudda forgot the hunting formality, so exultant, ready to jump up to run across the shallow river to see what the bullet had done. “We must leave an offering of thanks for this. Look at that. What a beautiful kill.”

Tanner didn’t see the deer. A curtain dropped with the body, the buck’s fall revealing a shimmer just beyond the branches of trees that made a false archway, and within the arch the shimmer brightened. Lauren was standing there, at her back a glittering body of water with blue mountains against a pink sky, the sun rising. There was a dock, with fishermen preparing their nets, he could almost hear the waves splashing up, the longer he looked the more clear it became. “Lauren?”

Rudda paused his excitement. “What?”

“Do you see it?” Tanner spat the bark and dropped the gun, running across the slippery river bottom to the vision, but as he passed the buck it vanished. Tanner fell to his knees, screaming her name again.

***

Had he hallucinated, the bark did something that Rudda failed to mention? His migraine was really a brain tumour pushing on something that made him see things? Ddun listened to Tanner’s disjointed rambling either way. He got to hunt, how swell, but who cares about that if it was Lauren. Sweat poured off him as he described his vision, every detail right down to what the fishermen wore.

“Kaddusk,” Ddun said. “Our summer capital. Lake Kadd is the only one I know of with mountains to the east and north.”

Rudda nodded in agreement.

“How—how can we know it’s even here? You know? She c-could be back home, isn’t that possible? Or . . . That could be any lake on the planet.”

“It’s not.” Ddun wasn’t only believing what Tanner saw, but encouraging the fantasy. Tanner didn’t know whether to thank him or puke.

But despite the uncertainty, it was their only lead. Worth a shot. “How far is it from here?” Tanner asked.

“Just us? Sixteen days give or take, if the Sky Father favours us and we have good weather.”

Tanner pinched the bridge of his nose, frustrated, disgusted, heart sunk. We’ve already wasted time. “Tell the dick at the stables I’ll really kill him this time if he doesn’t give me the fastest horse.”

“That would be my horse. You get the second fastest.”

***

It was a half-lie. All their horses were made the same, something neither Tanner nor Lauren understood, treating them as if they were alive. It wasn’t the speed of the horse, it was the speed of the rider. Tanner was faster, but Ddun wasn’t going to let him know that, not yet.

Tanner dressed Dvarri again, bathed and ready for travel, but kept the jacket, his strings of coins returned to him and he tied them happily. Ddun figured the jacket was akin to a spirit mask and said nothing. When Ddun brought out the horse, Tanner’s eyes lit up, but he hesitated to take the reins. “What happened to ‘no mask, no horse?’”

“This is a special occasion.” Another half-lie.

Rudda and Antoll insisted on accompanying, and the four of them set off after everything was made ready for their journey while the camp packed up for their own trek to new pasture. Grandmother told them where that would be and made sure that the men were given anything they’d need. Ddun asked Grandmother to hold on to Tanner’s antlers when they had a moment alone, and she accepted them, knowing Ddun’s intent, should they return.

The four rode hard the first day, Tanner complaining with good-natured laughter as they set up the tent. “Never had my ass this sore before, I’ll be walking funny for a while!”

“I’m pretty sure I’ve heard that from a woman!” Antoll said with a slap on his legs, and they were all guffawing like idiots, even Rudda cracked a smile.

It felt good to leave the formality of the clan behind, masks propped up on their heads or tied at their belts while they prepared a fire. Tanner had a strange black thing in his fist that, with a flick of his thumb onto a red tongue, started a fire—quicker than flint, like summoning the flame out of his palm. Ddun had never noticed it before, and held out his hand, Tanner obliged. It felt strange, not metal or wood, except the silvery top. He shook it and heard liquid, sniffed at it, and was ready to put the thing in his teeth to test the material with a bite, but Tanner leapt up and took it from him before his molars applied pressure. “It’s plastic.” He gave a couple flicks of the jagged disk, to show how it worked, how the sparks ignited with a hiss and a strange smell.

Ddun chuckled at the clever little thing. “I would very much like to visit your world one day. Just to see all the things that have allowed you to grow so soft.”

“You’d get fat and bored. ‘Give me convenience, or give me death,’” Tanner said, then held a stalk of grass in his teeth and reclined against a tall waystone.

“You really are a society of kings then, aren’t you?” Antoll prepared the tripod over the fire with a pot hanging, Rudda skinned a freshly caught rabbit. “Ddun would fit right in. His mother was a piss-haired Stenya whore, even their whores aspire to royalty.”

Ddun knew Antoll was trying to get a rise out of him. “I never knew my mother and can’t claim to guess any of her aspirations.”

“Every cock in her mouth a king’s sceptre!” Antoll nudged Tanner’s foot, he was grinning like an imp. “But don’t hold it against him. Anyway, the rest of him is his father. Why do you think our clan is so fucking large? Not the first time we’ve joined with others. The bitegrass bends to us as we march through, get any bigger and the spirits themselves will shriek in terror at the sight of us. It’s enough! I’m a plainsman, I prefer the company of the open sky, Ddun here thinks his cock isn’t a sceptre but a shepherd’s staff, I suppose. But enough about that lout. Ride with us and kill with us, that’s all we ask, we’re very easy-going people, aren’t we, I suppose Ddun is good enough at it, perhaps it is that piss-hair that makes him so eager for a kill, eh? Look at him, a gods-damned proud mongrel thinking he can command attention.”

“I can put my foot up your arse well enough.”

“Too many laws at home trying to keep you from killing anybody,” Tanner said. “You’d all be locked up for life.”

“No wonder you left,” Rudda joked in his dry way.

“No killing anyone when we get to Kaddusk,” Antoll said with a crooked smile and a mocking, waggling finger at his friends. “Especially not any Stenya or Peiransi shits.”

“Don’t we westland boys have a reputation to uphold?” Rudda punctuated his question with a pop of raw heart into his mouth.

“I fucking hate the capitals.” Antoll made it no secret his preference was to be as far away from civilization as he could. The fact that the Stenya were encroaching on their clan lands with their own civilization especially chaffed him. At least Kaddusk was Dvarri, even if they were a different breed.

Wild animals yapped in the distance, birds dove after prey, and the wind rustled the grass. “Then why’d you come?” Tanner asked.

“I couldn’t stand the thought that you three were going to have all the fun.”

“Is Lauren safe there?”

No one could say.

While they waited for food under a darkening sky Antoll drew a game board in the dirt and tossed his bag of carved bones down, inviting anyone to play. Tanner was eager to volunteer and learn the rules, only to stop Antoll with a crack of a laugh. “This is chess!” Tanner rubbed his face with a low grumble before returning to the game. Ddun caught a small nap to the tune of Tanner losing and laughing about it. “Even here I suck at chess!”

“You’ve got to have a sharp mind for it,” Antoll said, only for Rudda to remind, he was only winning because Tanner was worse. Their voices lulled Ddun into a water-thin sleep.

Another group of travellers came by and shared their fire, waking Ddun. They had chests of foreign wine and dried fruit and spice, beads and reams of cloth, and gargantuan men to guard it. The merchants only took out enough to show off and persuade a trade, hungrily eyeing the coins adorning the four men. It worked, Tanner happy to haggle the price of the wine, glinting his coins in the sun.

From the vantage of their fire, Tanner’s smooth hands left Antoll and Rudda exchanging looks and turning away, as if what the man was doing was none of their business . . . but during the exchange Ddun watched with a furrowed brow, wondering what it was they didn’t witness. After the merchants went on their way, Tanner snickered and showed off the coins the wine seller didn’t get, and upended a jug with a red trickle down his chin. “They were assholes,” he shrugged as if answering their silence with his reasoning.

He wasn’t reprimanded, not with that logic—the merchant was Peiransi anyway which made Tanner correct in his assessment—and especially since he was happy to pass the jug around. The merchants must not have noticed the trick that night, because they never returned.
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Halfway to Kaddusk, and whenever Tanner closed his eyes he saw Lauren standing in the woods over the buck, so real he thought he could grab her and pull her back, but it was dust. If his vision was true, which the others believed—because they believed unwaveringly in visions and magic and the supernatural at large—they would find her soon. If it was wrong, or if she was gone from the capital . . . He didn’t want to think about that.

The closer they got, the more crowded the route became. Accents changed, Ddun became Thun and most egregiously Tsun, and Tanner could see the red in Ddun’s face whenever someone made a jab at him afterwards. Antoll was particularly merciless. Rutsa didn’t bother Rudda at all, no matter how hard they gargled the R, so no one bothered to tease him about it.

Ddun and the others kept their masks on whenever the sun was up, nodding greetings as they passed through travelling camps on their way back out to the prairie, ones that might be kin, but sharing roadside fires and talking with such different folks lightened Tanner’s spirit. There was so much about this place to learn, he felt like an insatiable sponge. New instruments and sports and jokes, foods and drinks he never thought he’d try. The dull looks in the eyes of his travel mates, all the droll topics, and he wondered how he’d look to them if everything was flipped. Yeah, that’s a phone, yeah that’s a car. Who cares? They’d be floored and he’d be yawning. Or would he be more like Antoll, eager to see their reactions to the quirks of his world? Sometimes he really felt like a dope, asking so many questions and still not understanding the Dvarri. Antoll was always the quickest to answer, Ddun more often than not was telling Tanner to shut up.

Clans went out in every direction, their paths a spiderweb through the grass—how many clans, how many miles did they spread out? The landscape was huge and open and harrowing, a savage place for savage people—a wholesome place for wholesome people—exaggerated severity as the prairie grasses turned to mossy tundra with splashes of gravelly desert sand. Being out riding, rather than travelling on carts under canvas roofs, it made him especially aware of the vastness of the place—the overwhelming, empowering, crushing, freeing nature.

One final well for a few days travel, they told him, and they all filled as many skins of water as they had brought. Merchants and whores all peddled their wares at the little oasis and there were even bureaucrats there to collect tolls. Not from them, of course, they were Dvarri warriors—though the toll keepers gave Tanner a judging glance before Ddun told them, in polite words, to fuck off. Tanner didn’t think the Dvarri had any sort of central system, but that was the innerlands for you, Antoll moaned. “Fucking Peiransi.”

Tanner couldn’t tell them apart.

“When we found you at the sacred spring, I thought we’d be done with the innerlands until next year,” Ddun said, half complaint and half regret.

Antoll cracked his back with a stretch. “On the bright side, the capital is in the midst of shifting south. Should be less crowded.”

“Shifting?” Tanner asked.

“In winter it’s in Kisku, in summer it’s in Kaddusk.”

“Even your capital won’t stay put.”

“Makes life more interesting!” Antoll had been chewing that bark for a stomach ache and his teeth were turning yellow.

“Give me a bite of that.”

“Headache again?”

“Sure.”

“Buy me some wine.”

So there was more to that bark. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Antoll slapped a piece into Tanner's hand and he wedged it to the back of his mouth, that welcome cotton stomach as he swallowed his spit. Without pain to treat, it went right for his senses, pleasant but different to his old habits. The longer he chewed, the brighter and softer his thoughts got. Antoll had a stomach ache as much as he had a headache.

By nightfall all four were chewing the bark for the pain in their backs and thighs, to keep hunger and cold at bay, to ride longer and get through the stretch of sand. Bandits could sprout up out of it, he was told, and they all kept their weapons ready. Every blurry sparkle of moonlight off the ground snagged his attention, millions of diamonds beneath him, scratching at his eyes if he didn’t blink, every little insect that disturbed the surface was worth interest. At one point he thought he saw a bear, though he wasn’t sure if bears existed like he knew them, but it was only a toppled cart with tattered carpet billowing in the wind.

None of the sights bothered him. He was all cotton, and he wanted to fuck. More bark. They all had teeth that were borderline fluorescent, and his gums were swollen as he ran his half-numb tongue along them and laughed. Then Antoll laughed because Tanner was laughing, and Rudda and Ddun joined in, a pack of hyenas. But no bandits came, and none of them slept.

At dawn, everyone feeling their limbs again, they rested, all taking sticks and flaying them into little brushes to dip into salt and scrub the colour off their teeth. They each emptied a skin of water in one sitting but as Tanner chewed the dried meat from their packs—it was agony. Renewed awareness of the cracking scar at his jaw as he flexed his face, but they were almost through the sand, the punishment was worth the freeness of his thoughts through the night.

Then the bandits sprouted out of the sand, quiet and cold. The four of them hadn’t gotten back on their horses yet, still sitting prone, their backs to the unknown number.

“Hands up, boys,” one said, Tanner’s skin chilled at the surprise. The bandit had that accent the others had mocked at Ddun.

“We’ve got warriors here. They might put up a fight,” another said, voice dripping with taunting sarcasm.

“And I’ll be happy to take all their noisy beads and coins when they try. Stay there,” the command was directed at Antoll, who had shifted how he sat as if getting ready to pounce, but instead he froze. Tanner could sense the weapons pointed at their backs, but he had no distinct thoughts, just a buzz in his fingertips.

Ddun was the next to move, slowly turning, flicking his eyes at Tanner and the AK under his arm. They had no idea what he held was a weapon.

“A-ah, stay facing that way.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen bandits so incredibly foolish as you lot,” Ddun spat, still tinged yellow. Tanner held his breath to see other heads peak out over low rocky dunes on either side of them, wrapped in taupe gauze.

“And what the hell are four westland warriors doing away from their clans? Shouldn’t you be out getting fucked by the Stenya? Did you leave your women to them instead?”

Sand hissed and stung against Tanner’s cheek, the sky was a wash of pastels and cloudless, stars still refusing to relent to the brightness of the sun. It was beautiful. He spat blood from his swollen gums and lifted the rifle up in one swift movement, holding the trigger down until the four men to his left were dusted, puffs of sand where he missed, the dissonant pop of bullets with the echoes cracking back and men screaming in surprise all ear-shattering and vulgar, breaking the peaceful illusion of the desert. He turned to the bandits behind them, let loose another volley and they all dropped. The least fortunate man, pressing the gaping holes where his insides spilled out, blubbered: “You—you’re a sorcerer, a sorcerer! Get away, away!” Ddun was kind enough to dispatch the prick with a hacking stroke of his sabre to the neck. The other bandits that could, ran off.

Antoll and Rudda both held their hands to their heads, elbows down in the sand. Rudda had seen the deer, but it was nothing like this. No art to it, pure slaughter, and it was so fast, they had no time to process any of it. Tanner’s lungs heaved, he had been holding his breath too long. Legs like jelly as he stood, but that might have been from riding through the night, he didn’t know. He didn’t feel anything for what he did, the lasting effects of the bark kept him from being nauseous, though he knew he should be. A strange dull heat from his stomach, that was all. Ddun stood over the bodies and held a hand to his mouth. “That’s some devilish magic, I don’t know. I don’t know.”

“Not magic. Just lead.”

Antoll groaned—the bandits had time to get him in the chest with something thrown, a heavy dart. A lucky shot in the chaos. The worst was coming, they had to pull the thing out.

“It’s barbed,” Antoll said through clenched teeth in threat, as Rudda knelt to examine it.

“I’ll be gentle,” Rudda said, might have lied. “Luckily there’s no pitch for your blood to loosen. Solid metal. I won’t have to do any fishing.”

“Oh, just do it, you cunt.”

“Look up.”

Antoll let out a rough growl while Rudda pulled the thing out of his rib, a man to each arm. Antoll’s veins in his neck bulged as he cursed them out. Not much blood lost, but he’d be miserable. The three men who had the scars to prove it all assured Tanner arrows were much worse.

“Lets see what the pricks left for us,” Rudda said, volunteering to break the long silence after they dealt with Antoll’s chest. Antoll was given more bark to chew, some of which was spat into the bandage to make a poultice over the hole, and the remainder of their wine went quickly down his throat.

Each of them were heavier after plucking the dead men clean.

***

“Leave me alone, you bitch!”

Lauren was sopping wet, fighting against strong hands. She had been pulled through a disc in the air and stumbled onto a pier, only to slip on the edge as she struggled, plunging into frigid black water. Too sudden, and too confused to swim, she took in a painful gulp—again, pulled onto the weather-beaten wood. Coughing and sputtering, she saw two broad-shouldered men and a thin, cat-like woman staring down at her. It was too dark to make out distinct features.

No one else was there to watch as they lifted her upright and dragged her down the pier. “Leave me alone! Tanner!”

“He can’t hear you.”

Lauren looked over her shoulder, and it was the same as before. The way back was gone. All her things—the knife—left on the other side.

And this strange woman didn’t dress like a local.

“Where are we?” Lauren asked through chattering teeth.

“In the same place, don’t worry.”

“What?”

“Just a little ways away.”

Lauren’s muscles tensed at the lilt of the woman’s voice. “My brother is going to find me, and you’re fucking dead.” The grip on her arms tightened as she struggled again.

The woman shrugged.

Hanging lamps and moonlight, all the buildings strange, shadows hiding their shapes. The air was thick with the smell of salt fish and smoke from uncountable hearthfires, sweat and piss and dung. There were still some low voices murmuring through the night air from nearby buildings but otherwise everything was still, while she was trembling with the fear her boast about Tanner finding her was a lie.

A man in the shadows locked eyes with her, a streak of light through wood slats the only proof he existed.

***

They passed a great open field, painted white rocks in a huge oval, stone stairs in rows. The sight was a relief to Ddun, it meant they were getting close.

“A coliseum?” Tanner asked.

Antoll answered him. “This is the games complex. You’ll see more fields like this as we get closer.” All four of them looked haggard and any of them would kill for a bath and a solid rest, sick of each other’s company and the stink of each other’s belches and farts in their shared tent. Ddun wanted desperately for Tanner to stop asking questions and wished he stole more wine to keep his mouth clamped shut over the end of the jug for a while. If Lauren wasn’t there when they arrived, with fanfare and smiles, Ddun was ready to burn the place.

“How will we know where to look?” Tanner had asked days ago. Ddun figured they’d just tear the place apart, at this point his mind was so exhausted and his horse had been so worn that still seemed like the best idea.

They could see Lake Kadd from the games complex, and the foggy mountains blue in the distance. The lake was enormous, the lifeblood of the region. If it were salty, it would be a sea. Fat rivers and mountain streams fed into it and brought commerce. Brought armies, too, though it had been many years since anyone was foolish enough to try. Graveyards of invaders littered the landscape, and sometimes Ddun wished he had been alive to see it. The Ilsu mountains across the lake might still have dried up corpses from the last attempt through, a hundred years ago, no one able or willing to claim their dead from the heights.

“What are you thinking about?” Tanner asked.

“Strangling you.”

Tanner only chuckled. Sometimes his eyes glinted and he really did take after his sister. They both dared anyone to follow through with their threats, just with their eyes.

A steamhouse. No hesitation, they stabled the horses. Beautiful, lithe girls stripped them down and scrubbed them, washed and oiled their hair, and the healing steam opened their lungs and noses to clear out the days of grit collected. The girls all the while were swatting down wandering hands as if they were consummate virgins. Tanner managed to con a kiss out of one of them, the flirtatious whelp.

For a coin the girls gave them tea and smoked fish and the men were off again, rejuvenated.

At the edge of Kaddusk the only evidence of clan camps were the midden heaps, abandoned hearths and cobb walls of the animal pens. Weeks ago there would have been thousands of people milling about. Marriages arranged, bartering and competition, on the fields and off. Dancing and fighting. Now it was skeletal fences and dropped clan banners, all the way through to the outer quarters of Kaddusk, where Stenya traded and ran businesses and Peiransi shuffled through scrolls and books and complained that the Dvarri were hard to chase after for tax collection. A sandstone castle, wide and flat, hundreds of years old, took up the far edge of the city, housing the tall steel tower the legends claimed would light the sky but he had never seen it done. The Grandfather Chief lived there, and that’s where any taxes went. Ddun never cared for visiting the castle, but as a Dvarri warrior it was a necessity. The sight of the ancient place up close always made him forlorn.

Tanner’s eyes were wide and stupid as always, trying to take it all in.

“We should buy more horses while we’re here,” Rudda said. They had enough coin from the dead men alone to buy a few, but that’s not why they came. They needed to look for Lauren.

“We should go to the docks,” Ddun said. “See if it really was what Tanner saw in his vision.”

They wove through the streets, avoiding the filth in the channels that flowed down to the lake.

Tanner was pale to see the beach. “That’s what I saw. Those mountains. She stood right there,” he hopped off his horse and pushed between two fishermen hauling nets, “right here.”

He knelt on the water-worn pebbles and discarded shells and looked out to the east, finally silent.

***

They lounged on the ground with plush woven mats under them just like in camp, after enquiring about Lauren at all the meadhalls and alehouses and anywhere else in the city that would allow them in, when an old man with thin grey hair and missing teeth psst for their attention. Tanner figured the guy was Peiransi, no scientific reason for his assessment, only a hunch. Tanner looked up from his beer, hopeful, and nodded his permission for the man to speak.

“She looked like you.” The old man sat on the mat next to Tanner, breath foul like fermented fish. “Same eyes.”

“You saw her?” Tanner just about dropped his cup, his heart so lifted.

Ddun leaned forward, and the others pricked their ears to listen to the man’s dry whisper.

“I was at the docks when she appeared. I’m invisible to them, but she saw me. She fell in the water and they picked her out and took her.”

“Who’s ‘they?’”

He held out a filthy, trembling hand, and Tanner slipped a copper piece into his palm. He kept it extended, and a second coin clicked down, then a third. With that the old Peiransi was happy. “The witch at the castle. But you didn’t hear it from me.” He winked, whistling through the wide gap between his teeth. “I bet she’d pay handsomely for that thing on your back.”

“Oh?”

The old man stood and hobbled off, no more information from him.

“I thought you people killed kings.” Tanner bit his nails as he spoke, ready to jump up and bolt to the sandstone walls. “So who’s the castle for?”

“No king lives there,” Antoll said. “The Dvarri crown is cursed. Besides, he knows we’d kill him if he declared himself king.”

“Who’s ‘he?’”

“Grandfather. Our elected Chief. When all the clans get together he makes sure we don’t kill each other. If someone tries bringing an army over our lands he gathers up all the warriors to meet them. But he’s not there for life if we don’t let him, his sons don’t get the title. We have a moot when he’s dead. Not a king.”

“Not technically.”

“Kingship implies the Gods chose him. That’s very arrogant, isn’t it?” Antoll laughed into his mug. The wound on his chest was a distracting shade of purple without the gauze to cover it.

“Can we see him?”

“He’s probably already in Kisku.”

“So it’s just the witch then?”

It was Ddun’s turn to speak. “I’ve never heard of any witch living there. That old beggar is full of shit.”

“I’m willing to try any lead and so far that’s the only one we’ve got.” Tanner spat his fingernail out onto the mat. “You three can stay here eating greasy mystery meat if you want, I’m going to the castle.” He gulped the last of his beer, chewing the soft bready bits floating in it, and stood. Ddun grabbed Tanner’s arm, catching the denim to hold him in place. He didn’t want to be held in place and wrenched the jacket sleeve free, his face twisted in a scowl of sheer disappointment.

“Don’t be so foolhardy. Let’s sleep first. Maybe the old man was only after your coins.” Antoll was the last of them that Tanner would think being foolhardy was a bad idea.

All three pairs of brown eyes pleaded with him to stay put—well, maybe not Rudda, but he was always hard to read. Tanner’s muscles twitched, but they outranked and outnumbered him.

“We need to get the horses looked over.” Ddun picked his teeth as he spoke.

“Where do you do that?”

“At the castle.” Bracing himself for the punch Tanner threw at him had Ddun laughing as it landed hard on his arm, thumb still in his mouth like a toddler.

“You bunch of cocksuckers—”

“But we really should—”

“Get the horses looked at?”

“Of course.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

11

 

If it weren’t for Rudda’s excellent eavesdropping, they wouldn’t have discovered the gossip of local cloth merchants wondering why Grandfather had remained at the castle, instead of heading south. His concubines and wives and armoured men had all gone, as did all the business, as usual—was Grandfather ill? Would they have to convene a moot soon?

No mention of any witch, or any girl.

It prickled Ddun’s skin to hear this from Rudda, as they feigned interest at the horse corral outside the castle gates. “It smells like an electrical fire,” Tanner declared as they walked the perimeter of the fencing, salesmen thirsting after them and barking offers, getting increasingly desperate as the four ignored the noise. Ddun didn’t know what Tanner meant by the observation, except Ddun now knew an electrical fire smelled like a herd of horses.

“I almost wish it was the height of summer,” Rudda said once they passed the corral, “more people means less attention on us.”

“Either way, the keep always has guests. With Grandfather still there, we can try and seek audience with him.” Ddun bit into the honey cake he bought from a stall they had passed on their way. Honey was irresistible.

“The Stenya,” Tanner backhanded Ddun’s arm with a flick, almost knocking the cake from its route to his mouth. The risk of losing his sweet made Ddun’s face go hot. It was his one vice when he came to the city. If Tanner had knocked the honey cake out of his hand, the idiot’s face would be meeting Ddun’s foot. “Tell him about the attacks.”

“Will you be alright to stay out of the feast-hall?” Antoll asked Tanner. Ddun stuffed the cake into his face before there was any more risk of losing it, honey sticking in his beard and on his fingers. “You aren’t a—”

“I get it,” Tanner said, a curt stab of words.

Ddun had sympathy for him, despite the recent annoyance. “Offer up something. Your jacket, the gun. Offer it to the witch, if she really does collect these things. You won’t let her take them, of course.” Ddun was still cleaning his fingers as he spoke.

“Obviously.”

At the castle gatehouse Ddun told the gatemen they sought audience, and was told to wait.

Tanner pressed a hand to the ancient red stone, the mortar crumbled at his touch. Ddun’s heart crumbled with it, dreaming while awake of what the ancient plaster, desperately clinging in few patches, was once painted with. It had covered the entire wall top to bottom, centuries ago. Scenes of past glories, of fables or heroes—he had always admired what was left still stuck to the walls, all the faded colours on the stark white—and watched with an inexplicable sadness as Tanner fit his fingertips in to pull a dusty pinch of stone and plaster off that fell with a patter on the ground. This place was ready to turn to dust. Everything did after a long enough wait, he supposed; the mountains might crumble, the lake might dry up, the tower might collapse. But this castle—this sacred place to the Dvarri—to see it so weary made something in Ddun’s heart pang for a past he never knew. Tanner didn’t touch the wall again and he was glad he wouldn’t have to stop him. Tanner had a sorrow in his eyes, too, as they scanned what was left of the brilliant plaster. “This should be preserved.”

“I’d like to,” Ddun said, half-whispered and mournful.

The gatemen returned and bowed their heads. “Grandfather will see you in the feast-hall.”

As they passed through the large gatehouse Antoll spoke out of the corner of his mouth. “Well, that was easy.”

The tower like a lance to the heavens, the temple, the servants quarters and the barracks, the brewery, and the menagerie. Tanner’s eyes could hardly take it all in and his head was ready to snap off his shoulders for how much he twisted it around to look. Especially at the menagerie. Ddun heard Tanner take a sharp breath.

“Ddun, remember what Lauren was drawing the night she vanished?”

“Yes, why?” He followed Tanner’s gaze. He had secretly flipped through that precious book more than once after she vanished. It was far from a waste, and he regretted his ignorant words. The memory summoned her art in flesh: Ddun spied the rich, ruddy brown head shake side to side, intricate iron fence keeping it in. A gorgeous beast, real soul in its eyes even at a distance, ears reacting with little flicks. He wanted desperately to see it close.

“That’s a real fucking horse,” Tanner’s voice was air. “A real horse.”

“Yes, it’s miraculous and marvelous and all the rest, calm down.” Antoll nudged him. “Practise formal impartiality while we go before Grandfather. We’ll all be, too, our masks will stay tied to our belts as we enter.”

Tanner hadn’t stopped walking, hadn’t tripped up. “Right.” He faced forward and took a breath, wiping sweat from his brow.

The halls were empty and dead compared to when Ddun had entered them last. Their leather soles had their footfalls silent on the stone floor, the interior darkened and relied more on ornately painted clay lamps and wrought iron sconces instead of sunlight. Ddun half expected Lauren to pop out of the shadows, but there was no one but a few armoured men between the entranceway and the feast-hall.

The pillared expanse still had silken pillows and woven mats laid carefully on the floor, gold embroidery and stuffed tight with down, awaiting the mass of warriors that would feast there next summer. Shields and tapestries decorated the walls, the plaster as badly crumbled as the outer walls but what few images remained were brighter. The pillars were carved in an ancient language, encircling each pillar ceiling to floor but as far as he knew no one understood the words. Grandfather sat in the formal way, a skinny old man with whisps of white hair and sagging jowls, dandruff coating his chest, and they all bowed to him and sat at an equal level. Behind Grandfather stood a woman Ddun didn’t recognize, a tall woman wearing the long fur-edged silks so fashionable to the cultures north of the mountains, pale blue and shimmering, her dark hair piled high on her head. He admired her rose-tinted cheeks and cunning eyes for only a moment until she spoke.

“You have intriguing gifts there, young Dvarri. Make a proper offering of them, then.” Ddun could see Tanner’s jaw knot as he removed the jacket off his back, laying the gun on top of it.

“Not gifts,” Grandfather corrected her with a raise of his hand. “We will pay him fairly.”

Her eyes narrowed arrogantly, focused entirely on Tanner. “And where did you acquire these things? I’m sure you came here because you’ve heard I’m a collector of these . . . odd objects.”

“In truth, we came to discuss my clan’s troubles with Stenya encroachment in the westlands,” Ddun said with practised formality. “We heard Grandfather was still here and sought audience. Your collection will benefit us both, in this case. We could hire smiths for battle-clothes.”

The woman didn’t take her eyes from Tanner while Grandfather spoke. “Stenya . . . yes yes. But skirmishes on our western boarder is nothing new. Is there something different now, anything else I need know?”

This was where Ddun felt the eyes of his kin on him, knowing while he sometimes lacked words he had the confidence in the projection of them, and rarely faltered when speaking with Grandfather or anyone. “We seek your blessing to unite clans and raise an army, to remind them where not to pasture.”

“What brought you here, instead of Kisku?” Her tone was both bitter and inquisitive. “You wouldn’t have known Grandfather remained behind, not if you’ve travelled the gruelling distance . . .”

“Coincidence, Lady . . .”

“Meired, my apologies, here I am being a rude host—she is a guest here, helping me oversee the castle, an ambassador from the north.” Was that a drop of sweat at Grandfather’s temple? Ddun kept his face and limbs as still as glass, though his stomach tightened.

“Lady Meired,” Ddun said. “It was a coincidence, as we came looking for someone very dear to us. She was last seen here in Kaddusk.”

“Oh?” Eyes still on Tanner . . . Ddun could see Tanner struggling not to fidget under her scrutiny—but he maintained good posture, Ddun was satisfied with the attempt. “That is a coincidence.” She stepped toward them, embroidered slippers brushing the stones, arms loosely crossed in a contemplative pace. Tanner kept his eyes lowered, and Ddun wished he could read what was on Antoll or Rudda’s minds. Did they distrust her as strongly as he did? “I’d like to show you where I keep these treasures—just you,” she pointed to Tanner. Ddun kept his arms at his knees with increased difficulty, wanting to reach for his knife.

Tanner looked to Ddun with eyes that pleaded for guidance, but he could offer none. “I’ll go,” he said with slight hesitance. “I’ll see your collection.”

Grandfather smiled thinly. “I’ll have tea with these men in the meantime.”

Ddun didn’t want tea. He wanted to find Lauren and get out of there, the tingling up his spine getting stronger. “Wonderful, Grandfather. An honour.”

***

“Leave those,” Meired said as Tanner reached for his jacket and the rifle. His guts were all tangled in him, to stand with Dvarri politeness took huge effort. Her voice was carved ice. Clear and sparkling, cold and dripping. She dressed as if it were perpetual winter, long-sleeved gown tight from neck to navel and the skirt long and loose. He followed her from the hall (she walked like a cat in heat) and gave one last look over his shoulder to the others on the cushions, all but Grandfather had a look behind their eyes of distrust, he was getting used to Dvarri stone-faced expression, but there were tells unique to each man. Ddun made to clench a fist but stopped himself, hardly more than a twitch. Tanner swallowed, stomach tight as he passed through the archway after Meired.

The halls were silent, sleepy guards with scaled armour posted in doorways their only company. Eventually they came to a narrow passageway, twisting stairs leading downward, and everything inside him screamed not to follow her down, yet his legs moved anyway. He went to put a hand to the knife at his belt, only to find it missing.

How? He never removed it.

His head hurt, a dull throb out from the centre, making it hard to focus his eyes.

A rattle of keys and a squeal of iron at the bottom of the stairs, and there was the room. She took a lit clay lamp from its hanger and held it out to lead him in.

The glow from the lamp passed over her treasures, leaving him cold and sick to see it all. Radios, a pager, clothes, watches, wallets stuffed with useless business cards and government issued IDs, children’s toys, things too old or unusual for Tanner to identify . . . anything that might have been in the pocket of whoever came through to this world. There was a pile of weapons: pocket knives, pistols, hunting rifles, camp hatchets, even a couple fishing rods. It was like looking into an antique shop with all the displays spread on the floor. Then there were scrolls and tablets and books, sheets of illustrated vellum scattered and haphazardly piled and all pushed up against one wall, maybe the room had been a library at one time and she re-purposed it for her own hobby.

A manifestation of all the people lost, maybe hundreds of years, stacked in piles. He choked.

“I’m thrilled you found your way here,” she said. “Makes my life that much easier. You know, when Lauren was first brought to this room, she cried. What do you feel, to look upon these things?”

Lauren is here! His heart bubbled with trepidation.

“I wish so dearly to control the portals. Do you know how hard it is to collect these things? Trading with locals too clueless to understand what they found. I’ve gone as far as the fingers of trade can stretch. And then . . . I felt it, I felt the disturbance that someone else came through, and I went through every scroll and tome for any clues how to control it, how to find you . . . I finally had it work—just once!—but it led me to her. I didn’t know about you until she told me.”

He didn’t want to listen anymore. His fingers flexed in and out of a fist while the woman continued talking.

“She can’t control the power either. Despite being the only ones I’ve found still living who have passed through the worlds . . . I haven’t quite discovered how to get her to command the gift. Maybe you? I’d hate to think you’re both as useless to me as this brickabrack.” He eyed the hatchet across from where she stood, sweating with the urge to grab it and hack her to death. She laughed, flickering the flame on the lamp as her hand bounced with the movement. “I’m rambling, forgive me.”

“Take me to see her.”

“No, no I don’t think so, not yet.” She turned to him, and everything went dark.

***

Grandfather held his porcelain cup in two shaking hands, the tremble of an old man. Ddun hoped to be dead before he got that old, there would be one last raid, one last battle, and he would die with honour in the field. He would be miserable to be so old.

He sipped his own cup. It was luxurious in his mouth, as was anything served in this hall. The thick milk that cooled the tea was like velvet over his tongue. And yet the usual comfort he derived from it was hollow; he was too uneasy by that woman, by Grandfather’s dismissive avoidance. There was something wrong. It threatened to curdle the milk in his stomach.

Antoll tried again to discuss their troubles, to make their pretence for audience seem more real—not that it was false, but . . . “We should have them exiled from the cities if they are going to be so hostile to our people in a time of supposed peace. These are Dvarri lands and we need to show them that we mean to keep it that way, otherwise everything is performative. If they were invading with an army, it would be clear—we would don our battle-clothes and organize our men to action—but instead they are rooting us out from underneath.”

Grandfather stayed silent in his cup, as if there were Stenya listening in the sandstone and he was afraid to speak.

“Do we have your blessing, Grandfather? To make Ddun a true chief in the westlands, to gather our plainsmen brothers, to lead them?”

Ddun was taken aback by Antoll’s words. Am I really worthy of such a thing? What have I done to prove myself? But there it was, out on the mat like the tray of cheese and tea, for Grandfather to take.

But he left it to the flies. “I will not take our people back to those times. A chief of the westlands, a chief of the innerlands, next the eastlands and the lowlands, ambitious chiefs sprouting up everywhere, where does it stop? When we all kill each other, that’s when. Let us say Chief Ddun pushes back the Stenya, they are wholly dealt with, and then, what? You’d go after each other. This is why I am here. I remember you at the games, young man,” he spoke to Ddun, “there’s no doubt in my mind you would be able to command. But not now.”

Ddun clenched his jaw, failing at keeping his face impartial.

“They will pick us off one at a time like rabbits,” Rudda said, his only words so far. The air was heavy where the words fell, and the men all returned to choking down tea, politely and quietly.

Finally the old man lowered his cup. “I will bequeath a secret to you three, so you might not think this meeting was all for nought. Meired is close to a discovery that will give us untold advantage over all the other tribes and nations, power that we can’t even conceive.”

Ddun put his cup down hard. “I don’t yearn for any such power, Grandfather, I just want my people safe and free to live how we have always lived.” And you shouldn’t, either. That witch is getting to your head, and you’ll wind up losing it from your ambition.

There was a commotion down the easterly corridor, heads turning with curiosity to the sound. Guards were shouting, and Grandfather began to shrink up and sweat.

“Find her!” the witch shouted, unseen in the corridor. “She figured it out, that bitch!”

Grandfather’s face paled and the three plainsmen turned to see what caused it.

Lauren stood at the back of the hall, her eyes darting and confused, chest heaving, and Ddun jumped to his feet without a second of hesitation. “Ddun!” was her only word before fainting. He fell to his knees and cradled her, brushed tangled hair from her face. The deep red silk of her dress, too tight and pinching at her neck, the bronze fastenings pulled at the fabric. Her wrists were bruised with evidence of rope, and to see her cheeks stained with dirt and tears and scratches . . . there was a fire ignited so rich with hatred he could taste the smoke on his breath—but her heart beat steady, she breathed, so he swallowed the smoke and prayed for her to wake. He stood, carrying Lauren, and turned to see the guards with swords at Antoll and Rudda’s necks, Grandfather was gone from the hall.

“Put her down,” the witch said. “Her brother is a dead man if you don’t.”

“What have you done with him?” Perhaps it was the roar of his question, but Lauren stirred, whispering something inaudible. She brought her arms up to his shoulders and held him. He glowered at the witch that dared threaten him, but she didn’t relent.

“Put her down, or it won’t matter.”

He decided to call her bluff. “No.”

Rudda was quick, plunging his knife up into the groin of the guard that stood over him, movements so slick none of them noticed he had taken the knife in hand. Antoll levelled his man with a strong pull at the leg, and Rudda finished the job with a plunge of blade to the heart—one guard bleeding out and the other dead, at the commotion the witch was fleeing and howling her displeasure.

“Where’s Tanner? Where’s Tanner?” Lauren’s voice was panicked and dry. Antoll grabbed Tanner’s things and ran to Ddun and Lauren, eyes bright with excitement and anger—they’ve spilled blood in the castle, and more men were surely heading there to kill them. Rudda tied his mask over his face, prepared for war, and Antoll did the same, before taking Lauren from Ddun’s arms so he might ready himself.

It was cold without her close.

“She took him,” Antoll said. “We don’t know where.”

Lauren was able to stand with Antoll’s help. “I know where,” she said, shaking words, but fresh guards had arrived. Ddun guided her behind him, their backs to the wall, ready to strike down any of the guards who dared test themselves.

The room shook, the ceiling crumbling on their heads. A low rumble spread through as if the earth itself shifted, as pebbles tapped helmets the guards hesitated in their duty to slaughter. A shrill crowing, a long howl, and the stench of lightening and blood and bile filled the air.

Lauren held Ddun’s arm. “It’ll come from there.” She pointed to the corridor the witch had lead Tanner down, to their left. The guards spun, sweating and quivering to see what demon might appear there. Ddun’s heart rattled in his chest, and he gripped his sabre tight.

Antoll and Rudda took a cautious step back as another ear-quaking cry came from the corridor, and another shake of the ground beneath them. The guards were smart enough to run, fleeing out to the castle courtyard. Ddun didn’t care for smarts in that moment, he wanted to kill everything in the castle without the burden of intelligent thought, including the horror that was about to creep out at them. Antoll grabbed three dusty shields from the wall and distributed each, and Rudda picked up the gun that Tanner left behind.

A horrible black beak appeared, the head of an enormous eagle, tall enough to nearly brush the top of the archway as it skulked its way through. From the head came a sabrecat’s body, claws extended and fur blackened with a putrid grease, feathered wings extended out once the beast was free of the confines of the corridor with another trilling crow. Lauren’s fingers quaked on his arm, and she was whispering something he couldn’t understand, a hasty mumbling. He readjusted his grip on the hilt, Antoll and Rudda spreading out to position themselves behind the pillars, and the castle rumbled again, more dust in their eyes.

“I have to get to him. Ddun, let me go, I know where he is.”

He tilted his head to her, not taking his eyes from the beast. “Can you free him?”

“I think so.”

He didn’t want her out of his reach, after so long, but he relented. He craned his neck to see how far the beast was from the corridor as it howled and spat at them, hackles up and ready. “Wall to the left, run!” She stepped forward, a deep breath and she tore at the collar of the dress to free herself, huffing through her teeth, she flew. Antoll drew the beast away from her, and Ddun waited until she was safely to the corridor before approaching the demon.

Rudda tried the trigger of the gun, but nothing happened.

***

Tanner woke up in a cell, a strong rumbling of the floor jarred him awake. He bolted to a sit and grabbed at the iron bars that held him. Underneath him was a mess of straw, and a stinking bucket of piss and shit in the corner. Rats gnawed at the toes of a dead man across from him, and if he wasn’t so frightened by the shake of the floors and walls he might have puked at the scenery. Instead, he hauled himself to his feet, pressed up against the bars, and banged his palm on them in anger, making a racket. “Hey! Hey, let me out of here! You bitch!” His nostrils flared, his skin burned, and he could barely think.

“Don’t talk to your sister that way,” Lauren popped her head out from down the narrow passageway, and he collapsed to his knees, melting in relief to see her and resting his head against one of the bars he gripped.

“Lauren! Can you get me out? How’d you find me? Are you alright?” He pulled himself up again.

“Shut up and look behind you.”

A haze of an image wavered on the stone wall. Imperfect, like he was seeing a dreamscape, but he recognized the barracks they had passed on the way in. Horses were tied up outside. Lauren rattled the bars and he turned back to her, seeing her hands were wet with fresh blood, and she held a spear and shield for him to pull between the bars. “You have to hurry, they need you up there.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll be fine. Meired and Grandfather have likely fled by now. There’s another gate at the rear of the castle, that’s where they’d run. I can’t maintain the passage forever, you’d better go!”

He nodded, locking eyes with his sister. He pat her on the cheek and forced a grin. “Good work.”

“Hurry!”

He fled through the wavering image, and went straight for the closest horse.

***

Ddun’s arms were ready to break at the downward force the demon pressed upon his shield; blood, sweat and dust blinding him as he prayed to his guardian spirits that the shield wouldn’t break. A claw was close enough to his mask, if he stuck his tongue through the slit he might taste it. Rudda and Antoll were at the head, avoiding swipes and snaps of its beak, dodging the sprays of boiling hot juices from its throat.

Through the noise a roaring, familiar cry like a mad crow hit Ddun’s ears. The demon stepped off as it turned to the sound, and Ddun breathed a deep, painful gasp before lifting his head to see Tanner charging in on horseback, knees bent above the saddle, readying for a leap. Tanner held a spear above his head as he jumped the horse, propelling himself from the saddle like he was born a cat. Ddun scrambled to his feet as he watched the madman fly through the air, another wild scream as he managed to miss the wing and landed on the neck of the demon, plunging the spear in and grappling on as it flailed in a rage. Antoll, Rudda and Ddun matched his roar and charged, hacking at it mercilessly and watching green life-blood seep from the wounds they inflicted on it, the acrid stink burning their nostrils, their feet slipping in green as they lunged.

Tanner pulled himself onto the demon’s back to ride it, the spear plucked and forced again. Rudda, hit by an errant limb, slid through the sea of green until he hit a pillar. In reach of the pillar lay the gun, and he called to Tanner: “Catch!”

It was a difficult throw, and Tanner nearly fumbled it, grabbing the strap as the beast lurched him upward. He slapped the side of the metal and planted the end into the back of its skull, swearing at it, trying to command it to keep still, and Ddun and the others fled to avoid any mistaken shots, watching from behind crumbling pillars as Tanner blasted a hole through the head of the demon, shooting until the thing sunk with a guttural, nauseating sound from the depths of its body. It swayed in a desperate attempt to keep itself upright, but ultimately it went limp. That acrid, steaming liquid seeped from its mouth, beak broken, its eyes rolled back, and Ddun hacked at the neck to make sure the thing wouldn’t rise again. It was difficult, satisfying work, blow after blow to get the blade through bone and gristle before the head finally parted from the neck and the thing seemed to sink fluidly into the floor, the tenseness of its muscles forever softened.

In the silence, Ddun’s ears were all bells. Tanner jumped off the demon and ran to Ddun, gripped him by the shoulders—Tanner had a madman’s grin on him, it was contagious. “That was the absolute sickest thing I’ve ever done!” Then he howled, tongue out with his fist in the air.

Lauren appeared at the mouth of the corridor. The sight of her helped keep Ddun upright, such relief as she ran to them, Tanner embracing her and kissing the top of her head. To see her, Ddun's spirit glowed as his body was ready to collapse from exhaustion. His leg was sticky with blood and he hadn’t paid any attention to the wound until the silence. Rudda and Antoll leaned against a pillar, heaving hard breaths. Antoll had a hand at his ribs and tried stifling a moan, but the pain that rang him through was too great.

Lauren turned to Ddun, eyes bright and wet. “You did it, you all came for me. You found me!” Her smile turned to a sob as she fell again into Tanner’s arms.

“We should find them, find the sorceress behind all this and kill her,” Rudda said.

“If they’ve fled, can we catch them?” Antoll strained to talk.

“I’m still riding this adrenaline high,” Tanner gave a laugh that was half a growl. “I’ll take that horse and fucking give’er.”
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Due south, Grandfather was nowhere to be seen—just the witch, bounding on horseback, she turned in her saddle to see Tanner gaining fast.

That same ache pounding behind his brow, to look at her—worsening as he neared. He steeled through the pain, spear ready, wind-lashed, almost close enough to thrust. Come on!

The others were either too injured to ride or needed to care for the rest—just him, over the gravel and sand, tufts of pale yellow bushes trampled and desert birds flapping off in surprise, Tanner rode past them with spittle flying from his teeth and his heart in his throat.

He could hear the fabric of her dress whipping itself—she extended both arms—the sound of paper tearing, and he rode the horse right into the middle of the lake, face full of water, up his nose and in his lungs.

A fisherman pulled Tanner out, sputtering and coughing and furious. “You alright, son?”

Tanner couldn’t speak. The horse had dispersed, the little metal bugs spreading thin like an oil slick before sinking, and Tanner just laid back pathetically into the skinny boat and let the stink of fish wash over him. The fisherman shook his head and brought Tanner ashore.

***

Antoll was a great storyteller, Lauren thought—in Ddun’s words, a better braggart— but with Antoll’s ribs broken, Ddun had to repeat the words louder for effect over the gathered crowd. Lauren held a hand at her chest, half listening to the speech. He came for me, he came for me. They all found me.

Though few fighting men remained in the city, the ones at their feet were incensed at the news—how their Grandfather was controlled by a witch, and Ddun and Rudda hoisted up the blackened head of the beast she conjured as proof of their ordeal. The remaining castle guards vouched for them, regretting that they hadn’t known before what their guest was conspiring, and angrier still to be made fools of . . . Grandfather was cursed by the crowd in turn, to think he would be so easily manipulated. They were riled, angry, and ready to head south to find Meired and see where she hid Grandfather, and maybe kill him too, if he truly had aspirations for kingship.

“Only a witch can crown a Dvarri king!” one called out. It made Lauren shiver to think, the strange sensation in her blood . . . Would they kill me if they knew? The others had vowed to keep it secret, but she wasn’t sure if that would be possible for long. Meired might find her again.

Lauren gripped Tanner’s hand, afraid, but so grateful that they had found her. She couldn’t remember her stay, only fragments here and there. Whatever Meired had done to her, it had awakened something, and she was frightened of herself more than anything else.

She had taken Tanner aside when he returned, sopping wet and with a knot in his face. “Remember when I went through my wiccan phase after watching The Craft?”

He had nodded, the corner of his mouth twitching as if threatening a smile—doubtless, the ugly pentagram dog collar necklace and the burn she got from fucking with candles were the images in his head.

But this is real. This is all real. The two of them hadn’t understood, the superstitions and fears of the Dvarri all dismissed . . . she knew now, how arrogant that was, how humbled she became. It was an embarrassing thought.

She could never go home now . . . But she didn’t want to. Not as she looked up at Ddun on the makeshift dais, not as she remembered Meired commanding “open the portal, take us across!” and everything going dark when she refused.

“We will convene a moot!” another Dvarri in the crowd called out. “Our Chief of Chiefs must lead the men! Not be under the thumb of dark magic!”

“Aye!” A chorus in agreement.

“Spread the word,” Ddun said, repeating Antoll, his voice was so deep and rich she wanted to sink, “in three months time there will be a moot here, not in Kisku. We will need riders—all of you who can—to send the message out to all the corners of the prairie, of the desert and tundra and lowlands, east and west and south. We will put the word out to halt any raiding. We cannot afford clan rivalries, brothers!

“The seasons are changing, let that not frighten you, in the heat of summer or cold of winter, we are Dvarri—”

“And we take no shit!” Tanner crowed with his fist up, earning more cheers from the crowd.

We? She smiled at him, wistful.

Afterwards there was a great impromptu feast outside the city where the clans would camp as they visited, made into a great disorganized mess of tents and cookfires. She devoured the traditional soups, whole heads boiled up for the occasion and Tanner and Ddun sucked the eyeballs into their mouths with carnal glee. Antoll and Rudda completed the circle, Antoll sweating from the pain of his broken ribs. Rudda offered him a leather bag stuffed with what looked like wrinkled cardboard, but Antoll shook his head. He had an angry scar on his chest, threads of purple and red spreading from it, and she worried for him.

“Are you coming back to camp with us, will you be able to ride?” she asked Antoll when there was a lull in the rude jokes and men coming to them for greetings and begging for stories of the great beast they slew. There had been a pilgrimage of sorts for the curious to look upon the head of it where it sat at the castle gate, stinking. No one went through the gate to peer at the rest of it. They didn’t need to.

Antoll looked at her with a warm surprise, as if he didn’t expect her to be concerned. “I’ll stay here a while.” He smiled, hollow. “Don’t worry about me.”

“Don’t tell me not to worry about you,” she squinted at him, attempting playfulness. “What are you going to do about it if I do?”

“To you? Nothing.” He downed a shot of what smelled like gingery vodka, eyes to her brother beside her. “I bet I could still beat him though.”

“At what? You think you could kick my ass?”

“With these broken ribs,” Antoll teased as if Tanner didn’t just spear and ride a giant eagle-lion before shooting it to death. Men were relentless.

“Fuck you bud,” Tanner belched, “get better and we’ll have a go.”

“You’re both morons.” Lauren tasted her gingery vodka, or whatever it was, and recoiled at the strength of it. Then she knocked back the tiny clay cup and it sent a strong shudder through her with how much it burned going down. Ddun laughed at her, inviting her to blush. His breath stunk of spices and alcohol already.

A serving girl passed by with a tray of sweets, Ddun’s face lit up exposing his true age and he grabbed happily at the platter, two honey cakes in his mitts. He handed one to Lauren, and as she held it the honey dripped onto her fingers. It dawned on her sweets like that were rare for Dvarri, she hadn’t had anything like it since they arrived. No wonder her stomach was more toned, not just the exercise but she wasn’t eating Jos Louis whenever she wanted.

Inside the cake was a fruit preserve, and it dripped to her lip, she caught it with a finger and pushed it back up into her mouth. It was delicious, washing out the astringent flavour of the alcohol and she was lost in the sweetness, her whole body relaxed and eyelids falling shut.

When she opened her eyes again, Ddun stared like he was a starving man and she was a prime rib. She couldn’t look at him, but she felt his stare doubly as intense as she licked the honey from her fingers, and she was burning up from the inside out.

The men started talking about games, boasting and carrying on, and Tanner told them about hockey. They promised when they returned in winter, they would play. Lauren enjoyed hearing their voices, keeping quiet, smiling and laughing when she needed to. But she needed sleep more, exhaustion hitting her harder than the shot of spiced hooch. There was a gravitational anomaly where she sat and to not be lying down was torture.

“Tanner,” she worked up the courage to interrupt. “Where do I sleep?”

“We’re all sharing a tent. It’s packed up with the horses.”

“Can we pitch it? I’m really tired.”

“You sure?”

She nodded.

In the morning, she slept late, as did half the city if she were to guess, except maybe the Stenya that kept away from the partying. The crack of the tent flap let in sunlight that was blinding and disorienting, she had been so used to her windowless room in the castle to wake up in. Once her eyes adjusted, rubbing them and squeaking a stretch, she peered out to their little campsite. Tanner and Rudda were wrestling, getting covered in the orange-tinged dirt. She was happy for her brother, to see him carefree, and he looked so healthy. Her heart swelled, and she smiled, before heading back into the shaded interior of the tent to lay back down for an extra wink of sleep. Did she sleep at all when she was at the castle? Did Meired let her?

But falling back asleep was a mistake. She couldn’t recall the nightmare, but Ddun was over her when she woke, shaking her by the shoulder. She was slick with sweat and her throat was parched, raw as if she had been screaming. “It’s just a nightmare,” he said, a tremble in his voice. His eyes shone with genuine concern, blond hair falling from his braid in strands. He had been sleeping too. His nearness—his smell—it made her feel so calm and safe, and she wanted desperately to feel that from a man.

Tanner was at the tent, breathing heavy and face smeared with dirt, his stubble thickening on his cheeks after a two-week long road trip where he opted to try growing a beard. “What’s wrong?”

“A nightmare, just a nightmare,” Ddun said, sitting back with a strange look on him like he was afraid of Tanner. Lauren forced herself to sit. The dress that Meired gave her she still wore, and it was soaked by sweat. She wondered if they brought her clothes with them, but couldn’t manipulate her mouth to ask.

“You okay, Lauren?”

She nodded, wiping her eyes. A long pause to get her voice to work. “Just thirsty.”

Tanner left the tent and returned with a skin of water, and Lauren drank deep, streams dribbling down her chin. She shivered at the coolness of it, sighing at how wonderful it felt. So pure and clean, a hint of the skin it was held in. Ddun was watching her, keeping distance. She held out the skin to him, and he took it, hesitating a moment, and she didn’t understand the look he gave her.

Tanner returned, asking if they were hungry. Ddun said no, Lauren said yes, and then Ddun changed his mind.

“Hungover?” she asked while they waited for food, both comfortable in the darkness of the tent.

He chuckled. “A little. But every time I go out there I worry—No, it’s ridiculous.”

“What is? You started it, say it.”

“I worry . . . You’ll disappear.”

She had to look away, blinking at a spot of dirt on the canvas near her feet, her stomach fluttering and her cheeks red. The sweetness of his sentiment turned to grief as she thought on it. “I’m sorry.”

He frowned. “For what?”

“Everything.” Then she exploded, sobbing into her knees. “You all could have died for me. And more people are going to die, because of Meired, I know it. And that’s my fault, too.”

He pulled himself sideways to her, laid a hand on her head, warm and gentle, petting her hair in long strokes down her back, so comforting, the pressure of his hand silencing her crying. Then the dirt outside the tent crackled with footsteps and he pulled his hand away. Rudda came in with smoked fish and cheese. The three of them ate in silence.

Rudda cleared his throat when he was finished. “Antoll wants to stay and keep an eye on the Peiransi and Stenya. He says we should have meetings with them, and there should be someone to keep a written account of each meeting. The Peiransi especially, to make sure they don’t ally their clans with anyone else but us. Anyway, I’ve decided to stay with him. Someone needs to stay that he trusts to keep the records safe, in case . . .”

Antoll was dying, it hit her. They all knew it, no one said it. And that was her fault, too. Her appetite was lost, and she stopped listening to Rudda and Ddun, laying with her back to them, closing her eyes. She didn’t sleep, but they didn’t go away. They just talked as if she weren’t there. Weren’t women ushered away from these sorts of talks? Was she not a woman? She didn’t want to be special. She didn’t want to be ignored, either. She was just frustrated and didn’t know what she wanted. “Can’t you talk somewhere else?”

So they left her alone.

***

It was a cold day as they began their trek back to the prairie, Lauren wore her brother’s jacket, but it wasn’t enough. The few trees along the lake edge were starting to turn colour, the faintest hint of yellow. All the shearling and pelts the women must be stitching up for winter . . . She tried to remember their calendar, tried to do mental math for when it was, how long since they lost the tunnel . . . but she couldn’t.

She thought of Ansa, how she missed a woman’s friendly company, to talk about something other than tribal politics and killing people for a while.

Tanner had ridden ahead to scout for bandits, and she shared a horse with Ddun, riding sidesaddle with her leg wrapping awkwardly around the pommel. The leather dug in to her thigh or up into her crotch and she kept having to shift on her seat.

But what happens when they do return to familiar faces, the rhythm of daily life she had gotten used to, if she should use her magic to get there faster, but that would risk Meired finding them—through all these thoughts, Ddun’s muscles rocked against her and it dawned . . . this was the first time she was truly alone with him. She shifted again, her thoughts gone.

Ddun gave a low grunt.

“Hm?” she asked.

“Hm.”

“What?”

“. . .Leg hurts.”

“I could chop it off.”

“You could try.”

She turned her face up to his, wanting to continue her joke (I wasn’t talking about your leg, cue laugh track) but instead her mouth hung open, stomach so full of butterflies at the heat of his look they might escape and fly away. Clacking her mouth shut, she looked ahead of them instead, to keep her wits. Lovely rocks over there. Why do you have to be like this, Lauren?

He grunted again, low and long, and slipped a hand up under the jacket, cupping her ribs through the silk, and she let him. He tucked his nose into her hair and breathed her in. Her whole body fluttered. He pulled her, gently, into his chest and she let her head rest on his shoulder, eyes closed, hearing his heartbeat and his rough breathing as if he was trying to keep polite restraint and it was physically painful. Or, maybe it really was his leg.

“Should I check the bandage?”

“The what?”

“Your leg.”

“My leg.”

She pulled away to feign a scowl up at him. “Yes, your leg, you idiot, or we really will have to chop it off. You think you’re going to win the vote for Chief and ride off, if you have one fucking leg?”

The horse had stopped. Or maybe it wasn’t the horse, maybe the world itself stopped. He kissed her and the swell of heat from his lips and his tongue clouded her head and sank down to her guts in sparks and bursts and flowed out between her legs. She found the braincells somewhere to lift her arm up and gripped his shoulder, rubbing her palm along the set of muscles up to his neck and he kissed her harder as she dug in her fingers. She was numb everywhere and he smelled so fucking good, like musk and protection and comfort and sandalwood. He grunted again and the vibration sent a wave through her and she thought she might die.

And then Tanner whistled in the distance and she could finally catch her breath. Ddun kept a hand at her ribs, thankfully, or she might slide right off the saddle for how weak-muscled she was.

He urged the horse onward, and she looked out to the road ahead where Tanner appeared over an outcropping of rock. “Don’t let me disappear again,” she whispered.

His hand tightened on her. “I won’t.”
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The route took a few days longer, as they were pelted by heavy rain the moment the grasses began sprouting up in more than the occasional tuft. That only gave more opportunity for Ddun to sneak his kisses and caresses upon Lauren, whenever they were left alone.

He respected Tanner like he would any warrior in the clan, but didn’t have the courage to tell him so, not yet. And, Ddun’s appreciation for Lauren would have to be kept from her brother, for now—memories of Orman’s death playing in his head. The wavering in his periphery around Lauren was stronger than before, almost hypnotizing, but it vanished whenever he looked at her straight on. Unlike Orman, it didn’t bother Ddun at all. In a way, it was thrilling.

Lauren’s spirits lifted as time and travel put distance between her and Kaddusk, which made his spirits lift, too. Something had happened to her, she claimed she didn’t remember, but the way she woke up in sweats made him wonder if she spoke true, or if she gently lied to both men, to keep them on task. She would speak about it when she was ready, Ddun was sure, and he never pressed the matter. Tanner did enough, and if she could spit acid, her brother would have no face. All Tanner ever did in defense was laugh, which only made Lauren angrier. Despite their bickering, she often slid into dolorous, ruminative stares, out at nothing and silent, and Ddun didn’t know what to do for her.

Following all the right waystones to where Grandmother told him to find the clan’s new pasture, the landscape more familiar, his shoulders eased. He could almost hear the bells and animals and woman and children, all cheering at their return.

But Antoll might not live to see them return to Kaddusk, and that left a sore pit in his heart, a clawing under his breastbone. They had parted ways with tight smiles and a stoic grip of arms, but they both knew. More damage was underneath those broken ribs than what they could see, and the wound from the barb only looked angrier and angrier as time passed. The dread made Ddun nauseous.

Tanner watched him, Lauren was relaxed in a nap against her brother. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Ahuh.” The sky darkened as a cool mist dampened them. “Should we set up camp you think?”

“Probably.”

“You want to tell me what’s wrong?”

“No.”

“Shit, between you and Lauren I’ve had some great conversation—.”

“Fuck off, Tanner,” Lauren said softly in half-sleep, nudging her head and readjusting herself for comfort against the brother she just insulted. Ddun couldn’t help but chuckle, and Tanner wore that guilty grin he always did when the laughter was at his expense. They continued on, the mist letting up and coming back in cycles, threatening another downpour.

When they arrived, everything was somber. There had been a raid while they were away, no fanfare from the camp torn apart. Lauren couldn’t withhold her grief, wailing and crying to discover Ansa had been taken, probably killed. Her only friend, she had said, the only one who made Lauren feel welcome—and Tanner couldn't conceal his sadness either, not from anyone paying attention.

Ddun regretted those early days, he had been as distant as the others.

Lauren wanted a small tent to herself, like before, and Ddun arranged it all. Grandmother was ill, but her sister was there with her. A lot was changing, his liver twisted to think on it.

“It was wise to have our clans join together. Another raid so soon after . . . And our scouts tell us they may yet come back. They’ve become brazen.”

Antoll was right. They needed out of the capitals, peaceful or not. “I have news for you, as well. There’s going to be a moot, three months from when we left. Held in Kaddusk.”

“Three months—Kaddusk? Did Grandfather pass?” Grandmother put a quaking hand over her chest.

“In truth, I don’t know. I saw him alive when we visited the castle, and then he was gone. But he was not fit to lead when I saw him.” Ddun proceeded to tell her a shortened version of the visit. “The witch is gone, now, but not before corrupting the place.” The Grandmothers gave him inquisitive looks from under their masks, and he elaborated with the story. While he spoke, he showed them his wound under the linen and leather wrappings on his leg, healing up well, and they painted white lines around it as a prayer of gratitude.

“Oh, what a tale, what a song for the ages. And you, you’ll be going back? So soon.”

“Aye, the clan will follow, and gather more with us.”

“We will?”

She was testing him. “You will.”

“Of course. And what of . . .” She nodded to where Tanner plucked and sang for the crowd eager to hear him again.

“Is his mask ready and blessed?”

She nodded.

***

Dark red paint and gilded bands on wooden beams, latticed wood holding up the walls where weapons hung, earth covered in colourful rugs so rich in detail one could get lost in them; the warrior’s tent was the most lavish of all the tents in the camp, a sacred space. The open floor filled with every fighting man of the clan and the two Grandmothers seated at the far edge of the circle, all eyes on Tanner as he entered. Everyone shone in gilded scale armour, fanciful regalia, beadwork and embroidery passed down for generations. His heart flipped against his lungs and he hiccoughed at the attention—he had been called there, bathed and oiled, dressed in borrowed regalia, with every step the scales glinted and sang. The Grandmothers at the head of the tent waved him forward, and his legs moved stiff, as if he forgot how to use them under their watch. Ddun was near the Grandmothers, bowing his head as Tanner made his way down the length of red carpet.

He knelt before them, a mask facing him at his knees centered on a silk pillow. His mask. The Grandmothers united in prayer recited blessings and sang a beautifully out of tune hymn over his head, their crackling ancient voices like angels, his entire self overwhelmed with the warmth and welcoming spirit in the air. The power of the mask—maybe imagined, maybe not—radiated up at him like heat from a hearth, he couldn’t explain it. The ceremony went on, he didn’t know how long, a minute or an hour. His body seemed to swell, he was ready to burst. The eyes on his back—He was one of them. He was kin.

They had gone though this when they were maybe twelve, thirteen years old. But despite the embarrassment he had felt before at that fact, Tanner had proved himself in the short time he lived as Dvarri, and took pride in that instead. As he tied the mask over his face for the first time, his fingers struggled with the leather for all his trembling, but as he let go, his mask secured over his face . . . His soul felt complete, he felt a courage and a happiness in his chest he had never felt before, his muscles tingled as if the mask were a drug.

He knew it was just a symbol, but it was a sacred one, and he was grateful for it to hide the tears that streamed down to his lips. There was an intoxicating thrum behind him as they slapped at their thighs—he already knew he would die for any of them, his conviction was only strengthened. They were all his brothers-in-arms, now. He would die for them, they would die for him, too. It was an indescribable feeling, and he shook.

 

 

 

 

 

 

14

 

“Get the hell out of my tent, you jerk!” Lauren pushed at Ddun’s chest with her foot, not meaning a single word. She had been contentedly enjoying her solitude, a warm herbal tea at her lips before he intruded with his own sort of thirst. He crawled closer, mask tilted up, kissed her ankle and up her shin as she relented, not having put up much of a fight to begin with, and she reclined on the furs with her hands behind her head. He was a man on a mission, and she had to respect that. Still dressed in his regalia, heavy vest of polished scales painted in brilliant gold, he looked quite kingly, though she didn’t dare tell him so. His kisses trailed closer to her thigh, his hand brushing the hem of her skirt further upward. “At least take the mask off your head.”

He tossed it, hitting the felt with a pat, and forced her legs apart with his knees.

“And the vest.” She bit her finger, glee spreading across her face as he obeyed. “What else?”

“I’ve changed my mind,” he declared with a musical tone.

“About what?”

“You being alone in this tent. You shouldn’t be alone. Stay in mine.”

“Give me a line about how it’s about to get cold and you need me for heat.”

“Hmm, that too.”

She giggled. “And what will Tanner say?” Since he seemed to worry about that.

“Tanner? Oh, you mean, his permission?”

“What—No, what?” She went up on her elbows—one offhand line and he still remembered it? “No, that was—”

“I’ll go to him—right now—just wait.” He scrambled up onto his heels, grabbed the mask and tied it politely at his waistband . . . as much to keep the bare minimum of Dvarri formality as he was covering his protrusion.

She howled a laugh at him. “It was sarcasm, you—” he tore the tent open, “You’re a dope, you know that? The two of you, you’re both morons. Get the fuck out of my tent. If you aren’t back in thirty seconds, my answer is no!”

She flopped back onto the furs, huffing. God, it had been so long since she’d been laid. And there she was, falling for the stupidest man on the planet, gushing for the natural pout on his lips, his toffee-brown eyes, his scars, his capable hands, hands that have killed and saved, she bit her lip at the twang in her ovaries. She was so lucky. Of course she’d move into his tent. She hadn’t felt this way about anyone she had ever been with. None of them. Is this really what it’s like? She felt like a virgin, face flushed like she was sick with fever.

He made her feel safe.

When he returned, they both tore ferociously at whatever weak fabrics stood between them, pulling at ties without caring if they broke, and she lit aflame at his slightest touch—and there were no slight touches from either of them, only firm, manic pressure all over each other, and she was already moaning.

“I want your magic all to myself,” he whispered in her ear, breath shaking.

“It’s yours.”

“I want you. Lauren, I want you to stay with me.”

She tried to say something more profound, but a shuddered gasp was all she could manage before he made her sing, which was a good “yes, I’ll stay with you.” No more talking, only sighs and screams and arched backs.

***

“Stenya! The Stenya are here!”

Lauren and Ddun both sprang awake, pulse quickened. Shouts rang throughout the camp, and Lauren went cold to think Ddun had to leave her there—to be taken, or die, like Ansa—she grabbed at him, begged him to stay. He promised her through kisses that it wouldn’t happen, he wouldn’t allow anything to happen to her, and she wished she could believe him, but he could die out there—

Arrows pierced the felt of the tent and she screamed. Ddun had weapons ready and his mask over his face, told her to dress and run, follow the others, and she nodded at his back. He ran, she heard him waking Tanner, and she clenched her eyes shut to hold back tears of fear for the both of them. She had to accept they were fighting to save the others, to save her, and to stop shivering.

Ddun had left his scaled vest, so she donned it, the cold leather backing a shock on her skin, the weight of it strange. To run seemed wrong. Not when she could help.

Two horses stood alone while the camp picked up and fled. Drawn to them like a magnet, her skin prickled, her eyes burned, nothing around her penetrated her skull the way the sight of those horses did. She didn’t know how to ride, they had never taught her, being a woman. Did it matter?

Her vision wavered as she touched them. Her palms went hot, the little beetle-like things that made up their bodies all swarming to her hand and buzzing, turning red, yellow, white.

The shape of the horses changed, undulating under her touch, turbulent boiling motions, and as her vision blurred to darkness she thought of the beast that Meidred had summoned. A ghoulish howl from the depths of her, and she was numb to the world.

When her senses returned, the camp was still in chaos, only seconds had passed, and where the horses had been an imitation of Meidred’s beast stood—the horses had transformed. The beast knelt to her and she climbed onto its shoulders, the wings of it at her back. It carried her forward.

Arrows flew past her head.

The wings flapped and blew dust all around, but up she went, the arrows following with terrible whistles, hitting the beast under her and spraying out the little creatures that built it, but the thing was undeterred, its wings made snapping sounds like a leather belt on skin. She was up.

In the field there were bodies soaking the earth, but the fight was far from over, Dvarri and Stenya in brutal dances. When she spied Tanner and Ddun she turned cold, but it wasn’t fear—the emotion had no name—the beast dove down to the ground where a fallen warrior lay and she scooped up a discarded spear left stuck up out of the earth, before rising back above the fray. Howling like Tanner, heads snapped up to her and eyes went wide.

The wind was harsh and everything was red. This was more than the Bic pen, more than Orman. The memories struck like lightening behind her eyes as she flew down and drove Stenya to their backs, as the beast tore through their ranks she stuck the spear with all her strength into guts and she felt absolutely nothing to see them bleed out at the point of it. Her legs were drenched in red, and she heard Tanner’s shrill whistle.

He was painted head-to-toe too, the men he had been fighting saw her and fled fast over the prairie. She went to the fleeing Stenya and overtook them, the wings knocking them down to eat dirt and allow Tanner and Ddun to finish the job with their swords as the fallen men held their hands up over their faces in terror.

In Dvarri parlance, she had taken some of Ddun’s magic, too, she conceded—how else could she have found this within her?

***

Ddun almost dropped his blade to see it. If the Stenya weren’t also shocked frozen by the sight of her, he surely would have died by an easy arrow shot.

The early morning sun glinted off his vest she wore so beautifully—the only piece of clothing on her, adding to the brilliance. With spear in hand, as she neared them he could see the ferocity across her face like he had only seen once, and the man that earned that look was dead. Ddun laughed, grateful he was on her side.

Something welled up in him, a renewed energy for the fight, a fresh inspiration for bloodlust. He and Tanner exchanged a fierce-bright look from behind their masks before propelling themselves onward with disregard for exhaustion. The remaining Stenya on the field were cut down, the rest running at the sight of the flying witch, and Ddun wanted to grab her out of the sky and have her again right there, blood on their skin and all.

A small few Stenya would tell tales of what happened on that field, the remaining Dvarri were all crowing and singing in victory. Tanner stood bent with a fistful of severed fingers, clutching them to his breast.

Lauren landed in the pasture and climbed off the beast on shaking legs, and the thing turned to a puddle without her magic to keep it whole, separating and reforming as two horses. As drained as the beast, she fell to her knees before Ddun could reach her.

“Lauren, Lauren!” The blood on them both making it difficult to keep his grip. “What did you do?”

She licked her lips, eyelids fluttering. “What did I do?”

“You used your magic!”

The colour drained from her face as her head lolled back. He carried her, searching for either Grandmother for help.

Tanner appeared out of his tent with his own arms full, a woman wrapped in a blanket. Ddun had to leave his friend to his grief. Lauren—Ddun vowed with an inward grin, his future wife—needed him more. He would have no others, she was everything, and he would unite the clans under her banner to spread fear across Dvarri lands, a warning to the Stenya.

The train was already moving on when she awoke, in the covered cart made up for her to rest. He kissed her, greedy, before any words could pass between them. “Do you remember what happened?” he asked. Her eyes were clear and blue like the prairie sky rimmed by night.

“No . . . I don’t remember . . .” She swallowed.

“You fucking slaughtered,” Tanner said. The cart rocked over uneven ground. “Holy shit, Lauren.”

“I did?” Ddun helped her to sit. “My arms are sore. My hands—” Her eyes widened to see the wraps on her hands, she had burned them somehow and the blisters were oozing yellow and pink through the bandage. “My hands are burned.”

Whatever she had done, it hurt her—not just physically, it troubled her beyond what he could understand, he saw it in her face. He would have to keep her from hurting herself again.

It was the Grandmothers that had discovered the wounds when they bathed her and prayed over her, he was too distracted by the rush in his veins. It was intoxicating to watch her. But if it hurt her . . .

Her breathing quickened, her hand over her heart. “Meired is going to find me. Meired is going to find me!”

“We won’t let her take you,” Ddun promised as he took her in close, a protective heat in his chest as he felt her trembling.

“We’ll kill her,” Tanner said. A perfectly calm statement of fact.

“What’s the last thing you remember, my girl?” Grandmother asked.

“Well . . . I think I was crying. I asked Ddun not to go. I begged him not to go. He told me to . . . to run. But I didn’t, did I?”

“No my girl, you did not.”

“Are you going to kill me? For being a witch.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

“You’re our witch,” Grandmother said, “and our enemies will tremble at your name.” She coughed a laugh and dunked her fingers into the greasy paint pot to put lines of protection on Lauren’s skin.
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They stole the village smiths, and their carpenters and craftsmen. That was the most valuable prize of their raids, those skills. The Stenya were just happy to be kept alive, swinging a hammer was a small price to pay, and if they spoke a passable pidgin it made it easier to boss them around. Tanner would walk by them and their eager apprentices (also stolen) to watch them build armour scale by scale, hammer out shield bosses, make spear shafts and warcarts and whatever other implements of destruction they were told to make with a high chance it was going to be used on their own people. He didn’t question how the system worked. If it were the other way around, the Stenya would do the same thing. That’s just how it was, here. So he would walk through the growing camp, watch them work, paid attention to their motions and wondered often how these stout, sturdy, illiterate villagers managed to figure all that out.

The clan grew large enough it was beginning to cause strain on the countryside from the animals and a logistical headache for the long-suffering Grandmothers. More and more came together under the red-and-gold banners with the swirls and the eagle head silhouetted, hastily stitched. The Black Eagle Banner, folks called it. He quite liked the name.

There was a change in the air, and it got thicker every time Tanner rode ahead to meet with the other clans, to arrange meetings with their warriors and hype the arrival of Ddun and Lauren (mostly Lauren, they wanted to see her to believe the stories, and the stories were more fantastical every time he was asked about their truth. It was all true, every word, he assured them with tenacity.) Every clan camp had at least one gorgeous girl in it, and that was very much a perk of being the messenger, especially if the clan supported Ddun’s cause, determined to leave an army of little Tanners in his wake.

“Soon we’ll all have to ride ahead of the train, to make it to the moot in this weather. We’ll go along the river, should take us about ten days from here.” Ddun traced a line on an ornately carved wooden map, three fingers thick as if originally intended as a butcher block. A very skilled Stenya carver did it up for them. Not even stolen, a genuine gift. As genuine as the other gifts they received in trade for the promise of not destroying their homes. The Stenya homeland far to the west was much richer in trees, and they often traded in lumber in lieu of gold, and that was perfect for the war effort against themselves, too.

Tanner had told the other warriors once, Ddun listening intently, knowing how the Stenya think as someone who grew up in a stationary dwelling, their permanence is their most valuable thing. The stones that make their homes and their walls represented themselves, their desire to be there forever. Unlike the Dvarri or the Peiransi, they couldn’t just pick up their homes and flee. That’s how you threaten the Stenya, not with death, but with erasure.

And it worked, more than Tanner wanted to think about.

Ddun was getting better at this leadership thing by the day; an efficient, hard motherfucker. Quick to learn, willing to listen. Easy to respect a man like that, and most men saw it fast, once their eyes moved over Lauren to the big man.

“Any riders from Kaddusk?” Ddun asked the men surrounding the map.

Broad shoulders and one eye, Borga (who had always left Tanner and Lauren alone until his wizened age and arms like tree trunks became an asset to Ddun, and by all measures was an unshakable tightass unless he was drunk) spoke up. His voice was gritty like a chain-smoker. “Yesterday. Rudda has the castle ready, but he says already the crowds gathered may overwhelm the place.”

Ddun took his finger further down the map, to the south, an intersection of roads and rivers. “Messages from Kisku confirm Grandfather is there. No sight of Meired, but she kept hidden in Kaddusk as well, so there’s no doubt in my mind she’s there.”

“There’s the matter of food distribution . . .” an old man said. Tanner was looking down at the map, not listening, the edges carved in idealized swirling animal imagery, the lacquer made from some rare beetle to make it so brilliant. Lamplight reflected off the wood as if the light came from within it.

Ddun and the other warriors had already been there for hours, and would continue on into the night, the large tent becoming hotter in the winter chill just from them all breathing in it. Lauren sat behind Ddun, a spindle in her hand, eyes dark with kohl and glazed in boredom. Threaded gold silk and beads through her hair, shearling vest over a billowing wool blouse, open down the front showing off a necklace of gold coins on a strand of amber beads. Shirts had come out of trunks after the recent full moon, there was a big party and all the women got to drunkenly darn moth holes or add new ribbons to edges.

There was no denying she did look like royalty now, and no one spoke to her. Whether it was out of reverence or fear, of her or Ddun, Tanner couldn’t say.

Then the ale came, unrelenting, and Tanner decided it was time to usher his sister out of there before it got embarrassing, not taking a drop for himself.

They found a nice patch of frozen moss and laid back to look at the sky. Uncountable stars in constellations now familiar all glinting at them, the moon a coy sliver. They stayed like that for a long while, letting the wet cold of the ground seep up into their clothes, his head empty but for the stars. She sighed, breaking the silence.

“What’s wrong?”

It took her a moment to speak. “I’m just . . . Do you ever think about what’s happening to us?”

“Yeah. But it doesn’t bother me.”

“How?”

He scratched at his foot through his felt boots. “I’m not sure. It just, seems normal now. I guess.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“Then what is it?”

She stayed silent, fingers fidgeting at the beads at her neck. “I’m afraid.”

His lips tightened, trying to think of how to lift her spirits. He couldn’t think of anything. A goat trotted over and nibbled some frozen shrub by his head, Lauren tried to pet the thing, only to spook it in the dark and it skipped away, bleating. Even the goats avoided her. His heart hurt to see her so low. So he sang for her a while, watching her as she watched the stars.

***

The girl in Tanner’s tent coiled his necklace in her fingers, each bone clicking musically against the others as she fiddled with it. She had lambent green eyes and always looked at him with borderline disgust, and that only made him grab at her more tenaciously, her nipple under his thumb. “Would you make one of these for me?” Her voice was like liquid gold and he kissed her throat at the sound.

“Of course I would.”

“Liar. You don’t even know my name.”

“I barely knew her name, either.”

She slapped him, giggling. “You’re a licentious toad.”

“Guilty.”

“It’s Irynna.” She twiddled a fingerbone, frustratingly unresponsive to his hands running over her curves.

“Pleasure to meet you.”

Irynna came in with the newest clan to join their ranks, a humble family unit of black-haired falconers with a herd of geese and ducks to add to their ever increasing need for meat and fat, and plump, domesticated versions of those lizard-birds that laid surprisingly delicious eggs (which were simply called chickens.) It all provided the clan feathers for fletching, too, which was becoming increasingly important. But that wasn’t what interested Tanner, that was all Ddun’s headache.

Of the entire clan she was the most ruthless of them, with her eyes alone. He couldn’t stand how she looked at him, even more how she didn’t look at him. It took a lot of persistent ogling and boastful flirting and playing the balaik at her before she finally relented and took her clothes off. She had a jagged scar above her right breast, a contrast of peach on her coppery, freckled skin, and he ran a finger along it. It looked like it had been there a long time.

“Aren’t you going to ask about it?”

He shook his head, smirking at the repulsed glare she sent him at his response.

“I wouldn’t tell you anyway.”

“Good, I don’t want to hear about it.”

“It happened when I was a girl—” he interrupted with a fierce kiss as he climbed on top of her, ready to burst with frustration if he didn’t take her right then and she squeaked adorably. Even as he rattled her brains she looked up at him with a look like she hated his guts, put her nails to his shoulders and that only made him rattle her more viciously until her squeaks turned to deep groans. That perfect pleasured face was like heaven, she was too lost in the moment to remember she was supposed to be looking at him like he offended her. It was a victory.

Then when he lay on top of her, both slick with sweat and shuddering, she rolled her head to the side, with a crooked, disinterested smile, and they both fell asleep.

She woke up first, fed the fire and brought in a platter of preserved fruit and cheese. “Come hunting with me,” she said, sitting cross-legged and her jet-black hair was loose and long over her shoulders.

“Hunting?” He didn’t expect that from a woman. She looked at him down her nose, dead serious.

“That’s what I said.”

He watched her for a moment, a swirl in his stomach. “I’ll have to see if there’s time.”

“Leaving for the moot?”

“Mmhm,” he said through a bite of fruit on cheese.

“Is your sister going?”

“Ddun doesn’t go anywhere without her.”

“Because she’s a witch?”

“Are you?”

Her eyes narrowed at him, steam rising from them if he imagined the fire. “No,” she shook her head with a jut of her chin. “But I’ll curse you just the same.”

“For what?”

“Being so insufferable. And not going hunting with me.”

That damn look. He kicked the tray out from between them and ravished her mercilessly again.

She helped him dress, deft fingers at the leather ties and bronze fittings. When she pulled up his jacket over the wool tunic, she eyed the filthy band patches as if trying to decipher them. “What would we be hunting?” he asked, secretly begging for her to lift her face to him again.

An eyebrow went up in a succulent arch. “Whatever my falcons can catch.” She didn’t look up at him.

Ddun and the others were all finishing up with the horses, a slave carried Tanner’s things and his horse was readied. Lauren sat on a stack of felt and canvas all rolled up and ready to be loaded onto carts, staring off into the foggy distance with a blanket pinned around her shoulders, a section pulled up over her head to keep her cozy. He sat next to her, though neither of them spoke, the frost on the grass melting as the sun went higher.

Tanner led the group, a tall banner attached to his saddle barely flapping at his modest pace. They were far enough out that the giggling children stopped trying to run alongside them and the sounds of the camp were gone. The sky cleared and the air was clean and quiet. He closed his eyes, lifting the mask up to get his cheeks some sunlight, the horse meandered from lack of input as Tanner indulged in his enjoyment.

The cry of a bird shocked him back to reality, circling over his head. A falcon ready to kill something. Then a whistle at a distance, and he looked over his shoulder to the source of the sound, steadying his horse to keep on forward. A hunter.

Irynna, he realized with a spark in his cranium, seeing her hair twist in the breeze from under the shearling cap. Leather breeches darkened with wear and a man’s long quilted coat, bow and arrows at the saddle and a thick red glove on one hand extended out as a perch. The falcon landed with a satisfied flutter, and she gave him a little morsel for his trouble. She didn’t follow after Tanner as he kept his pace, she didn’t wave him on. He wished he was close enough to see her eyes so he could discern the look on her face as she watched him ride, that cloyed, infuriatingly pretty mock-hatred still fresh in his head.

***

Kaddusk was bloated, bursting at the edges. Loud, alive, and stinking. Not at all how Tanner remembered it, and the energy was refreshing. He took a deep chesty breath of the rank smoke and fish and open sewered streets with a smile. Rudda had already met them with warm embraces and laughed insults, congratulating Tanner genuinely for earning his mask, while they all waited in their camp at the outskirts surrounded by painted stones of an arena. Wares on display, a choice of performances. Everyone looking to make money off this moot was there, musicians and artists and whores, the place was a circus.

Lauren loved the plays. She lit right up at the costumes and outrageous exaggerated speech, the fluidity of the poetic language. Ddun was busy with Rudda and Borga and all the rest so it was just the siblings dragging their heels and stretching their necks. “It feels like I’m hiding in plain sight,” she admitted, since the crowds of strangers didn’t give her any feared glances. He noticed a couple tilted stares at them, but that was all.

“That’s alright with you?”

“That’s perfectly fine with me.”

They walked on and got some food, fried dumplings stuffed with goat meat and a peppery sauce. They walked down to the lake, to take in the view of the mountains, eating as they went. Admiring everything and nothing.

An oddly familiar voice psst at them from the shadows of a lean-to.

The beggar.

“I know you,” Lauren said, breathy. “You were there that night.” She stepped toward the man.

“Yes, I was.”

“I have to thank you,” Tanner said, a hand outstretched. “It would have taken us a lot longer to find her if it weren’t for you.”

He was skinnier than before, but his eyes were still bright with mischief. “Where are you both from?”

“We’re from the westlands—”

“No, I mean, where are you from.”

Tanner retracted his hand in a flinch. It took a moment to convince himself he did understand the question. “C-canada.”

The beggar began to shake, eyes clenched shut and teeth bared in a hideous cry, he fell to his knees and Lauren fell with him to let the old man sob into the blanket. Tanner couldn’t shake the strange, electric feeling in his bones to watch. He didn’t notice it before. There was something in the air, a shimmer, it felt unnatural, like the beggar wasn’t supposed to be there. But neither were they. “And what about you?” Tanner asked, to interrupt the crying.

The beggar sniffed back his sobs, held himself at arm’s length from Lauren and apologized for the smear of dirt he left on her. “You two have really made it, huh?” He nodded, though Tanner didn’t know at what. “I’m from Arizona. Little town north of Phoenix. What year was it, when you came through?”

“1999,” Lauren answered him, voice distant, “May long—the 24th.” She cleared her throat, blinking back tears. Tanner felt increasingly uncomfortable at this conversation. “Why don’t we get you a place to stay, somewhere. Some fresh clothes. We can talk inside where it’s warm. What’s your name?”

“Wyatt. I haven’t seen my wife and kids since ‘83.”

Tanner was cold all through, hairs standing on end to see the man crying, desperately clinging to the shreds of his former life that he saw in the two of them.

The scene brought up the thought Tanner always avoided, denied, it crept in and really soured his mood: I’m going to grow old here.

Lauren walked with Wyatt, hand in the crook of his arm, and they took him to get a beer and soup and just let him eat. Tanner couldn’t pin down why exactly it made him so uncomfortable, but it did.

When he first slipped the copper coins into a hand that belonged to some old Peiransi “you knew what I was carrying, and you were the only one who knew about Meired.”

“Yup, I did. Just about shit when I saw it. And I knew as soon as I saw this young lady pop into existence at the dock,” he waved the wooden spoon at Lauren with a wink, “she wasn’t local. And not just because of her clothes. That’s why Meired had her. We give off a sort of vibe, see. We don’t notice it unless we’ve been here a while, but every one of them can see it. Like an aura. It’s, uh, sort of a feeling they get. Like you just don’t belong. I bet you’ve both felt how they look at us.” He sipped from the bowl.

Tanner didn’t feel it from the others, but he knew Lauren did. If it were true, she got it double, or she had Tanner’s share. Or, maybe he was too dense to notice. But the way Wyatt kept referring to the people here, as if they were separate from himself, threw doubt in Tanner’s head. Maybe that was the real reason Wyatt could never become part of things, and all this bullshit about vibes was just him being a nutjob.

Then again, Tanner himself felt it when he looked at the old man. He didn’t know what to believe. Lauren looked as if she was buying it.

“See, I keep to the shadows here. Meired—if that’s the ‘witch’—never noticed me. I’ve travelled all over. I keep looking for those towers—see it? In the castle. Reminds me of radio towers. But they aren’t.

“I always wanted to travel, and so, since I came through and realized I was untethered from any responsibilities I thought, well, fuck it, that’s what I did. Like a genuine hobo. When I got here to Kaddusk, things felt different. Something made me stick around. Plus, I’m getting old. I figure, there are worse places to die. When it’s my time I’ll walk straight into Lake Kadd and take a lungful. Won’t be long now.”

“You don’t have any hopes to return home?” Lauren asked.

“After fifteen years? No. Let them think I got abducted by aliens or something.” He laughed and coughed. “I’m sixty-two, getting old for a wanderer around here. Why go home? I sure as hell miss television though. Maybe that’s why I like that tower so much.”
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Ddun didn’t like the look of the beggar, and he didn’t like how Lauren sat so close to give an ear to his stories, even if she was smiling and bright. But Ddun was getting excessively agitated by everything. Too much talk—logistics, the moot, the candidates for Grandfather—and being designated to oversee contracts and negotiations between clans. For some reason everyone brought them to him—maybe because he was the only one with the gall to carry himself as if he were a true Chief. Rudda had a look on his face like he was ready to split someone’s skull, and Tanner was withdrawn. It was time to go visit Antoll’s ashes at the temple, clear their minds and calm their spirits.

“Lauren,” Ddun said.

She tossed a look across the hearth, wordlessly answering.

“Will you come with me?”

“Where?”

“The castle.”

She stared. A long stillness, but for crackling fire.

“Just to the temple.”

“Antoll?”

He nodded.

“Alright.”

That was a relief—he worried Lauren might be too frightened to return. If there was anyone he wanted with him, it was her. Rudda and Tanner came along, stopping only to buy incense. The gatemen bowed, allowing them passage without question. Lauren’s fingers on Ddun’s arm tightened.

He had known many friends to die, but Antoll was like a brother. His muscles moved on their own, possessed by grief, no thought to motion at all, floating across the castle courtyard.

The temple was lit by countless hanging lamps, the air rich with spice, flowers, must and beeswax. They were alone in the ancient space, admiring the gilded imagery of all their sacred spirits and sacred animals, the Sky Father and the Earth Mother, tangled in knots and swirls, all glowing orange. It took his breath away whenever he saw it. Lauren’s eyes glistened at the paintings and the niches in the walls filled with ornate urns.

He led them down the carpeted aisle to the shrine at the far end of the temple, where they would light the incense and pray before a wood-carved idol, the Sky Father himself, bearded and wise. They knelt, head bowed, Lauren and Tanner both following the cues in silence, and Ddun let the spirits of the smoke wash over him. He prayed his friend's spirit be rested and happy, if it watched over them. He prayed for his father and mother, and finally, he prayed no one killed anyone at the moot.

***

It was a terrible omen, to return to the camp and discover the old man had taken Tanner’s gun to his mouth. His head was sprayed all over the inside of the warrior’s tent, over Tanner’s bedding where the rifle had been stowed. Whatever cleansing Ddun had felt from their visit to the temple was swiftly erased. It sent Lauren into hysterics, I want to go home I want to go home—Tanner tried to calm her, only to be met with a thrashing, and he was forced to hold Lauren’s arms at her sides in restraint. Ddun helped as best he could to keep her from hurting herself as she struggled, demanding they let her go, her ear-piercing cries making the entire city pause. Something about that beggar meant more to her than Ddun could guess, and Tanner’s cheeks bled as evidence.

Once her screams turned to exhausted sobbing, they carried her to Ddun’s private tent for rest. He vowed if anyone disturbed her he’d flay them, and Tanner stayed close by to watch over her as Ddun had to return to other matters, his mask hiding his own turmoil.

She didn’t leave the tent until the moot, three days later.

A sea of faces looked up to the platform in the field, grit under their braided mats and masks at belts. A low murmur like the buzz of insects as they waited for the proceedings to begin in a racing field for the occasion—too many bodies to fit in the castle courtyard, like Rudda had suspected.

Ddun’s nerves laid heavy rocks in his guts and his lungs breathed shallow. He was the elected representative of his clan, and would be standing before these people soon. Every muscle was knotted, Lauren’s fingers tickling up and down his neck wasn’t enough to ease him. His regalia was heavier than it ought to be, fighting to keep his shoulders square. He couldn’t shake the sight of the beggar’s skull in fractured brain-coated bits from his mind.

The sun beating down was the last dying breath of fall. Antoll wasn’t there to help him speak.

Elders from different clans vying for position took the stand and made their case. He listened to them, weighed their words, weighed their achievements, and soon the shouting and arguing began, old tribal rivalries coming to a head, the elders on the stand trying their best to respond calmly and measuredly to the verbal assault from the crowd, and the weight inside Ddun turned hot as if he might light aflame. It was Tanner who ignited first, standing and sticking his fingers in his mouth in a tremendously loud whistle, leaving every ear near him bleeding and faces cringing, but the field was silent.

Ddun could tell Tanner wasn’t prepared for what to say next by his posture, standing there dumbfounded at his own actions, surely feeling the cut of every pair of eyes on him, and twitching his fingers. And then he began his speech.

“What is it you’re all worried about most? You’re all arguing over things that don’t matter. You’ve all got this . . . myopic view of what this world needs now. Goats? Is that what matters? Your great-grandfather felt slighted ages ago and you’re still out for compensation? The Stenya are encroaching in the west. My clan has fought them in the field, we have seen our own camps burned and loved ones die, as have many others. And no matter how many of their villages burn, it only tightens their resolve; they’ll be sending their kings and armies in soon. In the east they’re skirmishing with Peiransi. In the south, there’s already a proper army being raised by the old Grandfather and his allies. No matter who we elect standing up there, the army in Kisku is going to ride north and trample each and every one of us. Our families will become slaves or die. Ddun,” he swung his arm down to point and Ddun’s heart stopped, “has united nine clans in three months.” I’ll kill you. “Sacred numbers.” I’ll wrap my hands around your throat. “All nine clans under one banner, the head of the great beast the sorceress summoned to kill him stitched plain. We have stalled the attacks by the Stenya and they cower in fear as they feel the earth quake when we approach. Power in numbers, my friends. Ddun knows this.” I know I want to crush your windpipe until your tongue bloats.

“He took me in—a stranger to these lands, lost and ignorant. I was taught to ride, how to fight like a Dvarri, how to earn my spirit mask. I was taught if I could ride and fight alongside, I was Dvarri. Ddun understands this land—he looks upon the castle’s crumbling facade not in greed or lust for it, but with pity, with remorse as if in mourning. What heroes are painted there? What stories should be sung for them? Who remembers? Every one of you, you’re too busy killing one another to see a greater cause.” Stop talking.

He didn’t stop. “Who are those men up there on the stand? Good men, wise men. I respect them, truly I do. But they are at the mercy of their age. They make great advisers, and let them give their wisdom, but they are too old to meet the enemy on the field, and they will need to be able to. Sure, Grandfather can call up an army, tell you it’s time to kiss your wives goodbye and ride off, but he wouldn’t die for you sitting in that crumbling castle. He wouldn’t bleed for you. Ddun of the Black Eagle Banner would bleed for any one of you, and that’s the truth. He has my vote to lead, and I don’t care who I offend with my words, I’ve said my piece.”

The field was silent and Ddun was sweating. Slowly, the mumbling and whispering through the crowd again reminding him of flies buzzing became louder and deafened him. Yet the elders on the platform bowed their heads to mumble to each other as well, none of the elders were cross in that moment. Lauren placed a hand on his arm, a gentle pressure, but he still didn’t move.

An unfamiliar face rebutted. “He is no better than the other Grandfather you chose to exile, with his pet witch beside him.”

Ddun went to stand then, forgetting his prayer that no one died at the moot, but Lauren held him still. Then Tanner spoke again. “Where I come from there’s a little thing called ‘Mutually Assured Destruction.’ They have a sorceress, and we have our own. That makes the playing field more fair, doesn’t it?”

They had nothing to say back. Mumbling turned to shouting and soon it was difficult to hear the elders on the stand call for the vote to be held at sunrise.

***

Flattened on his stomach, limbs limp, Lauren massaged Ddun’s back and shoulders and he tried not to envy the man with the hole out the back of his skull. “I’m sorry my brother is an idiot. As if I weren’t scared enough.”

His words slurred from the crooked pressure of his lips in the pillow. “No one is going to hurt you because they know I’ll kill them. No one is going to try to kill me because you’ll kill them or curse them. Mutually assured destruction, isn’t that what he said?” He pushed his face further into the pillow, trying half-heartedly to suffocate himself.

“That’s not why I’m scared.”

“Then I don’t know how to help you.”

“I know. Me neither. It’s alright.”

“It’s not alright.” She brushed his braid aside and kissed the nape of his neck, giving him goosebumps. “Stop, Lauren, let me lie here and die in peace.” Look at him, a gods-damned proud mongrel thinking he can command attention. Antoll might as well have bled himself over fortune stones.

Lauren backed away from him, the chill hitting where she had been. She stoked the fire and he heard the rustling of cloth and blankets, and the hush of steel-on-steel. “Ddun, remember? How do I look?” He rolled his head to the other side and forced his eyes open. She knelt with a sultry smirk, his regalia on her as it had been when she had taken to the sky. He never did tell her how much he loved the sight. His veins returned to life and he went up onto his elbow. “Well?”

“Hideous. A perversion of nature.”

“And here I thought you were in a bad mood.” The scales chimed together as she crawled back to him, slapping his hand away as it tried reaching up under the vest.

“And you’re so good at lifting my spirits.”

“Just your spirits?”

Her eyes flashed brilliant blue at him and he couldn’t restrain himself.

The night began peaceful, turned to drunken noise through the camps, the human wildlife of the tent-filled city making animal calls at each other. Ddun couldn't sleep, but didn’t move. He heard Tanner and Rudda amongst them, and Borga too. Borga, he was proving to be a staunch supporter of the cause, agreeing unwaveringly at Tanner’s words once the men returned to the camp. But that bit of noise sounded like arguing. I don’t care. Let them all kill each other.

“Do you want to know why I’m scared?” Lauren had asked before falling asleep, her voice silken.

“Why?” he had asked in return.

“Because you might ride off one day and not come back. I won’t always be able to go with you.”

“Why not?”

“Because . . . Because. I’m sorry, don’t worry about it. You’ve got enough stress. Try to sleep. Okay?”

Now it was time to nudge her awake, the activity outside the tent increased as the sun shone. She moaned and pulled the blanket over her head, still in his regalia. He’d go without it, donning instead his quilted coat, ribbon Lauren had woven and stitched at the cuffs where fur peaked out. “You’re just going to leave me?” she asked from under the blanket.

“Unfortunately, yes. There’ll be someone outside if you need anything.”

“Have fun.”

Fun. It didn’t take long before he found fun. Tanner sat on a mat over the frosted red earth, legs askew, holding snow to his eye socket and dried blood thick out his swollen nose. He leaned into the chair Borga sat in, who also sported nice bruises on his cheekbones and knuckles, head tilted back and very unconscious. “You should see the other guy,” Tanner said with a bloody grin, and Ddun burst out laughing at the sight.

“What sort of mess did you start now?”

“He had it coming.”

“Who?”

“That ugly fuck.”

“Which ugly fuck?”

Tanner started giggling. “I don’t remember. I think I have a serious concussion.”

“Can you stand?” He held his hand out for Tanner to take. With a slap Tanner gripped his arm and Ddun lifted him to his feet, wavering, but he stood. He stunk of alcohol. “Lets go vote.”

“What about Borga?”

“When he wakes up, he can vote.”

“I think he might be dead.” They watched for puffs of steam from his mouth, they came steady. Tanner pointed a sharp finger into the sleeping man’s chest, and then a swift flick of the nose. No reaction. “Remind me, not to ever cheat that guy. Ruthless. He can be on my team every time.” They donned their masks and went on.

The sun cast the sky in glorious colours as they walked to the racing field, the crowd slowly congregating, painted rocks on hand to place down at their choice. Tanner and Ddun took their own from a pile and followed the flow of the crowd to the centre, where the elders had stood on the platform, flags with symbols on them indicating their clan, and at the end of the row someone had stuck Ddun’s banner, tallest of them all, tilting in the wind, the shaft broken and retied. The stone in Ddun’s hand felt useless. Four, ten, two, six, twenty, thirty, and a stack at his banner not worth counting. Tanner threw his stone on the pile, and Ddun tossed his over his shoulder and turned around, hauling Tanner with him, his stomach in knots and threatening to spill.
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They had built a shrine around it. Thought it was a husk of some ancient dragon. It was a steam engine, off its rails as it passed through a portal and it had plowed right into the earth, cocked askance when it collided with a large stone, creating its own grave. Lauren felt compelled to sketch it, though the sight chilled her. She wondered what happened to the engineer, but it was such an old train engine they wouldn’t be alive now either way.

Wyatt told her about the place, and she couldn’t stop thinking about it. So, while Ddun went to vote at the moot, she threatened the man posted at the tent with generations of curses if he tattled and she walked off to find the phantom train to the southeast of the castle, near a patch of stunted trees fed by a winding river that drained the lake. Little animals with their winter coats half grown in cautiously prowled around.

She felt a cramp low in her abdomen, pausing her sketching to wince. Nausea crept up into her throat and she shuddered. Maybe it was stress. She hadn’t eaten anything yet.

Walking the perimeter of the shrine, she noted the primitive scrawls of prayer painted on the steel, the flat rocks propped up and carved with images of animals and men. Phallic symbols all over the place, not too different from any given graffiti wall. She climbed up the crooked side of the engine to peer in.

It was so well preserved there was still a skeleton inside, dressed the part and surrounded by dozens of tiny offerings, clay bowls of incense ash, coins, dried herbs. Mystery solved.

Back at her little stone perch she returned to sketching, nearing the last pages in her journal. Maybe Ddun could have one made for her.

Her fingers and cheeks were beginning to go numb from the cold and she decided to head back. The walk was pleasant, she ignored the sight of the castle walls, and traced her way back to the campsites.

Ddun had already half-killed the poor guard he posted to the tent, who saw Lauren first and pointed a shaking finger to her, mouth too bloodied to speak. She’d have to make sure he was compensated. How could she compensate for lost teeth? Not like the guy could go to the dentist. Ddun dropped the battered man and stormed to her, his posture shifting with each step from furious to relieved to furious again.

“Don’t . . .” a false start, he paused and breathed and flexed his jaw, “don’t go off like that again.”

At least he didn’t hit her. “Am I your prisoner?”

“No. But I thought—”

“Next time, I’ll leave a note.” She pushed past him, stepping over the fool at the door of the tent, pulled out a fistful of coins from a drawstring purse and tossed them at him before going back to the darkness of the tent and yelling for breakfast. Then she put her head back out into the cold, asked for Tanner, but Ddun only shrugged. She retreated. Then she stuck her head outside again and asked why he wasn’t at the moot.

“There’s no reason for me to be there.” He sucked on his knuckles, scowling at the ground.

Then she closed up the tent one last time before covering herself in furs, thinking of the derailed train, of the skeleton engineer-turned-shrine. Ddun didn’t come in.

***

Drumbeats shook the earth and shocked her awake, her plate of spiced sausage untouched. Tanner’s face burst unceremoniously into the tent and she screamed in surprise at the look of him, thinking he was some ghoul from her dreams but it was evidenced as soon as he opened his mouth to speak he had simply had the snot beat out of him, his moronic grin split from bruises. “Our clan won! Even more are going to fight under your banner.”

She didn’t want more people to fight. Didn’t they understand that? And his breath made her want to vomit. “Get the fuck out of my tent!” She clocked him in the nose with the silver plate, a solid throw, sausage flying everywhere, and he retreated humbly. She shivered, laying down again with the blanket pinned firmly over her head like a cocoon, refusing to acknowledge what the he meant. I hate this place.

The drumming got louder, and voices came with it. The noise vibrated the tent itself, pebbles on the flattened dirt hopped with the rhythm. Tanner returned with a vengeance and took her by the arms to haul her up and out of the tent, pointed at the crowd and gloating that those were all the people that were their kin now, each one of them. He was so beyond excitement he didn’t notice she had begun to cry. She wanted to go back to the husk of the dragon by the forest. “We’re setting up the city as one big factory. Fletchers and smiths. Organized, efficient, none of this tribal bullshit keeping down progress. Even some Peiransi are siding with us.”

“What about the ones that didn’t vote for this?” She asked through a sob.

He ignored the question. “The elders are to be advisers, all six of them will stay at the castle instead of just one. I guess I gotta learn their names now, eh?” He swayed on his feet.

“Where’s Ddun?”

“He’s, ah, busy. Why don’t you take me to that place you went.”

***

Ddun sat tall in the saddle, spear in hand and sabre sheathed, eyes scanning through his mask the opposing line of men and horses that had already prepared for battle while everyone else went to vote.

They knew.

He still wore the quilted coat, looking like a herdsman. All the men behind him were just as ill-prepared, but there was respectable bloodlust coming off them in waves, melting the frozen air. He wished Tanner could be there to see it, but someone had to be sure Lauren was kept safe, in case . . .

The man across from him with a ram’s head banner in red and purple had been the representative sent from the second largest clan—formerly the largest—a tall stern man named Felik, older than Ddun and felt if anyone should have the power to lead it should be him. His loyal kin were the ones who had fought Borga and Tanner.

The two men stared at each other from across the field, white stones crisscrossing the desert surface delineating the gaming grounds. It wasn’t Ddun’s fault Felik didn’t have a Tanner in his life to speak up with the bright idea of tearing tradition apart, but it was about to become everyone’s problem.

Ddun moved forward to the centre of the field to discuss terms, Rudda alongside. Felik and another man came to meet them.

“Where’s your witch?” Felik asked, helmet glinting in the sun.

“I decided to give you a fair chance.”

“She’ll be my witch for that mistake.”

So much for the terms. Felik barked an arrogant laugh and returned to his line of heavy cavalry wielding thick lances, looking like liquid metal had been poured over each of them, barely an inch not covered by scales on the men or the horses. He had been doing some serious fighting in the eastlands and had come straight to the moot, his chosen elder would have won the title of Grandfather if it weren’t for Ddun, and he was very sore about it. Ddun thought it was a pity they didn’t ally with him, thinking how good it would be to have the heavy cavalry on his side against any army.

“We will have to rely on our lightness, our speed. Archers will need to flank them and move swiftly. Try your best to annoy the piss out of them.”

Rudda nodded. “I will lead the archers. We’ll do more than that.”

They returned to the line and rode at a quick pace along it. “Archers! Forward!” Rudda called out. Every mounted archer obeyed, which was the majority of the men, and they were split into groups of ten. Ddun knew the weapons of the men left over would do nothing against the armour that faced them if they weren’t cunning. He spit, hos core burned hot with frustration over not having time for tactics.

Tanner getting his face beat in was probably the smartest thing he could have done that day, taking him out of this fight.

“Our goal is to dismount them. Spearmen will follow me. Once they’re down, that’s when you come in after us and sweep through them.” They all understood. Borga would lead the men with blades and axes, the alcohol still powering him and boosting his fighting spirit, his good eye lit up and ready to kill.

Ddun took one last gallop through the lines, thrusting his spear up and shouting back and forth to his men, wordless crows to encourage them.

Drumming returned to the field, the air and earth a pulse. Felik wasn’t waiting a moment longer, his warhorns blaring. Every muscle in Ddun’s body was steel, his sweat was mercury, his own pulse more fierce than the drumbeat, and before he could think the arrows were flying from his men to theirs as the archers took to the field, encircling Felik’s men. Ddun readied his spear and braced himself on the horse, charging with his men into the fray with a savage howl once the archers made a false retreat. His banner cracked whip-like at his speed, the feathers on the bridle whistled. He took down one man on his way through, a well-placed thrust hitting the gap at the armpit, Ddun’s arm shuddering through to his body at the impact after narrowly avoiding his foe’s lance. The spear was stuck, blood melted the thin drift of snow on the sand. Sabre out and Ddun gave a fatal slash up under the mask of another man unhorsed before riding back to his line and letting the archers run through and fire off more arrows. The noise was bone-quaking, the cries of dying men like devil’s music.

***

The siblings watched at a distance, Lauren able to con Tanner into telling her the truth of what was happening. Her heart was encased in acidic fear, hands clutching the blanket at her chest, and Tanner acted as if he were watching a hockey game. “I should be out there.”

“You really did get brain damage, didn’t you?”

“Too late to worry about that.”

“Those men are dying, Tanner. You’d be dead.”

“This is the first chance for Ddun to prove me right. Fuck! I’ve only ever seen skirmishes. This is something else.”

“Don’t you realise what you’re seeing is what your dumbass speech encouraged?” She went to push him, and he swatted her hand away. She spit. “Only reason this is happening is because of you!”

He spun to her, gripping the blanket at her neck. It was the second time she saw Duke reflected in someone else that day. Then he let her go with a shove, and went back to watching the field.

Her eyes were constantly scanning to look for Ddun, but it was too far away and too chaotic. The banner had been knocked off the saddle and it made it impossible to tell.

Their archers rode as if they were choreographed, firing what looked like fistfuls of arrows, riding in and out like ocean waves. She felt sick to watch, every fallen man was Ddun. She didn’t know anything about warfare. Maybe they would all wind up dead.

Not every man wanted to die, it seemed, and once the man fell that had spoken with Ddun, there was a retreat.

They weren’t the only ones watching, the entire city was there, everyone holding their breath. She wasn’t sure if it was her imagination or not, but she could already smell the blood and shit from where they stood. She was too sick to be watching this. But she had to. She had to know Ddun would live. It seemed to take forever but it was only minutes.

“They’re going to go through the wounded, see which are surrendering and which die. We’ve won.” Tanner sighed, his half-purple face up to the sky as if praying.

“Take me back to camp,” Lauren said, hatred in her heart darkening her voice. “And I mean the one downriver.” They only took ten steps before she doubled over to vomit.

***

“You can join us or you can die. Which banner you chose to fly will tell me whether to kill you or not,” Ddun spoke to the defeated men. “I’m more than happy to forget Felik’s mistake for your loyalty.”

The elder who lost his chance at Grandfather spoke up. “We will bring you an answer by morning—”

“I demand an answer now! What will it be?”

The elder was stubborn and coarse, and said nothing.

“Stay silent and your life is ended.”

“I give you my loyalty,” one of the defeated men said. There was no pretence, just a desire to live another day.

“Aye,” another said.

Ddun looked down on the elder. “And you thought you’d speak for all the Dvarri, and you can’t even speak before me?” A nod to Borga, who held the elder down and swung his axe as Ddun turned to exit Felik’s tent. “One less adviser feasting on taxes in the castle, it worries me not.”

He didn’t return to Lauren until nightfall, exhausted and still bloody, every muscle screaming at him and his mind on its last whispers before giving up to sleep. He couldn’t bring himself to touch her, his hands too dirty, only taking off his blood-stained clothes and collapsing between the blankets. She curled up behind him, silent and sweet, and her heat eased him to sleep.

Lost in a great black void, no top or bottom or edge. Emerald mist swirled at his feet, turning shades of ruby and amethyst and sapphire, as he moved his feet he kicked up more of the strange mist around him until it was thick and suffocating. Monstrous faces appeared in the shining colours wrapped around him, dark spirits howling with laughter at his plight and distaste at his disturbance of their rest. How can he escape? He couldn’t breathe. Where could he run? He heard music, distorted and ugly. He reached out through the mist and felt nothing, disbursing the twisted faces into the fog, he tried to wave it away until the music became clearer, more fluid and natural. Then he opened his eyes and saw the dimness of the tent and shuddered a sigh. He was drenched in sweat. The music was coming from outside. He was too exhausted to move, could hardly lick his lips.

“You were dreaming,” Lauren was over him with a cup of water. He hadn’t noticed her before.

“I dreamt I was lost.” His voice shuddered. She lifted his head and put the cup to his lips before he took it on his own. “Who’s playing music?”

“Tanner and Rudda.”

“Have they slept?”

“Of course.”

“Did you watch?” He finally looked at her, her eyes were soft and solemn, her cheeks flushed, and there was nothing happy. Of course she had watched. She turned away.

“Rudda is teaching Tanner some poems, so he has something to sing that the people here know.”

“You’re upset.”

“Of course I’m upset. I want to go home. Your camp, I mean. The prairie.”

He was grateful for her clarification. “I’ll be here a while.”

“I can’t stay that long.”

Every line on her was the perfect shape, sculpted by some sacred being for his joy. The way the firelight played off her skin made her look like something ethereal, like something that if he touched might vanish. Some spirit he was blessed to see in the flesh. He hated to see her despondent. “I’ve been neglecting you while we’re here.”

“You’ve got other things to worry about, I understand that.” She swallowed. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Do you . . .” She shook her head, hair tousling softly over her shoulders. “Never mind.”

“No, what is it?”

The music stopped then, voices muttering softly. Lauren helped Ddun get dressed and he went out to the bright cold, letting her stay in bed. Rudda greeted him with a bow of the head, and Ddun returned the bow and followed with a gesture, a flick of fingers that permitted Rudda to speak. “Glad you’re awake. Riders from the south.”

“And?”

“They’re right pissed,” Tanner informed him, “down in Kisku.”

“I knew that already.” And they hadn’t heard news of the moot yet. That was surely to rile them even worse.

“On the bright side, clans that don’t care either way are returning to the fields. They’ve done their business in the capital and are heading out, just like any other year,” Rudda said. “So the numbers we feared may be inflated.”

“We still haven’t formed enough alliances here in the north, before we head there to gather more. Lauren wants to go back to our camp, she wants to be with the women. I’m going to let her.”

Tanner gripped the sleeve of Ddun’s coat. “You can’t. What about Meired? Or a rival like Felik? You can’t.”

Ddun ripped his sleeve free from Tanner’s fist, face burning at the audacity. “She is the only one who touches me. Do you understand?”

“Wh-what?”

He had to remember, Tanner was ignorant of their traditions, but that only made Ddun angrier, the realization of how real this all was in a way the battle didn’t do. “I’m not a friend anymore. Not to you or anyone. Take her home, and that’s an order.” Then he returned to Rudda to discuss the aftermath of the fight.
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Tanner didn’t speak for hours on the road. He was too angry with everything, his head was splitting, and thought it best for Lauren’s sake if he just didn’t talk at all. It was the first time in a long time he had a strong urge to use.

Rudda had pointed out on the nice carved map where to find the camp, follow the river, easy enough. This wasn’t what Tanner was supposed to be doing. He didn’t earn his mask to be a taxi. He couldn’t even look at his sister. If it wasn’t for her being a mopey bitch they wouldn’t be out on the road. But, if he left her alone, like last time she was like this, she might vanish. He couldn’t live with himself if that happened again on his watch. Even if he was pissed off with her. At least at camp with the rest of the clan she had a hundred eyes on her all the time.

And to make matters worse, she had food poisoning or something, stopping what felt like every hour to dry heave or pee. It really slowed them down. He was ready to just tie her to his horse and bolt for the camp.

He made his threat as she leaned against a tree doubled over. “Next time watch what you eat.”

“I’ve been sick for a few days. It’s just stress.”

“What do you have to be stressed about?”

“Oh, nothing at all, you asshole.” They were silent again for a while. “Didn’t it bother you at all? Not a single iota of worry? You won’t be dragging my ass around forever. You’ll be on one of those fields one day and you have no idea what war is about. Real war. Didn’t you ever pick up a history book? Most those guys are going to die of infection. Like Antoll . . .”

Like Antoll. He swallowed that thought. “This is the hand we’ve been dealt and we can either play it, or fold, like your beggar friend. Accept it. You’ve had months to get used to the idea that we’re here forever.”

The way she tilted her head—she was getting mad. “I have accepted it. I don’t like it, that’s two different things. And don’t talk about Wyatt like that. He was a good person.”

“Sure.”

The third night, after a humble meal of salt fish and roughage, and after congratulating each other on how much they had learned during their stay, how Tanner could barely fry an egg before and he was still useless as Lauren cooked over an open fire (even if he was the one to set up the camp himself while she lounged, he pointed out) she slept early. A comforting little snore seeped out of the tent if he listened carefully enough, so he plucked gently on a new balaik, trying to remember the poem Rudda had been teaching him, but his head had been jostled pretty good. It was cold on his fingers, having taken off his gloves to play, but he didn’t mind.

The air was pleasantly crisp, the bubbling of the river and sharp cracks of thin ice as the water moved calming him as he paused his playing to take in the bright night. Hearty wintering birds puffed themselves, twigs snapped under the weight of sneaking night animals. Stars crystalled and moon haunting.

Tanner . . . Tanner!

He held his breath to listen, hackles up. Silence. Thinking it was Lauren, he checked the tent, but there was still nothing but her soft breathing. Not being one to talk in her sleep . . . “Lauren?”

No answer. He closed up the tent and set the balaik down against the rock he had been playing on. Moonlight bright on the frost and soft fire glowing down to embers. Hand at his belt, fingers brushing the hilt of his sabre.

The voice came again, calling his name soft and airy, feminine. It came from the river. Posture bent in a cautious walk he rounded the tent to look.

“Tanner, sing for us.”

“Ansa?” He froze. It looked just like her, but the skin was icy blue, dripping wet and shimmering. She was naked, gripping a tree that grew fallen across the water. He couldn’t breathe, his heart rupturing against his ribs. There was a waver in the air like heat over asphalt, blurring her features.

Hands came up out of the water, long and nimble fingers, reaching out and pushing free the floating bits of snow and frozen leaves, held onto Ansa to pull up from the water.

Minna. His throat clenched, the memory of the arrow through her neck had him shaking, but there was no arrow nor the wound to mar the ice-blue skin.

Their eyes had a glow to them, devoid of pupils. “Tanner, sing for us.” The voices tickled in his ear, all over his scalp.

Ice brushed his neck, guiding hair away from his face, and as he turned toward the sensation he jumped with a holler to see Irynna there, silver-fleshed and nude—he fell hard on his ass and scrambled backward, hands numb over the frozen dirt. Sweating and panicked to watch them come nearer, slow and steady, almost methodical. Wet, with seaweed woven in their tangled hair, bits of leaves stuck to their skin. But that waver, it mesmerised him and he couldn’t crawl away anymore, sinking his back into the thin snow. Irynna ran icicle fingers under his wool tunic, he cried out at the startling cold, teeth chattering. Her face came closer, lips parted and eyes sultry, frosted breath on his cheek as she pressed down to kiss him, the cold of her lips burning him where they landed. She was beautiful, even if she was hurting him.

More hands were on him now, undoing his belt and sliding cold palms over his abdomen, muscles clenching at their touch, up to his chest, a trail of pain. He could barely think for how much it hurt, and he didn’t want them to stop. “Sing for us, Tanner.”

“What d-do you want me to sing?” He could barely move his mouth to say the words, frost-bit thoughts, the three women pressed down on his legs and arms, kissed him with frozen lips, ice fingers caressed him, pulled at is waistband, traced lines over his muscles and it hurt.

“Sing us an apology.”

“F-for what?”

“You never leave any offerings,” Minna said, “so we want you to sing.”

“You’re . . . river spirits.” He shook as Irynna put a leg over his thigh, the only movement he could make, they had his hands pinned at his sides.

“We love you, Tanner.”

“We can make you sing.”

Think of a song, think of a song. He couldn’t, he had never listened to a single melody in his life. His mind was completely blank, every shred of a thought was interrupted by cold. Ansa kissed him, her tongue tasted like river water and he loved it. He wanted them all to keep kissing him, closing his eyes and returning her kiss with a throaty moan. He didn’t feel the cold anymore, head swimming and vision blurred.

Then all the beautiful hands released, a blast of trumpeted shrieks—he was soaked with stinking water as Lauren plunged a knife into Irynna’s back, retracting it and slashing the neck, more water geysering like blood from a severed vein. His eyes refocused and their faces were disgusting, fish-snakes with four rows of teeth and bulging black eyes, no hands at all. Two twisted to Lauren, bearing their monstrous teeth at her, the third that fell thrashing over Tanner’s legs screamed in a dozen voices at once.

He clawed at his body, trying to clean the slime and scales off himself while kicking the snake-fish off his legs, newly-alive muscles jolting with frightened electricity and disgust.

“Get the fuck off my brother or I’ll kill you both!” Lauren’s hands were steady with her threat, and the two retreated to the river’s edge and slipped into the water, dragging the third with them without so much as a ripple of disturbance. Tanner was still flailing at himself to get clean, jumping at Lauren’s touch as she knelt to calm him. “Do you do anything other than fuck? They were going to eat you.”

“They—How’d you—How—”

“Shh, don’t. Are you okay?”

“No!” His teeth chattered and he wanted to take all his clothes off and burn them to feel clean, but he couldn’t manoeuvre his fingers to do anything useful. Lauren used the hem of her skirt to clean his face. She didn’t shine like  . . .the others, and he couldn’t see her face clearly, back-lit by moonlight, but he wouldn’t doubt if she was scowling at him. Left alone for a moment, his eyes stayed at the water’s edge, unblinking, despite the violent shivers.

She brought a brass lamp, the small flame near him was heaven. She wasn’t scowling—worse, she was pitying, like she did when they were kids, and tended to the marks the river spirits left, cleaned him calm and gentle. Brought up to a sit, she wrapped the blanket around him and rubbed the life back into his numb skin. She didn’t say anything snarky or insulting and he hated himself for thinking of her as a burden.

“Get to bed,” she said. He did as he was told, and she tucked him in, piling their few blankets on him, and finally went for the pee she had been holding in.

***

They kept a distance from the river, close enough to see it but since they didn’t know what to offer, they stayed away. Tanner was quiet, his clothes filthy but dry, is jacket packed away to wear a thick quilted coat to keep warm. He couldn’t tolerate the cold on his skin anymore, everything seemed to hurt him, though it got better as the days went by. A falcon screeching above them made him pause, looking around to see if he spotted any rider, but the bird was wild.

“We should be close,” Lauren said. “Horizon looks familiar.”

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Everything here is beautiful. Except when it isn’t.” She smirked. “You know that better than I do, now.”

“Shut up.” Even if he did laugh with her.

“You never did thank me for rescuing you from your, hm, watery fate.”

He considered answering her with a sarcastic overproduction of gratitude, but instead he only looked at her, smiled, and said a simple heartfelt “thank you” which seemed to surprise her as if she expected rolled eyes. They continued on in silence, he listened for falcons, and by nightfall they could see the lights of the watchmen and they both let their shoulders sag with relief that their long ride was over. They were asked a thousand questions about the moot from everyone clamouring to greet them, and they could barely get a word in edgewise to give any coherent answer, until finally Grandmother—the younger sister—came forth and rattled her walking stick to shut everyone up.

All eyes expectant, Tanner puffed his chest to announce pridefully how Ddun was voted as the leader of the Dvarri warriors, they call him their General, the nominated elders each an adviser, and their clan banner was the banner of the new army—to which the crowd all cheered, their excitement bordered on disbelief. The siblings were hugged and offered food and brought in to the central fire to warm themselves.

He didn’t see Irynna anywhere.

Lauren pat him on the knee to say goodnight and went off with Grandmother to talk alone, Tanner ate a spicy soup to heat his bones and listened to curious questions for as long as he could tolerate, before retiring to the warrior’s tent, empty of bodies but still decorated, and collapsed on a bed of fur.

***

Grandmother pressed a hand against Lauren’s cheek, a caress of her thumb wiping a stray tear. “Welcome home, my girl. I’m glad he let you come home.”

“I’m so glad to be back, too.” Her hands twitched on her thighs, until she was gripping her skirt and crying. They embraced each other and it was as welcome as holding her own real grandmother, that sweet feeling of pure, unfiltered comfort and it made her sob. She could talk about anything, no judgement passed, and she needed that so much right then. “I need to tell somebody, anybody, and I trust you, Grandmother. I love him, I love him so much it hurts. But I couldn’t stay there and have him worry for me.”

“Does he know you love him?”

“I’ve never told him.”

“What else haven’t you told him?”

Lauren pulled away as if stung, rubbing her eyes to free them of tears and knowing how ugly she must look to cry like that. She didn’t want to accept what the old woman was going to say next. It scared her to death. Her heart rattled. How in the world could she tell from five minutes of talk? Magic?

“How long have you known?”

It wasn’t real. There’s no way this woman could know. She was mistaken. It was just stress. “I don’t know what you mean.” She knew exactly what Grandmother meant because she thought of the chance herself every day.

Grandmother held Lauren and shushed her as the floodgates opened again, rocked back and forth as if she were a tiny child.

They had tea with spiced milk in silence. When done, Grandmother untied the blouse over Lauren’s chest, an unspoken understanding between the two women. Grandmother slipped a wise, leathery hand under the fabric to cup Lauren’s breast, fingers softly pressing the dense swell. Lauren winced at the touch, and at her pained expression Grandmother smiled. “I can always tell. Not every old harpy can be called Grandmother. How long since you last bled?”

Lauren gagged at the thought she had been avoiding, and couldn’t open her mouth to answer, which was an answer in itself.

“Did Ddun know, before he sent you home?”

“No . . . I don’t want to worry him, Grandmother.”

“And your brother?”

“God, no, don’t tell him! Please. He’ll be the first to tell Ddun.” She bit her thumb, avoiding Grandmother’s soothing brown eyes. “I’m so afraid.”

***

“Well, I’ve dropped you off, now it’s time for me to head back.” Tanner had fresh clothes, a wash, and looked spry despite his still-healing black eye and hints of toothmarks, his beard suiting him the more Lauren got used to the sight of it. To see him that morning, the gold sunrise marking his way, was bittersweet. She was going to be without him or Ddun for however long they needed to busy themselves in Kaddusk for, and this was all new.

The land around their camp was becoming overgrazed and they’d have to move on, he understood, they’d send riders out to Kaddusk soon enough to exchange news.

She couldn’t resist a jab at him. “Be careful out there, try not to get seduced by river monsters again.” She kissed his cheek after adjusting the collar of his coat and noted a tinge of yellow on his teeth, a bulge on the opposite cheek as if he were hiding a wad of gum.

“I’ll be more careful this time, I promise. Grandmother told me what to offer the river.” He pulled himself up onto the horse. He looked so natural in the saddle, born to ride like Dvarri horses were extensions of his own legs. And for the first time in months, maybe ever, she was watching his back, and Ddun wasn’t with her, and she stood there with her blanket at her shoulders and watched her brother go until she couldn’t see him anymore. They were fifteen, sixteen again, except she was the one left behind this time.

She didn’t tell him.

Grandmother assigned girls to Lauren as personal maids, very blonde, dimpled cheeks and pointed features, couldn’t speak Dvarri, maybe eleven or twelve years old and wore their braids in crowns. They had been captured from some trampled village. She felt awkwardly spoiled, and didn’t really understand why it was necessary. Ddun wouldn’t accept any less, she was told. The girls were miserable, Lauren understood why and she tried to assuage their fears by sharing meals and they became pleasant after a while, seeing that Lauren meant them no harm.

The older women of the clan were always ushering Lauren back and forth between chores and rest, regularly making her sit with Grandmother where she would be gently forcefed disgusting, apparently nutritious herbs smashed into paste, mixed with tallow and rolled into a ball, for the good of the baby, and it made her gag every single time. The smell alone was pungent enough to make her nausea unbearable, but at least she wasn’t riding. That had been torture.

The camp packed up to move on and she opted to walk as much as she could at the back of the train. Uncomfortably, Grandmother was happy about it, insisting it would make the pushing easier, and Lauren couldn’t bear to think that far ahead without a slick coat of sweat and dread tremoring her guts. Would Ddun be back by then? He had to be. And that made her nervous too, to see the look on his face. Would he be happy? Angry? After the time apart would he still want her anymore? Would he still love her with her body changed?

Would he love the baby?

Her nightmares were more frequent and vivid, adding to her fatigue. She chalked it up to her worries, maybe her hormones being out of whack. That same dream, over and over again, of the castle, though she still couldn’t remember all of it while awake. Little snippets of terrifying creatures, Meired’s face, darkness, overwhelming blackness that pressed down on her and she’d wake up gasping for air and reaching out for Ddun, but he was never there in the round tent full of other women.

Strangest of all, was the way those other women looked at her, how they pampered and preened her, but never rose their eyes to hers. Not the same as before, it wasn’t fear anymore, though there still was that shadow looming over everything, she was convinced. Her maids were the only ones who ever met her eyes, maybe it was some cultural thing where they didn’t know they weren’t supposed to.

She put in the effort to learn a little Stenya here and there, and they smiled more for her by the day. Dama and Aylet, cousins, already so mature. She supposed that’s what happens when you saw your fathers and brothers slaughtered and houses razed. Lauren had been told she looked old for her age, too, back then. Trauma must shine out through the eyes when you’re young, though she felt a little silly to compare her traumas to theirs.

Now they were bringing her smoked cheese and honey to dip, her favourite thing lately, and she shared with them.

A young woman from across the big tent watched them eat, long black hair hanging loose. Lauren had seen her before, but she couldn’t pin down a name. As Lauren caught the look, the woman smiled with a bowed head, and with a twinge of excitement like spying a long lost friend Lauren waved her over to sit and share the snack.

“You’re Tanner’s sister.” It sounded strange to hear that instead of something connecting her to Ddun.

“I am. Lauren.”

“I know I’m not supposed to talk to you like this, but I wanted to tell you, you look beautiful.”

Lauren blushed. “Thank you! And your name—”

“Irynna.”

“Please, Irynna, talk to me like this. I won’t tell anyone.” Lauren patted the cushion next to her and Irynna was all confidence and freckles, though she declined the cheese and honey.

“I need to tell you something, can they understand our words?”

Lauren assured her they couldn’t.

“Good. I want to go south to Kisku with you all.”

“I’m not going south,” Lauren cocked an eyebrow in question.

“Oh, you will. I want to be there with you.”

“With me?”

“Are you deaf?” Irynna was completely deadpan.

Lauren was so startled by the girl’s affront she just about died laughing. It warmed her spirit more than this woman could know. “Why with me?”

“Because someone has to stand up for you.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

Irynna smirked, her green eyes wickedly bright. “Say I will go with you.”

“Alright. If I go south, you’ll come with me.”
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At the castle, the horse was well cared for—as far as Tanner could tell, being fairly ignorant of horses, real horses. A mare, she had space to run and good shelter from the weather, shared with some other animals he was unfamiliar with, none but the mare paid him any mind—but when she took little morsels from his open palm and shook out her mane in excitement, nothing mattered. Every visit to the castle brought him to the menagerie so he could give her a pat and feel her breath, look into her eyes and each visit gave an indescribable pang in his heart. What happened to your rider? Did you wander here by yourself?

No one had found the keys to open Meired’s little storage room, and no attempts at lock-picking succeeded. Tanner itched to get back in there, just to feel the things in his hand, weigh them, read all the names inside the wallets.

He was getting much better with the bow, though his peers had learned to shoot as children, and as he visited Antoll’s ashes he joked with the unresponsive urn that he was finally able to hit something, if he concentrated real hard. He missed Antoll being there to teach him, and told the urn that too, before heading back outside the castle walls.

Aching bones, muscles hating every move they made, yet he was still upright. It was deep winter and even in the jarring cold they trained, and trained, and trained. The city didn’t get much in the way of snow, but the wind in the open was enough to kill a man unprepared.

To watch Ddun and his retinue walk through the streets amazed Tanner with a swell of awe, to see crowds part and men bow low. Rudda and Borga nearest Ddun, the rest of no consequence to Tanner, but they all carried themselves like a flock of godkings—Ddun always had, even while being as humble as he was, it was so effortless, and envy shared space with awe. Commanding respect just by posture alone, there was no question in Tanner’s mind that Ddun was the right man for the job. He had always walked like that, oozing that presence from his pores. Everyone respected him, if they had to say “no,” it was done with tact and politeness.

Tanner had once wondered, would they be like that with him, if he fought like them, if he walked and talked like them? They didn’t. Though he had been offered a place in Ddun’s retinue, he declined it. It didn’t feel right. He would stay a loyal soldier. He wasn’t sure if he saw sadness cross Ddun’s eyes when he said so, but that’s how it went. Eventually he relented to Ddun’s request that he be a riding teacher, the young boys admiring Tanner’s distinct style and knack for break-neck speeds, and he enjoyed it. One accomplishment to stick in his cap.

There hadn’t yet been a chance to teach them how to play hockey, but that would come.

He passed the whorehouse full of pubic lice ran by an insane Stenya who refused to pick up sticks, past the smoke and grease of the food stalls and the racket of the blacksmith quarter, the stench of the tannery, all built fresh with passionate urban renewal initiatives powered by slave labour, and it was glorious. Every smell, every pollutant in the air and on the streets, every merchant trying to con him, it renewed him like the fresh white tarpaulin over the semi-permanent tents. Now that he was done with his errand of passing scrolled messages around, he sought a gift. Lauren’s birthday was in January, and so Tanner was likely very late. With a different moon and sky and year, precision didn’t matter, he figured, and being so busy . . . He missed his sister.

Peiransi bookbinders made official documents, but he had given the apprentice some extra coins for her trouble to get his commission done, a nice leather-bound book for Lauren to fill with sketches, a bottle of iron gall ink. She’d use it. It was the most expensive thing he had ever bought in his time there.

He returned to his bed in one of the many soldier’s tents, nodded a greeting to the other men relaxing away from the chill. From under his bedroll he pulled out the iridescent swath of silk he had found, a blue sheen at one angle and green on another, to wrap the book, and stored it carefully with his other few belongings. He tied his mask to his belt and pulled the tall red felt-lined boots off his feet. Then he reclined on his bed and pushed his shearling cap down over his eyes to nap.

A man with a burning stink of alcohol on his breath shook Tanner awake, a surprise that sent sparks from his chest out his limbs as the cap fell from his face. In a squat next to his bedding, a big motherfucker, and Tanner reached for his knife without a second thought before a hand reached out from under the cloak and pressed his wrist down. He recognized that big mitt. “Borga?”

“You’ve got to come with me,” Borga whispered, and passed Tanner a skin of wine.

Tanner nodded, a confused knot on his brow, took the skin and indulged. “What’s wrong?”

“You’ll see.”

Borga led Tanner through the meandering trails between tents and training grounds, a swirl of dread tensing Tanner’s shoulders as they went along. He was brought to Ddun’s tent, decorated at the entrance with their banner and countless colourful buntings and chimes hanging and flitting in the breeze, glittery sounds sprinkling the air of the thoroughfare leading them to the door. Ddun was shouting inside, and Borga opened without requesting audience first.

No one was in there to shout at.

“Tanner!” Ddun yelled as he noticed their entrance. “You’re the perfect man to help me.” He wasn’t drunk, and that alarmed Tanner more than if he had’ve been.

“How can I help you, General?”

“Shut up with that. I hate it.” Once Ddun stomped over to them at the door, Tanner saw the dark circles under Ddun’s eyes, the pallid skin. Was he sick? “You need to take me out of here.”

“Sir?”

Ddun punched him with a solid right hook, knocking him backwards into Borga’s chest with stars flashing in his eyes and his body involuntarily limp. Borga held him up like a scarecrow.

“Don’t be an idiot around me again, listen to me. Stand up.”

Borga stood Tanner upright, the floor threatening to slip out from under his feet, but he nodded, stretching his jaw. Ddun had snapped, there were frayed synapses in his skull. Tanner stayed silent.

“Borga.”

The big man Tanner had relied on for support gave a quick bow and backed out of the tent, leaving Tanner to Ddun’s insane mercy.

So he started laughing. “The fuck?”

“Thank you, I needed that moronic laugh. Tanner, I can’t sleep. Every time I sleep I have the same dream. It means something.”

“What’s the dream?”

“I’m lost in a dark room, no walls, I’m not sure it’s a room, I know I’m lost but there’s no way through. Just blackness, yet I can see. I first had the dream after the fight with Felik, nothing for a long time, until recently, I have it every night. It means something. But I’m stuck in here reading dispatches! Like this one,” he stomped to an ornate desk, the same wood and cherry-red lacquer as the carved map that now hung from an iron stand nearby. “They’re cutting trees in sacred forests, like the one you appeared in. Meired would have no care at all, it has to be her. A Grandfather would never allow it to be desecrated. Are those spirits angry, and they’re making me go mad? Are they asking for help? Is it Lauren? Maybe it’s Meired herself.”

“What if it’s just a dream?”

“Was your vision just a vision, when you saw Lauren at the lake?”

Tanner had nothing to rebuke with.

“I have to get out of here.”

“Do you want me to be frank?”

“Yes.”

“How the hell am I supposed to smuggle you out of here? Dress you like a woman?”

Ddun sat with a thump in the chair at the desk and covered his face to laugh, a quiet giggle with shoulders shaking as proof. “Gods, I’ve missed you.”

“So where are we going?”

“You tell me. I just want out of here. I need you to steal me.”

“We could take a trip to see the sacred forests, see with our own eyes what’s happening. No banners.”

Ddun pet his beard, contemplative and frowning. “It’ll be cold. A long ride.”

Tanner shrugged.

***

It was like skipping school, calling in sick to work, that sense of general mischief heated his blood and planted a permanent grin on his face, hidden by the cloak Borga loaned while sleeping off his drink. The pressure of everything was getting to all of the westland boys, it seemed, and Tanner was doubly glad to have declined a high-ranking position.

All his jingling coins and beads were bundled up and tucked into his waistband, wary of the thin crust of ice that might give his position away in the dark. Mindful of any snowdrifts over the sand, keeping low and snaking past the backs of tents and diving into ink-black shadows to make his way to the General’s tent, where the bastard was probably pacing and mouthing obscenities at nothing, as Borga had admitted Ddun was wont to do lately.

Ddun, the man Tanner admired for his confidence to be so distraught, it had to be more than a bad dream. The stress needed release, Borga had said, he couldn’t bring himself to fuck anyone other than his woman back home, and the backed-up cum was making him crazy—that was Borga’s drunken theory at least. Tanner told the prick he was going to wind up yellow and bloated if he didn’t stop guzzling every drop of liquor in the Dvarri innerlands, and they both laughed at each other and parted ways.

Ddun kept the AK in his tent, with part of one magazine left, and Tanner was eager to hold it again. Before he could, he had to get in the place, and there was the small matter of the guards posted at the door. Ddun’s tent was practically fortified, enough wood to make a skeleton on the inside, latticework of only inches between slats, a door that could swing and latch, no meager flap and ties. That also meant Tanner couldn’t just hike up the skirt of the thing like a pervert and go underneath.

He picked up a good sized rock and tossed it with a roll to the foot of the guard, see if he could be enticed from the spot. Tanner found it hard to believe the man wouldn’t move for such an obvious ploy, only to hear Ddun’s mumbling inside the tent go quiet.

“Your watch is done, get your asshole back to your tent or I’ll strangle you.”

Ah, Ddun, a man of eloquence. So much for Tanner’s stealth tactics—not too bad for the lack of planning. His shoulders relaxed as he waited for the guard to shuffle off—with hesitation as if confused if he should obey the orders or not, but obey he did. Tanner went to the door of the tent and gave it a shake, the latch held until Ddun appeared, dressed for the weather in a coarse deep green cloak like Tanner’s, both of them looking like unadorned Christmas trees, and Ddun, knowing exactly what Tanner was hoping for, forced the rifle into Tanner’s ribcage, perfectly wordless. Tanner gripped it with a toothy smile and they both ran for the horses, hopped up and bolted, without considering if they should leave a note.

Horses didn’t run as fast in the cold, which was one reason why spring was considered the start of the raiding season, but they rode on anyhow, howling with cracking, exuberant triumph to be far from the city outskirts. They were nomads, being stuck in that place for so many months was unnatural, and the two of them were like birds out of their cage—Ddun happened to be a very important bird, but they didn’t let that fact sour their mood just yet.

Ddun and Tanner hunted their way through the landscape, their journey slowed by their need for sustenance, but it wasn’t so much about the destination. Ddun began sleeping better immediately, twelve hours solid the first night. Slowly the colour returned to his cheeks and his eyes lost the shadows beneath them, and Tanner delighted in making him laugh with his stories that were mostly made up about loose women, just as his grandpa had done with him when he was younger—when he told the actually very true story about the river spirits, Ddun just about died.

“I bet you believe us now, don’t you?”

“I sure as fuck do.”

“Yet you questioned my dream.”

“Old habit.”

“Do you know why Rudda is so superstitious?” Ddun asked through a mouthful of rabbit leg.

If Tanner’s experience had made him appreciate the spirits of the land and water, he couldn’t imagine what Rudda’s cult-like devotion to them could have been inspired by. “Please tell me, oh my god.”

“I can’t tell you, he refuses to tell me, the prick. I was hoping you knew.”

A crystal broke between Tanner’s ears as he laughed, to think of the magic that everyone here took for granted, that Lauren and himself had only just seen in little scraps, like dropped puzzle pieces that didn’t fit with anything they knew. “Why is this place so fucking real? Spirits aren’t real where we come from. Magic . . . just isn’t.” He didn’t know where inside him the words came from, but he wasn’t laughing anymore. The chunk of rabbit had stopped half way to his mouth and it hung there, he stared. It might turn to sand.

Maybe that’s why the guy wound up offing himself after fifteen years of trying to make sense of everything. He thought he was caught in a dream that didn’t end, only to find others like him to talk to, and it just scrambled his head like a fork in a bowl of eggs. The finality of knowing he wasn’t ever going to wake up, that fifteen years really had passed, he wasn’t lying in a hospital bed having comatose hallucinations.

“I could ask the same about you both.” Ddun watched Tanner from under his brow, a stillness that locked Tanner in place. Ddun was right. Tanner couldn’t imagine it from their perspective, either. Ddun was the first to return to eating, and Tanner forced himself to bite and chew. “There might be something in those scrolls and tomes Meired collected.”

“I’d love to get into that room. But I thought no one could open the door?” Tanner sucked rabbit juice off his thumb. “Lauren might, if she ever stepped foot in that castle again.”

“I lie awake wondering what happened to her there, you know. As if I didn’t have my own dreams keeping me from sleep. I haven’t had the time to do anything but plan for war.” There was a hitch in Ddun’s voice that made Tanner sympathize with him. They both missed Lauren.

“Have you dreamt that again, since we’ve been out here?”

“No. My head has been very clear, actually. It’s the open horizon, I think.”

“Maybe it isn’t. Rudda and Borga have both been upset, too. Borga’s going to drink himself to death.”

“I don’t want to go back.”

“You gotta.”

“South first.”

***

Tanner lost track of the days, but the landscape was changing. The brushland was thicker, the trees less stunted. He thought back to the strange blue-tinged forest, those trees grew so tall in a land where people were using dried dung for fuel in winter because the trees weren’t plentiful enough. Most of their lumber they traded for. Yet those trees were enormous, so tall they blotted out the sky, and no one touched them. If that was the sort of forest that Meired was pruning, it was no wonder at all why Ddun and the others would be so incensed at her actions, so much so the Stenya were considered not much more than a tick on their ass in comparison to the threat in the south, now.

They came to a Dvarri camp, no one recognised them and they were given pleasant hospitality, as any travellers would be given. A cozy family unit, all sharing one big tent. They were given some lambs-head soup and asked the family if they heard anything about Kisku, the sacred wood. The father, a thick grey moustache wet from soup, shook his head. “No one is going to the city. We’re poorer for it, but I won’t take my family near it.”

“Why not?” Ddun asked, a slight lean forward in interest. Tanner knew to pay attention, and kept his eyes off the women for the first time in his life.

“You can’t see the horizon. It’s a dreadful omen.”

Ddun’s fingers fidgeted at his knee, nails flicked. Tanner swallowed, sweat on his palms, watching as Ddun’s jaw opened and shut as he tried to form the correct question. “What do you mean, can you describe this omen?”

The father gestured his hands over his head in an arch. “The sky is thick, like this, over the city, and we dared not approach it for the sight of it put me ill at ease. It’s no firesmoke. You get this . . . twist in your spleen to look on it, and if you can dare to look long enough, you can see the creatures that flow like fish in water, in and out, I had no name for them, so we’ve chosen to go back north instead, lend our humble holdings to the cause there.”

“An honourable cause it is, and your family will be compensated well,” Ddun said. “When was the strange vision first seen?”

“I know that not. Ones we’ve spoken with, who were there at the start of autumn, there was a sickness that fell over the city and they fled to avoid plague. I heard a rumour . . .” at this the man stopped, rubbed his face. “I know this seems absurd, but I heard a rumour it might be the Crown. Did you plan on venturing there?”

The Dvarri crown? The one that was cursed? Tanner didn’t get a chance to ask before Ddun answered the question.

“No. We’re heading back to Kaddusk, we can’t travel together I’m afraid, but you have our thanks for your hospitality. What’s your clan name?”

“Yamnoyuk.”

“I give you my word, your name will be noted.”
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Their cloaks whipped at their backs as they raced, cold air numbing the exposed skin under their masks. No bark of the leapriver tree to ease the pain of riding such length, only urgent haste to power them in their need to return to Kaddusk—wearing the horses down until they stung to the touch like hot iron.

Ddun was furious, of all the dispatches he’s received and not a single mention of a “missing horizon.” There was no need for that old man to lie, and no need for any evil to deceive him, either—he flew no banners, held no alliances but to his family, like any minor clan they were surviving humbly and no one had any reason to pay attention, or to affect by magic what they could or could not see before them, if that was what happened to Ddun’s scouts.

The more families from the south that joined in the north, the better he could verify. He would call in all of them, hear them each, to discern the truth—how many of them already in Kaddusk had he paid no attention to, other than numbers on parchment. How many heads of livestock they brought, how many fighting men and boys ready to train. He ushered the horse faster, fighting off the pain and cold by sheer will, only for Tanner to suddenly stop his horse with a shout and a clumsy slip to the ground.

Ddun turned with confusion to check on his friend in the snow. Tanner clambered to a sit, mask knocked askew—hastily butting the gun against his shoulder as he shook, eyes wide and spittle flying from his lips with every breath.

Aiming right at Ddun.

His heart tried to escape his flesh but caught in his throat. Tanner’s face was white as the snow blowing in snake-like drifts over the dead grass—but there was a reflection in Tanner’s eyes that made to sense, shadows and light playing off them unnaturally. Ddun started to raise his hands, sweat spilling at the madness before him.

“Tanner—”

Bullets flew—Ddun’s heart gave up on escaping and erupted through his limbs—he threw himself from the horse to avoid the shots, but the bullets never came. Tanner shot again, short pops in triplets, directed at Ddun and the horse, but every bullet vanished before striking. Something was in between, but he was too frightened of getting shot to move and look.

“Get away from me, go away!” Tanner demanded of the something that frightened him. Ddun found the nerve to move, to see Tanner scrambling backwards, the gun swinging with his erratic crawl. A black-green limb formed from the aether, like the leg of an insect, dripping viscous liquid that melted the snow in hisses. Ddun pulled his sabre from the scabbard in a cautious, silent motion, and braced himself to run to Tanner’s side, to face the thing climbing out of nothingness. Ddun bolted, attempted to pull Tanner up from the grass, but he was immovable.

An oval of darkness, a platter of that familiar place seen only in sleep, the swirling colours of smoke the evidence Tanner had fired the shots that cut into the black. More insect-like legs came through, like a bundle of sticks for a fire, razor-edged hairs coating it thick. Tanner fired again, hitting a leg with a spray of frothy green, the leg retracted and more came. Ddun began slashing at the legs, cutting them like reeds but yet more came with every limb severed, hooks reaching—not for him, but Tanner, and with a sickening sense of futility Ddun gave one last roaring hack at the things before retreating again to where Tanner sat immobile, and dragged him by the armpits to gain distance.

A tickle at his neck, another platter behind him and more limbs extending out from the darkness. He slapped the back of Tanner’s skull—“move!”—and they both climbed on the nearest horse to flee. In a blink, as if walking from one room to another without noticing the doorway, they found themselves within that darkness, and his thoughts faltered—grip kept on Tanner as they spun on the horse, perhaps for comfort—Ddun was cracking at the sight of all the black.

No way out. There’s never been a way out.

The horse collapsed under them, a dead pool of skittering bits of metal, leaving the two of them in a heap.

“This is your dream,” Tanner stated knowingly, as gemstone tendrils crept up from beneath. “There’s got to be a way out.”

No way out. “I’ve yet to discover one,” Ddun tried his best to seem in control of himself, “but I always wind up choking and waking before I walk far.”

They stood with their backs pressed together, each with a sabre held tight in case those limbs or some other untold terror came out at them.

Ddun knew of the faces and grotesques the smoke would display—and also knew he was awake, and Tanner was with him, witnessing the same things. “Illusions will appear to you, but they will dissipate to touch them. At least, that’s how it is when I dream it.”

“We aren’t dreaming.”

Ddun had no words of reassurance nor comfort, and could only swallow the growing lump of fear ready to choke him as sweat made tracks down his brow. He much preferred charging at men on the field—at least he knew what to expect. “We’ll try to run.”

“Where?”

“Anywhere. Forward. My forward. Ready?”

Tanner’s hands fumbled at Ddun’s cloak. More smoke formed the more they moved, and Ddun could feel his throat close up in trepidation—I’d wake up choking, but I’m not asleep.

“My head really hurts, Ddun. I can’t see.”

“It’s dark here—”

“It hurts!” His voice broke in a pitched crack.

“Hold on to me. We’ll run together. Ready . . . Now!” Ddun forced his own limbs into action, Tanner stumbled to keep pace, but held tight. Grinning twisted faces, sneering beasts silently laughing at them as they ran, the purples and pinks and blues twining up, thickening and threatening to constrict. Still they ran, without any walls or scenery it was hard to tell if they had moved at all.

“I can’t run, it hurts!”

Tanner fell to his knees, eyes clenched and teeth bared in a grimace, hands balled into fists, he hit himself as if to knock the pain out of his head.

The smoke wasn’t wrapping around Tanner, Ddun noted. Only around my feet, my legs. Tanner was left alone by it.

The hissing became louder, cracks like arthritic joints popping, and the insect-limbs came forward, trying again to hook themselves into Tanner. Ddun swung down at them, Tanner oblivious as he crouched in pain. Green blood-fluid gushed with every strike of the blade, but it only multiplied their numbers.

Lights began flashing in Ddun’s vision, just as always, a tremor of dread in his shoulders. A tendril of pink wrapped around his throat, and he couldn’t swing his arm. Stiffened, as if flat on a bed, though his eyes were open and he was very much alert.

The hooked limbs dug into Tanner’s cloak like thistles and he began to scream, pulling against it. Ddun wished he could wake . . . He couldn’t breathe, he should be waking, but Tanner was still screaming. Ddun’s eyes closed heavy, hand still gripping the sabre.

“Help me, I can pull him if you help me.” Lauren’s voice. Two pairs of hands gripped Ddun’s cloak, pulled as if he was stuck in thick mud. Light hit his face. “Hurry, come on!”

“I am hurrying!” Another woman’s voice.

The winter air cleared his mouth of the thick glue that made his tongue heavy, they pulled harder to get him through, but still his muscles refused to move. “Wait!” Lauren called. “Leave him through the gap. You have to go in to get Tanner.”

“What?”

“Please, Irynna, I can’t!”

“Right, of course you can’t.” The woman climbed over him like he was a sack of grain, he felt her keep a grip around his ankle as slowly his limbs tingled with sensation. The woman used him for leverage to pull Tanner out of the hooks.

Lauren’s hands pet his face, he felt her trembling, and his eyes opened to the most wonderful thing he had seen in months, bright as the sun, a miracle like a spirit’s blessing. There wasn’t time to get lost in her brilliant eyes, a smile exchanged between them as his arms came to life to touch her face.

The woman at his ankle squeezed painfully through his boot, he sat himself up to stupidly venture back through the circle of black, Lauren holding one arm, a human chain to free Tanner from whatever was pulling him the other direction.

“You, come through,” he told the woman at his foot. “I’ll get him.”

Drowning himself, but with ferocity in his heart to finish what the girl had started, he pulled Tanner’s legs as hard as he could.

“Come on, you prick, move! Come on!”

Tanner had a hook in his cheek, another hook in his shoulder, if Ddun pulled again it would rip Tanner open. But he had to pull, with a roar he pulled and Tanner came lose, the limbs slashing forward again as the two women pulled the men through, all with heaving breaths.

Ddun collapsed in the earth and stars filled his eyes.

***

All Tanner could taste was blood, his tongue prodded a strange hole in his cheek he didn’t remember having. Confused as to where he was, and why he had such a searing hot pain in his face and shoulder—but no complex thoughts through the haze of it all, only soft humming out his nose as he tried to lift his right arm, but the pain kept it down at his side.

Fingers twitched. Everything was still dark, but he felt the rough wool, above him and beneath him. He was in a bed. He could smell a fire, spices.

“Hush, don’t move.”

His tongue poked at the wound again and he felt stitching. His eyelashes were stuck together, the crust of sleep and blood. A warm damp cloth came and gently cleared the debris, and wiped his brow and mouth, and he shook his head to free himself of the nagging thing, blinking, struggling to focus his eyes on whoever it was that hovered there to clean him. Green eyes and freckles. “Irynna?”

“I said don’t move. You don’t listen well, do you?”

He was suddenly aware of his heartbeat, and with each beat the pain pulsed in those two spots. “Why do I have a hole in my face?”

“You had hooks in you. Like a fish.”

“A fish.” He couldn’t remember anything, so he let his eyes close again. “Where am I?”

“Home, with the rest of us.”

“How’d I get here?” They were miles away, riding between Kaddusk and Kisku, weren’t they? He and Ddun.

She chuckled. “You tell me. I took Lauren out with Yol and saw you both.”

“Who’s Yol?”

“My falcon.”

He opened his eyes again, brow pursed. He watched her face for any sign of deception, waiting to see if she might turn into some monster, but her face was unwavering, just a stern look. Behind her hung dried herbs, and he realized he was in the medicine tent. He really had crossed the world to them. “Did Lauren find us?”

“No. She doesn’t use her magic at all.”

There was shouting outside the tent, Irynna’s head snapped to the sound, and the shouting came closer, until the flap of the medicine tent was torn open—Ddun stood, with steam off his bare shoulders. Eyes on fire, teeth bared in a snarl, and before Irynna could halt the madman he was on top of Tanner, hands wrapped around throat—the pressure put immense pain in the wound on Tanner’s cheek, he clawed at his friend’s hands through the pain in his shoulder while Irynna knocked Ddun about the head to get him to cease his assault—Ddun growled: “You didn’t tell me, you useless, stupid bastard, you didn’t tell me she was with child you fucking prick!”

All Tanner could do was croak a voiceless “I don’t know—what you’re talking about—Ack!” through clenched teeth, kicking his legs out to try to unbalance Ddun. Lauren was there with Irynna now, and Grandmother, all three women pounding on Ddun’s back and head trying to convince him to relent. Just as Tanner’s eyes went crossed and he was close to death, Ddun let go and Tanner gasped for breath like a newborn.

“You swear to your God you didn’t know?”

“He didn’t know! Ddun, I never told him!”

“She never told me! You stupid fuck!” He could barely speak. Then the lightbulb in his brain burst open and he looked at his sister, on her knees crying, face flushed and beautiful with Irynna’s arms around her shoulders. “You’re pregnant?” When she nodded, there was no pain in him, Ddun hadn’t just choked him half to death, his cheek wasn’t freshly bleeding into his mouth, and he dove to embrace her, holding her tight and laughing in her ear as best he could with a busted in windpipe. She hugged him back and they rocked with cries and smiles and he hadn’t felt so warm in his life. He was going to be an uncle. An uncle!

Ddun leaned into the post at the foot of the bedding, knees up, head low, with a hand at his brow to hide his face. He looked like a drunk about to be sick. Tanner gave him a backhanded slap on the knee, “congratulations, Pops,” with suppressed mirth at the sight of his friend’s distress. Ddun was motionless, and Lauren started crying again. Grandmother ushered all the women out of the tent and left the men, Tanner limp on the bedding with the pain returned, swallowing blood and feeling nauseated as it hit his gut. He needed to just lie there and accept his body was a wreck. But he was going to be an uncle, and somehow that made it all alright.

“No wonder she wanted to leave there,” Ddun finally spoke. “She said she didn’t want me worrying over her.”

“Sounds like Lauren.” The earth spun under him.

“You sound terrible.”

“You choked me!” He coughed.

“I needed to choke somebody and it’s difficult to choke oneself.”

He couldn’t refute that logic. “Does she know how we got here?”

“You opened the way.”

“I did?”

“Wasn’t her. Wasn’t me or that other woman. Had to be you.”

Tanner felt a buzz in his skull as the earth continued it’s uncomfortable spin, tried to focus his vision on the roof of the tent where the supports met, the hole to the sky hazed by smoke drifting through. His eyebrows knit again. “I did?”

“Do you remember what happened?”

“Not a thing.” He gave up trying to focus.

“For the best.”

All was quiet again, and Tanner fell back asleep.
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Irynna, in her lovely, clinging leather breeches as a barrier from assault, straddled Tanner while scornfully changing the bandage at his shoulder, tongue in her teeth as she concentrated.

“How’s it looking, Doc?”

“Disgusting. No woman is ever going to want you with scars like this.”

“I disagree. I find women admire scars. This one on my jaw,” he pointed, “has net me more pussy with it than without it, I promise. You included.”

“Oh, I love a humble man.” He missed that scorn more than he cared to admit.

“I’m the humblest.”

“I don’t know why we didn’t let that demon drag you away.”

He laughed. “Ah, you must like having me around.”

“Lauren feels the need to keep you alive, being blood and all. Myself, I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it.”

“Not even a wink?” She was wonderful.

“Not one,” she said, looking down at him with a genuine desire to see him mauled, a slight flinch to feel how he was pressing up against her, he couldn’t help himself, it was completely involuntary. “I didn’t think you had enough blood left for that nonsense.”

“You know, where I come from, most women wear pants. So, don’t think your outfit is in any way, shape, or form a challenge for me.” His grin hurt his cheek. She rocked her hips just enough, his heart fluttering expectantly, and then pressed her finger down into the fresh bandage at his shoulder, hard and with a twist, which earned a shrieked “fuck!” out of Tanner—he punched his fist down on the bedding, face going red with pain and she kept pressing, a curl of a snarl at the side of her nose, until he finally grabbed at the nape of her neck and brought her down to him, violently kissing her and she tasted like heaven. It worked, she stopped pushing on the wound, and better still, she reciprocated the kiss for a long while, but only a kiss, enough to make him frown when she pulled away. She knew she had the upper hand for his weakened state, and got off him to fetch the food waiting for him near the fire, kept warm while she nursed him. “You sure you aren’t a witch?”

“Very sure. Eat up. Lauren wants to go out hunting with me again, she loves my birds. You should come too, if you can ride.”

“I can ride you,” he proposed, but she ignored him. “Should Lauren be riding?”

“Why not? If it were dangerous for a mother to ride there wouldn’t be a single living Dvarri.”

He took the hot stew from her and sat up with a wince, a slight waver in his head, no blood in his brain for multiple reasons. Noting the lack of decent meat, he mixed the food around in the bowl to cool it. Most of everything was being syphoned off to Kaddusk, he surmised.

“Don’t worry, she gets enough.” Irynna must have been watching him. “We take good care of our women when they’re with child. Mothers make warriors.”

“How’s Ddun?” Since he hadn’t left the medicine tent yet to talk to anyone, not having the strength, he had some worry. Lauren wasn’t crying to him, but he wanted to make sure.

“Oh, it’s terrible. He’s constantly doting on her and practically carries her around everywhere. If you did that to me, I’d vomit.”

He smirked at her again, the thought of knocking up the psychotic bitch gave him no better thrill. Imagining how angry she would get. It was extremely tempting. God, he missed being around women. “So when are we going hunting?”

She finally softened to him, and he admired the little dimple at her chin, her strong jawline, her narrow eyes that seemed to glow whenever she was caught looking at him. His stomach knotted, expecting arrows through the felt as punishment for admiring her. He would need more than another fingerbone necklace, if that happened. He ate the stew, ignoring the sting in his cheek, trying to put out of his head the images of her blood down his front.

***

The horizon was vast and sparse. The flatness occasionally disturbed by the subtle rolls of earth and stone. Swirls of snow in coils on the ground, shifting as the wind blew. The dry evidence of summer flowers long having spread their seeds to crop up again in the spring. Blue above them, no clouds, a boastful winter sun. Tanner felt like he was intruding on something, to be out there, some secret.

“You don’t believe me? Why would I lie about it. I swear, I didn’t find you. You found us.” Lauren spoke in a hissed whisper, keeping her voice low as to not scare away any potential game, though they were never told to whisper.

Tanner shifted his eyes from the horizon, to Irynna’s back, her huge falcon with its tiny little hat perched on her arm. He matched Lauren’s volume. “It’s not that I don’t believe you, it’s just that it’s not possible. I’m not the one with magic. Meired said so. Her magic found you, not me.”

“Well, maybe she’s wrong.” Lauren huffed. Her cheeks were a little plumper, it was endearing. The sun might be radiating from her, the disk above a hoax. He never really thought of his sister as a woman, a stupid thing, she was his sister, they were both kids still, weren’t they? Not really. There she was, proof time was advancing and he had no control over it. “Only thing is, she can sense them, the portals I mean. She feels it like a ripple on her skin, I remember her saying so. That’s why I don’t use it, it’s impossible that I triggered it. I’m sure that you coming here drew her attention. I hope I’m wrong. Ddun and I are going back to Kaddusk where it’s safer while I’m still, well, small-ish. Now that you’re better, you should too.”

Irynna took the little cap off the falcon, exposing the intelligent black eyes that caught every motion, searching for the kill. With a toss of her arm and a “ho, Yol!” the bird was off, bells on a long leather string tied to the legs softly ringing at the flight, and everyone’s eyes followed it. Tanner watched it with envy, admiring the dark beauty of its feathers, its wings silhouetted on the sky curving effortlessly in the wind. “Hare,” Irynna pointed. “Watch what a good boy Yol is.”

There was a chase, the hare scrambling so far in the distance, camouflaged to the snow and pale dead grass, if it weren’t for the motions of the falcon Tanner would have to take her word for it being there. Then the bird slammed down on its prey, and Irynna was off like a shot. He whistled at her speed. Going to her bird to dispatch the hare, he watched it all with awe, both creatures—human and falcon—so beautiful and fearless. He felt like a real nomad, the wildness of the scene filling his chest with heat, like a sort of pride, though he didn’t know what he was prideful for.

They caught two hares before Tanner had to head back, not able to keep out the chill, and having a hard time staying upright.

***

“We need to get into that room.” Ddun pulled meat from the bone to punctuate his words. They all ate crowded in the medicine tent to let Tanner relax on his bedding. Grandmother came in and out to fetch herbs, a couple children in the camp had come down with a fever. It felt like a normal winter. But it wasn’t, not as Tanner and Lauren both sat with him, with that strange haze in his periphery. “We need to see what’s on those scrolls. Tanner, that’s the first thing you’re doing when we get back.”

“Me? I thought you’ve already had someone try to pop the lock.”

“Rudda tried when he was getting the castle ready before the moot. I figure you’d be the better one to ask, now that we know Meired has been busy. I can’t trust just anyone with that room.”

Tanner bobbed his head. “Sure, I’ll figure it out. Why the fuck not.”

“I’ll help you,” Lauren said, and this earned a concerned, befuddled look from both men. “What?”

“You aren’t afraid to go to the castle?” Tanner asked.

“Why should she be afraid?” Irynna tossed her hair out of her face before taking a mouthful of meat. “It’s just a big ugly house.”

“Long story,” Tanner and Lauren answered in unison. Ddun chewed the meat slowly, wondering how this girl didn’t know the story by now. That was the whole reason for the eagle’s head on the banner. Everyone knew of the beast they slew. Was she an idiot? An idiot who happened to be a good huntress, an idiot savant, communicating with animals came easy but humans were outside her depths. Lauren did tend to befriend the unfortunate.

“Long story, huh! The witch isn’t at the castle anymore. She’s in Kisku. Why don’t we just skip the middle, and go there.”

Ddun tossed the bone down to the plate with a snap. “Because I need to return to my men, first.”

“Didn’t stop you from running away to begin with.” She cocked her head as she spoke to dare a retort. When she received nothing but a glare from him, she continued. “I suppose I could say hello to my brothers.”

“Your brothers?” Tanner asked, a slight cough.

“I have six brothers. I’m the seventh, and the only daughter. I suppose that makes me lucky.”

“That makes your mother lucky,” Ddun corrected her.

“My mother is dead, and that’s very unlucky. I’m lucky because I’m not the one going to war for you. One last chance for my clan to continue on,” she spoke with a theatrical solemn declaration, and he wondered if Tanner really did get hit on the head one too many times the way he was looking at her.

Lauren moaned, putting a hand to her forehead. “Please, I don’t want to think about that. I’m having a hard enough time thinking about the castle.”

Ddun found his face was becoming increasingly red the longer they spoke, the heat increased like a stoked fire. “Your clan’s name will be noted and you will be fairly compensated.”

“Oh, I bet that’s what you tell all the girls, they must lay with you in droves at the words. I bet they swoon at the thought as they watch their menfolk ride off, singing to themselves ‘I will be fairly compensated.’”

“Irynna!” Lauren hissed the name, and only then did Ddun stop himself from hitting the idiot woman. “Neither of you are helping.”

“It’s helping me,” Tanner said with his stupid grin, his hands behind his head as if he were the most relaxed he could ever be, “they say laughter is the best medicine and she’s goddamn hilarious. Your head looks like a stubbed toe. Take a breath, man.”

He refused. He wanted to beat Tanner over the head, but took pity on him due to his injuries—including the strangling. Ddun turned his ire back to Irynna. “We are always at war. This one is just bigger. Your brothers are warriors, as I am, as Tanner is. Death is a constant. Your brothers know this. How many rival clans have your brothers raided?”

“Do you think that makes it alright for us women?” She was cold serious, her eyes pinning him in his place. He had no rebuttal. The issues of women weren’t high on his list of concerns these days, if ever. Except Lauren. No, even Lauren had been a secondary thought these past months, he was ashamed to admit, knowing what he knows now . . . So he did as Tanner suggested, took a deep breath, and returned to his meal, hesitating before taking the next piece. Suddenly, the thought of death was a sharp one, a less glorified one, to think he might not see the child grow. A strange feeling, more than fright, deeper than that. He wasn’t hungry anymore. Lauren ate his share.

He still needed to return to his responsibility (Rudda is surely ready to kill me for running off) and do what needed to be done, and that was a man’s sacrifice. He watched Lauren eat, and wished desperately he didn’t have to take her anywhere, to stay right there, like in summer, but that was done.

He said as much to her in the evening as they lay together, his head at her chest and hand on her belly, watching her breasts rise and fall with her breaths. She combed her fingers through his hair with a wistful sigh. “We’ve known each other such a short time,” she said. “Yet here we are, I’m having your baby, and the reality is, that even if I hadn’t met you, if your clan never picked us up in the forest, I’d still be here, forever, only without you. A baby. I never thought I’d ever have a baby.” Her voice cracked as if she might cry, but she simply breathed, continuing to tickle his head, his ear, squeezing his hand at her belly, tiny gestures that he was treasuring as if they were the finest gold. Then she laughed, with a sniff. “It’s more frightening than the thought of dying, isn’t it?”

He had to agree. Though he had long apologized for his reaction when he first saw her swell beneath her blouse, that was the real reason for his reaction. He was terrified, and angry with himself for having done that to her. Mostly terrified. Somehow, the thought of killing a man was easier on him than the thought of raising one. “I hope its a girl,” he said, “boys are nothing but trouble.”

“Thinking of yourself there, chief?”

“Well, am I wrong?”

“No. But I’d still like a boy. Girls are nothing but trouble. Trust me,” she laughed, the baby bouncing with it. “Where I come from, we’d know by now. They can beam soundwaves into me, and you can see the image of it in there, its face and fingers, and they can tell you if it’s healthy, no deformities or anything, and if it’s a boy or a girl. More reliable than a Grandmother’s hunch.”

He couldn’t even fathom the world she came from. No wonder she had magic in her. “What is Grandmother’s hunch?” That was something he knew, and trusted.

“Boy.”

“When?”

“Just past the solstice.”

“I won’t leave the north until then.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, we both know that’s not possible, Ddun.”

He went up on his elbow, looked down at her, remembering a promise he had simply joked with himself to commit to so long ago. “Alright then. I’ll promise something else. I’ll make you my wife.”

“Ah, I know how it is with you Dvarri savages. You’ll have six or seven by the time we’re old, and they’ll all be younger and younger the older I get.”

“And lots of concubines, if I’m lucky.”

“Ha! No wonder Tanner loves it here. No shame at all in having hordes of illegitimate children running around. How cute of you to offer, to make it right for me.” She smiled at him, eyes bright with levity, her fingers twiddling while she waited for something from him, some joke or kiss or anything at all, but he could only admire her, and wonder what other secrets she kept behind those eyes. “Well, I suppose I don’t have much else to do with my life around here. Sure. I’ll marry you. I’ll tell you something else about my world, too. If you put this bun in my oven and didn’t marry me, my father would shoot you.”

“Is that where Tanner gets his protectiveness for you?”

“I hope not. My dad is an asshole. Sometimes I wonder if he’s worried about us at all. Then I hope he’s worried himself to death.”

He missed his own father very much. He was a strong man, a good man, died honourably. “What about your mother?”

“My mother—my mother was very distracted, and I doubt she misses us either. The night when Meired nabbed me? I was angry because Tanner was right.”

He remembered that night more clearly than he should. “Who was Duke?”

She stopped fidgeting then, her eyes darting, as if following a bug flying around the tent. “He was my boyfriend. Does that upset you?”

“You mean that you weren’t a virgin? I could tell you weren’t, and it makes no difference to me.”

She snorted a laugh. “You’re not as dumb as you look, then. He treated me . . . rather poorly.”

His head burned with hatred for a man that didn’t exist, and Orman’s bloated face appeared in his mind. “And you didn’t kill him?”

“Murder is frowned upon in my culture, unfortunately. Though, yes, I did try.”

“I’d expect no less of you.” He calmed. “Why would you want to return if there was no one who cared for you?”

She laughed again, and he couldn’t help but smile with her. “I did have friends, believe it or not. And in this world everyone is running around half naked killing each other! Actually killing each other, left and right! You’ve made killers of me and Tanner! It is kind of upsetting.”

“If we discovered how to get you home, would you go?”

She thought only a moment on it. “Nope. I’ve gotten over it. I’m still scared though.”

He was, too. He kissed her then, to hide his eyes from her, not wanting to break the illusion he projected for her that nothing frightened Ddun.
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Lauren’s two little Stenyan maids accompanied her in the cart, and she practised their language with them. It was strange, because while she spoke and thought in Dvarri, the English hadn’t gone . . . and yet she couldn’t teach them Dvarri. The language just formed without thought for rules or grammar. But the girls were picking it up just by paying attention, little sponges.

Irynna and the men rode out in the cold, bickering softly with each other, Tanner siding with Irynna in almost all things just to get the rise he thrived for out of Ddun. One day Ddun really would strangle him to death.

The further they rode from the camp, the less Ddun was hers. The closer to the city, the more he belonged to the army he was raising. If they could just stop, half-way between, and forget everything else was happening—where would she fit, after they arrived, would she be brushed off and forgotten ‘til the kid popped out?

Maybe she would sleep in the castle, get over her fears like some sort of masochistic exposure therapy. It was connected with Meired, somehow, and Lauren sensed the bitch was just biding her time—and there was no question Tanner triggered the portal, that odd sensation told her so, a subtle tickle under her skin.

Something else confusing—Ddun said it was what he dreamt, and he hadn’t dreamt it since, which was a relief . . . It was familiar to her, too, though not because she dreamt it—she had been in it, too. Seeing it again dredged up the memory.

You’re thinking yourself in circles. She put the spindle down and stuck her head outside the cart. The air stung her face, so cold, she didn’t know how the horses were moving at all.

Tanner climbed back into the cart, had a sound sleep leaned against cargo. His right arm in a sling, his dominant hand—it would hamper his ability to fight—he might not have to, not until he was healed at any rate, and that might buy him some time if Meired’s horde appeared at Kaddusk’s doorstep . . . And Lauren knew there was a horde. She just knew. Maybe they’d arrive at Kaddusk and have to hop from the cart swords swinging. She hated that she was always able to imagine the most unlikely, and horrific, scenarios.

You’re thinking again.

Uneventful days passed until the tents and city smoke loomed, the frozen lake and blue-hazed mountains the prettiest part. Sharing Ddun’s horse, her arms tightened at his waist and eyes widened at how sprawled the place had become since she left. The population had exploded, and Ddun had been the one elected to run it . . . No wonder he snapped and ran. He was a fighter, not a bureaucrat. Even as she wondered at how the place could support so many, more were riding in, glancing curiously as they passed (especially at Irynna, who went nowhere without her falcon and dressed like a man.)

Yol was perched up on a lovely stick and happy to be there.

Lauren felt the baby quicken, a sprite little flutter, and she retreated back into the cart to relax. She slept until the sounds of the capital were too loud to ignore, men shouting in rhythm as they practised efficient methods of killing, their cart stopped for Ddun to come in and talk with her.

“I have to go on ahead. Tanner, you’ll be with me. We have to find Rudda and Borga and talk with the elders at the castle. You well enough?”

“Give me some of that bark and I’ll go wherever you want.”

“Behind you in the satchel. Lauren, you’ll be taken to my tent first, you’ll stay there until I get back. Alright?”

“What about Irynna?” She asked.

“No one is permitted in my tent but you. Sorry, she’ll have to find something else to do.”

“I’ll find my brothers!” She called from outside.

Lauren shrugged, it was all set. Already she felt as she did months ago, only fatter. The cloying stink in the air of sweat and shit and food cooking, it made her morning sickness threaten to return. Ddun had his mask propped up on his head, and whether it was on or off, people will recognize him, and he would be theirs.

***

In contrast to the warm-toned stones of the castle walls, Rudda looked a heightened shade of green with illness. He fumed at Ddun and Tanner as if they were boys being disciplined by a disgruntled father, ready to take out a switch on their backs. He was gaunt and looked like he might retch any second. “You were gone too long, Ddun, too long! I thought you only wanted to go for a day, two at most to clear your head. Ho, you really left me in a twice-damned bind.” He belched, and it smelled foul. He didn’t acknowledge it. “Everyone is sick. I’m sick, Gods damn me, and I haven’t been able to rest with you gone.”

Ddun tapped a finger on his thigh. “What’s the illness?” Should he send Lauren away so soon after arriving? She had barely gotten off the cart . . .

“I don’t know if it has a name. The elders think it’s the bad air, too much industry. I leave offerings to the air spirits and beg forgiveness on behalf of the city, I pray to the Sky Father at the temple every day and—look at me.” He mopped sweat off his brow with a cloth.

“Have any of the men succumbed?”

“Some. Enough. Too many.” Rudda was too ill to think. Ddun was sure the numbers were exact on some parchment somewhere, he would have to seek it out.

Tanner scoffed. “I can guarantee you it’s not ‘bad air.’ It’s men eating with their dirty hands after they shit. Don’t share food with anyone, and make sure the ones cooking are clean, boil all the water before drinking. Tell the elders. Tell them I’m a fucking wizard, and I know.” Ddun was taken aback at Tanner’s bold forthrightness, and Rudda simply stared at him. Ddun agreed to advise the elders, and looked down at his own dirty fingernails while he thought about it. Not already, she can’t go. He flexed his fingers and put them back in his lap.

The Yamnoyuk man had said something about a plague in Kisku, but it had to be coincidence. Too many people gathered in winter. That’s all.

“So why are you so devout, Rudda? What happened to you to make you such a believer?” Tanner’s face went crooked with a poorly repressed grin. That was a much more familiar idiocy out of Tanner’s mouth.

“I am your superior, you louse, and anyway, that’s none of your business.”

“Tit for tat, I’ll tell you a story if you tell me one.”

“What is it that Lauren gestures at you when she wants you to shut your mouth?” Tanner put up the middle finger from his fist with a laugh and an uncouth chew of the bark in his mouth. Rudda returned the gesture before returning to the topic at hand, facing Ddun. “You really should not have gone. Not for so long.”

“We were sidetracked,” Tanner said. “If you didn’t hear, Ddun’s in the family way.”

Ddun wasn’t sure if smiling was most appropriate at the moment and stealthily wiped it from his mouth with a pet of his beard. That woman got him forgetting his politeness.

“Congratulations. Look, fewer riders are returning from the south and the ones that do, their reports are all conflicting. Some said they saw the forests being cut, some say they’re still standing. Some say they saw Kisku burning, some say they could see the army readying itself, some say everything is fine. Sometimes, I wonder if I’m the one insane. Either some of them are lying spies or—”

Ddun’s thoughts of Lauren were crowded out by Rudda’s words. “They’re all bewitched. We’ll half the scouting parties to the Kisku lowlands, to save the men and make sure they travel in extreme discretion.” He finally took up the tea from the tray at the centre of the three men. They were alone in the feast-hall, Borga and the others not having arrived yet, and he expected to look behind him and see the corpse of the summoned demon still there. The castle workers had done a fine job with the mess. Still, seeing these walls, the fresh damage to the pillars and a layer of red ochre paint over the floor, perhaps to cover a stain, it was still very real in his memory. Do they feel the same? “I’m more inclined to believe the strangest of the reports, after what Tanner and I saw.”

Rudda sighed over his own sip of tea. Shivering, coughing, he replaced the mask over his face. “I have to retire. Wake me in a hour and we’ll continue.”

“Let’s try that door,” Tanner suggested once Rudda was out of earshot. Ddun agreed. If they could get it open without Lauren, that was one less stress for her. Tanner led the way, and Ddun could see that waver in the air over exposed skin for a brief moment as if Ddun’s eyes crossed, that halo that was so evident on Lauren, and it was unnerving to see it thick on Tanner now, stronger than before . . . it made Ddun’s mouth go dry. He followed Tanner through the narrow corridor, brushing past guards who stopped to press themselves against the wall for Tanner and Ddun to pass unimpeded.

At a tight staircase, Tanner descended the worn stone steps two at a time. Ddun lowered his mask over his face, unsure of what might greet them. At the bottom was an iron door, Tanner was taking his arm out of the sling. There was a lamp hanging to their right, still held oil and a small bit of wick. Ddun dug out his tinderbox from his belt pouch to light it. Holding it aloft, it showed the wrought iron bars and a hint of the contents of the room beyond it.

Tanner gave the door a shake, the iron clashing against itself with an echo up the stairwell. Stretching up, squatting down, examining the edges, looking for secret locks or weaknesses. He rattled it again, and then paused for a moment, frowning. He looked down at his hands.

Ddun’s skin went cold to watch, though he didn’t know why. If something was wrong, his free hand rested on the hilt of his sabre. Tanner had stopped chewing, too concentrated on his fingers. “Do you see this?” he asked Ddun.

He could not, they were just hands. Tanner flexed them with a sharp inhale.

“Are you hurt?”

“No . . . no.” Tanner pressed his left hand over the lock, holding his palm there, longer than it took for Ddun to smell flesh burning. He wanted to leave this place. Tanner’s face was contorted in pain, but with a popping sound Tanner fell forward, catching himself on his feet after a stumble into the room, only, and Ddun’s blood drained from him to notice, the door was still shut tight. Ddun rattled it, and Tanner stood, looking back at Ddun while shaking his hand to cool it. “I opened it, come on.”

“You didn’t, I can’t get through.” He hit the bars to prove his point, and Tanner grabbed at air and swung his arm back and forth.

“It’s open, look!”

Ddun saw nothing but what was before him, he couldn’t pass through.

“Tell me you can hear the rusty hinges.”

“I hear nothing.”

They were both struck motionless with confusion, Tanner with an increasingly uncomfortable look in his eyes, his left hand shaking and Ddun could see the blisters shining in the lamplight. “Okay, okay, pass me the lamp, then.” Ddun put it through the bars and Tanner took it in his right hand, flinching at the motion his arm made to lift it. The bark could only do so much.

Ddun watched uselessly as Tanner walked past the collection of things, picked up a small axe to tuck in his belt, there were other guns but Tanner mumbled one reason or other why they were no use to take, hesitated over certain small objects that Ddun would have assumed were of little consequence, but seemed to darken Tanner’s face to look upon. “Just worry about the scrolls,” Ddun said firm but calm. Tanner nodded, tossed small bits of paper down. In the span of a blink Ddun could see that waver again, as Tanner turned away, like a trick of the light that vanished him so quickly Ddun questioned if it happened at all . . . but he did want to leave, his legs tingled to flee. Instead, he waited while Tanner stooped over the haphazard piles of loose vellum sheets and scrolls and ancient books, tucking what he could under his arm and passing them back through the iron door—through, making Ddun sweat. Magic did not appeal to him, squeamish to be so near it. He had to admit, though, it was a clever lock Meired put on the door.

They would have to return for the rest. Tanner moved sluggish, drooling yellow. He wiped at it with the back of his shaking hand, bent to grab what he could and Ddun took the rest, blew out the lamp and returned it to its hook.

The guards they had passed stood at the top of the stairs, waiting for them with blades drawn behind their shields. This was an element that Ddun was far more comfortable with, and he was prepared to drop the scrolls to withdraw his sabre, even as he saw the strange glow from their eye sockets, tendrils of smoke twisting up from behind the masks. There was something amiss—were they possessed?

“Get back to the hall,” Ddun said.

No movement.

“We will kill you both if you do not move.” There was a steady rhythm to Ddun’s words as if speaking to children. All his unease at what he had been seeing, killing them would bring much needed catharsis.

“We don’t need to kill them,” Tanner said, a slurring of his words. “I just need to break the spell.”

The guards stood like silent golems.

“How?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then I propose we kill them.”

The guards had no reaction, one way or the other, as if they didn’t hear their words at all.

With careful movements they put down their treasures, a hollow tumble of scrolls as they rolled back down the stairs. The guards remained unmoving. It was too narrow of a stairwell, too awkward for Ddun to use his sabre, choosing instead a thick knife. The curved blade glinted the small amount of light that shone down to them, eager to meet flesh. Tanner removed the hatchet from his belt, freshly acquired, and braced himself. One at a time, too narrow of a space to move together.

Tanner put his hand on Ddun’s shoulder, an incredible heat through his thick wool shirt, and pressed Ddun to the side of the stairwell like a punch. Once Tanner was ahead, Ddun held his breath to watch, muscles tense and heart thudding in his ears. “Last chance boys, I suggest you run,” Tanner said, but the guards didn’t run in the direction intended and Tanner was forced to rush the nearest of them, charging the side of his body into the shield and continuing on with momentum, crushing the man against the far wall of the corridor, ragged tapestries billowing at the gust. Tanner’s axe threw splinters out to demolish the shield before striking at the body underneath, a swiftness in him that didn’t allow for the guard to swing an arm in defence. Meanwhile, at his lower vantage, Ddun went for the legs under the shield of the guard before him, and his knife met with a wet crunch into the bone with the strike. On the floor of the corridor, the guard now beneath him managed a swing, and as Ddun made to move against the action Tanner struck the killing blow, his axe met the guard’s face, splitting the mask in two and throwing blood out through the cracks in the wood. The arm fell limp on route to Ddun and the sword fell with a singing clatter to the stone floor.

Neither of the guards had made a noise, no cries of pain, no gurgles of bloodied breath to gasp their last. It was a pathetic show, and as the light faded from their eyes they were clearly dead and clearly human. Tanner regretted having to kill the innocent men, face low and words barely audible. “I could have broke the spell. I know I could have.” They went to collect the scrolls, careful not to smear them with too much blood, and returned to the feast-hall, where Tanner promptly found a cushion and curled up on it, fell asleep shivering.

***

Rudda looked down at Tanner. Crossed arms and uneasy, shifting from foot to foot.

Saliva tinted by the bark still held in Tanner’s cheek stained the cushion, beaded sweat shone on his skin, lit by the warm flicker of the lamps nearby. His hand was badly burned in the shape of the door’s lock and it reminded Ddun of the burns Lauren had when she had flown. It was settled to him, then, they did both possess something within them; in Tanner it awoke when they went into that dark void, that had to be it.

Tanner stayed where he fell, like cowards neither Rudda nor Ddun wanted to move him. The thought of Tanner being a witch left dread in Ddun’s heart. He didn’t feel that with Lauren, but then, he had never been frightened of her power, not the way others were. She wouldn’t be carrying his child if that were so.

“If Lauren is a witch, what does that make him?” Rudda asked.

“I’ve heard stories,” Ddun mumbled into his hand as he rubbed his beard, “that when magic is in a man by birth, they can’t even be called a witch for the terror they invoke. It’s a rare thing.”

“That’s what I mean. What do we call him?”

“We don’t call him anything. He’s still Tanner. But if he has magic in him, and if Meired is after the crown . . .”

“Spirits have the crown. If the witch has it, she’s in league with dark spirits indeed.”

“Lauren,” Tanner mumbled, body remaining still. “I want to see my s-sister.”

“He lives!” Rudda knelt to examine Tanner more closely, yet still keeping distance. “Should we carry him?”

Ddun’s hand moved from his beard to rub the back of his neck in his discomfort as he acquiesced to the situation. “Lets put him in a proper room.” He fished the bark from Tanner’s mouth so as not to have him choke, and instructed Rudda to the legs while he took the shoulders.

“I want to see her,” it was barely above a whisper as they carried him to a room next to Rudda’s, with its own hearth and decorated in furs and tapestries, empty clothes chests and boxes and rolled carpets in stacks as if someone had treated it as half a storage room since the last occupant graced it. He lay limp on the bedding until the two went to leave, when he cried out for them to stay, eyes still shut.

“I need to get Lauren,” Ddun said, “if you want to see her.” His skin crawled, and he could see Rudda fidget as he stood, skin turning pallid. “Alright?” Rudda and Ddun exchanged glances, even while Rudda wore his mask Ddun could see the hunter did not want to be in that room. Neither did Ddun. He didn’t want to be anywhere in the castle, he wanted to be as far away from Kaddusk as possible.

Tanner didn’t answer, and Ddun turned back to the door.

“Again?” Lauren said as she walked through the shimmer where the door was supposed to be. “It’s like he’s begging for Meired to come back to the castle.”
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Lauren approached her brother, his skin blanched and slick with sweat. His eyes darted frantic under closed lids, muscles twitching here and there, and she knew he was dreaming, wishing to know of what.

“He asked for you more than once,” Ddun told her, now at her side, a gentle hand at the curve of her back.

“I don’t know how he’s doing it. Meired had to show me how. I have to really concentrate on a place, a place I’ve seen or a person, and concentrate hard on where I want the door to be. But he’s never been told how to do it, it just seems to come naturally to him. When I couldn’t do it fast enough she’d hit me. Then she’d get even more pissed that I didn’t give a fuck about a slap in the face.” She knelt with her thigh against Tanner, brushing hair from his brow and drying his mouth. “What’s this yellow?”

“It’s medicine, helps with pain.”

“Oh . . . Oh.” She felt a cold lump in her guts. “Is it what made him sleep?”

“No. He started looking ill when he opened the lock to Meired’s storage room. Then he killed two men. Then he just . . . fell asleep in the feast-hall, and we carried him in here.”

She snapped her head to Ddun, alarm shocking her limbs. “Okay, start from the beginning. You went into that room? How?”

Ddun pointed to Tanner’s left hand, and she pulled it across him and flipped it palm-up. The burn looked angry. The blistering formed a nicely geometric shape, flaring with red, as if he had pressed his hand to a branding iron. She licked her lips, mouth dry with fright. The sight of the fluid under Tanner’s raised skin got her nauseated. His fingers twitched as she held the hand in hers, and she flipped it back over to caress the healthy skin. His stomach rose and fell. “He was able to pass through to the room, but I was not. The scrolls we took are still in the hall.”

She was only half-listening, not caring about scrolls or dead men or any of it, eyes on her brother—she wanted to protect him just as she used to, but she didn’t know how. His breathing became rougher, his jaw twitched. She took his good hand in hers and held it tight, watching him struggle to wake. “Tanner, I’m here.”

His eyes were glazed, pupils like pencil points, looking around himself but not seeing anything, he might still be sleeping, so she gave his wrist a gentle squeeze—he wrenched it away. Face contorted in disgust—Lauren was wrong, he could see—and his eyes dug in, blue fire surrounded by too much white. He was breathing hard through clenched teeth, spittle dropping on his chin, and he climbed up onto his elbows, readying himself to crawl away. “Who are you?”

“It’s me, Lauren.” The look he gave her froze her solid for a heartbeat. “It’s me!” She could feel Ddun tense up through the air.

Tanner flung himself back into the wall with a kick of his legs, shaking and eyes darting, he was pale as a ghost and dripping sweat.

He looked at Ddun and his expression shifted, a shadow across his face. “What are you doing here?” She saw his fists clench—was there no pain in his hand? “What are you doing here, you motherfucker?”

Lauren attempted a caress, to calm him. “Tanner—”

He kicked at her hand and pushed himself harder against the wall, as if trying to flee. His eyes were so wide, she had never seen him so terrified before. The sting of his boot to her fingers barely pained her compared to the ache in her heart, her uncertainty for what to do. She turned to Ddun—he was poised as if expecting a fight. Rudda sat crouched against the far wall, eyes locked on the scene from under his brow. The shimmer remained at the door, her little maids sitting there confused and holding each other. They could see all of this, and she was amazed and alarmed that he had kept the portal open for so long. Rudda looked just as upset at Tanner’s disposition as she was.

She swallowed hard, tremors coursing through her arms as she tried again to reach him. She stood, and his face followed her, his dark hair spilled out of his braid and looking wild. She held her hands out in a submissive plea. “Tanner, you need to take a deep breath—”

He pulled a knife from his waistband, blade quavering in his grip. “Come near me you bitch and I’ll fucking kill you. Where’s Lauren?”

Ddun was ready to lunge, she gripped his shoulders to keep him back. “Who do you think you’re seeing right now?” she asked Tanner, trying to sound in control of herself, despite wanting to lay down and bawl.

He couldn’t answer, only shook his head.

Ddun shrugged her hands off. “Don’t be stupid. Give me the knife.”

Tanner bared his teeth and lunged at Ddun, grappling with him and thrashing, Lauren had to jump back to avoid the fray, tripping on a corner of blanket and landing with a tight cramp in her belly at the impact of her rear on the stone floor.

“You won’t hurt me anymore if I kill you, you cocksucker, I’ll kill you!” His hand went to Ddun’s throat, gripping tight. Ddun choked a howl, she could smell hair and flesh burning and scrambled to her feet to reach for Tanner and try to pull him off, but his skin burned her to touch it. He growled. “Hit me again, do it, I fucking dare you!”

More twists and holds, arms in tangles and fists flying. Ddun had a red mark on his neck where Tanner’s hand had been, his beard singed as if he had held his face to a flame.

Who was Tanner seeing? It wasn’t Ddun and Lauren in Tanner’s eyes, that was clear. Was he still dreaming? She couldn’t hold back her tears anymore, sobbing and begging, screaming for them to stop, wet impacts of fists against each other as she clenched her eyes shut. The baby fluttered and she sobbed harder, begging uselessly.

The sound of choking. She opened her eyes then, screaming at the sight. Ddun was held up, feet off the floor, and even Rudda could only sit horrified and watched as Tanner held the larger man with such intensity his whole body shook. Ddun kicked at him in an attempt to free himself, clawing at Tanner’s hand, face turning an obscene shade of red, the smell of burning hair again wafting to Lauren and making her breath hitch.

Desperate, she grabbed the nearest object, a box, it didn’t matter, she swung it at Tanner, splintering it over him without so much as a flinch in response to the whack. Rudda, inspired, ran up and put his arm around Tanner’s neck to pull him away. Ddun was finally dropped to the floor with dry, painful gasps. He writhed as he tried to draw breaths, coughing and wheezing, and Lauren fell to her knees beside him, horrified at the burn on his neck. As she knelt over Ddun, Tanner freed himself from Rudda’s grasp with a sharp elbow to Rudda’s already suffering guts and ran, bolting through the portal before it disappeared with a flash of light. He was gone, in more ways than one, and the three of them, once Ddun could breathe again, ran from the room to the stables, shouting orders to keep anyone in the castle in their rooms, including the elders, the gatemen were not to let anyone else in or out. Ddun kept his mask on to cover what had happened, and they sped to his tent, her belly cramping from the stress of it.

Her maids were sobbing, both at once trying to tell her what happened. She pieced it together one stuttering word at a time, that he had yelled, shook his fists at them, but they didn’t understand, and then he ran from Ddun’s tent and they didn’t know to where. As they told their story, Ddun was donning armour, Rudda assisting him.

Lauren screamed, “What are you getting that shit on for, are you going to kill him?”

“I’ll try my best not to, but he might try to kill me.” His voice was strained and cracked. “You stay here.”

Her little maids held her as she knelt and cried.

***

Men who had innocently enough been going about their own business looked on in shock to see their commander storm past in half-assembled armour, tearing up the earth with his horse. Should they dress themselves, should they follow? One man clued in and pointed, shouting, “He went southward! There, there!” Ddun didn’t know the man’s face, and had no time to note it as he twisted the horse and stormed past, the wind of his wake had the man holding his cap to his head.

On the outskirts he could see a dark spot running, moonlight reflecting off the snow the only brightness. Tanner had torn some of his clothes off as he fled, his coat was strewn on the frozen sand, his mask and shirt followed.

The cold numbed the pain at Ddun’s neck. He hoped Tanner wouldn’t run much farther with nothing on his skin. Then he saw boots, felt lining, a belt, a string of coins. Ddun’s guts twisted up into his chest to think Tanner had gone completely insane, and if Ddun hadn’t decided to give chase, if Tanner might run until he froze to death . . . Ddun urged the horse faster, his lungs and the back of his throat stinging from the intense breaths of frozen air hitting them.

The dark spot came nearer, and he could see that Tanner had stripped down to nothing, and steam rose off his flesh as if he were made of boiling water. He looked back at Ddun with such terror in his eyes as if he looked upon a demon, the whites of his eyes threaded with red and he shouted at Ddun to leave him alone. Instead, Ddun rode next to him, threatening, “If you don’t stop running, I’ll club you over your God’s-damned head!”

A snarl curled Tanner’s lip and he slapped the horse under Ddun, the impact stopped the horse perfectly still and sent Ddun sprawled out through the air, landing with a crack of pain in his wrist as the earth tumbled around him. Winded, and glad for his armour, Tanner caught him and pummelled him swiftly, shouting things that made no sense. He really didn’t recognize Ddun at all, thought he was someone completely different, and someone Tanner hated with a fury that Ddun had never seen in anyone. Tanner tore free Ddun’s mask and his fists met hard into the bones, and Ddun took one too many, the lights went out.

In that brief second, Tanner was off again, running barefoot in the frozen sand. Ddun climbed back up onto his horse, woozy from the hits to his head and the pain shooting up his left arm—he decided to skip the threats, holding his sabre out with the hilt ready for blunt impact, and as he caught up with Tanner a flash of lightening blinded him and Tanner was gone. Ddun could swear, in his exhaustion, there was a woman’s voice on the wind, taunting him at his confusion with a wisp of laughter as he walked the horse in a circle over the spot where Tanner’s footprints ended and a dark ash was left behind. In the chill, all Ddun could do was grip the bridle, if he might slip off the saddle and collapse.
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Each scale on Ddun’s battle-clothes shone in the firelight, sparkling with his movements blindingly beautiful as Lauren watched.

“I don’t want there to be a single living Stenya on our side of the river Gand, I don’t want to worry about them getting belligerent with the first thaws. But, we have to take the majority of the force south, now, while the ice can still be travelled upon. The remainder go west after the Stenya.”

Beautiful and terrifying.

“We will set up relays as we go to speed the messages sent between the camps.”

While she didn’t exactly agree with the notion of genocide, she conceded—being ignorant of how things were done—there might not be much choice concerning the whole Stenya issue. Get the farmers away from the edges of Dvarri territory, and that will buy their army time in the south.

The horror they had felt when they found the gun . . . Arrowheads were still killing in numbers. The futility was exhausting. And she knew, with immense guilt, she was being incredibly selfish to keep what little energy she had left to worry for herself, the baby, Tanner, Ddun . . .

The elders all began to chime in. “Though the illness rates have improved, there are still some men unable to go,” said one.

“We need some to remain in Kaddusk as reserves, and there are still many clans, especially to the east that have not joined under our banner, others yet still fly Felik’s clan banner,” said another.

She smirked to listen to Ddun’s forced-patient tone: “I’m aware of that. When we have victories to sing, they’ll join. If they don’t, I’ll kill them myself. The Peiransi are split in their allegiances and I would like to invite as many as we can to our cause. Felik’s allies cannot promise the gold that we can, either. Encourage marriage between the tribes and promise the Peiransi they will not be evicted from Kaddusk and they’ll have access to the ports on lake Kadd in exchange for loyalty.”

“Some Peiransi claim the mountain paths in their territory will grant them power where the lake will not, so that promise will hold no sway.” Most of the gold in Dvarri coffers came from shaking neighbouring nations’ diplomats and merchants in exchange for passage through Dvarri lands.

“Those Peiransi are fools.”

Lauren sat and spun while she listened, flicking the spindle and thinning the wool into threads as the men consulted around the fire. Everything aside from finding Tanner and heading south before her stomach was the size of a Volkswagen—the sooner they were through, the better. Winters were long, just like back home. Fall was barely a season and spring would likely be just as short, and summer . . . She wished so badly to return to the heat and thinking the entire world was just their camp and the grassland around it. To think, she missed milking cows and goats while watching Tanner learn how to fire a bow.

Tanner had already been gone for two weeks. Lauren was done with her inconsolable hysterics—she knew he was alive, somehow she knew, and instead commissioned her own battle-clothes, earning raised eyebrows from the armourer until they looked to Ddun’s dead-serious face for approval.

In the soldier’s tent where Tanner had slept, they had collected his things for safe-keeping. Amongst the furs and strings of coins there was a book and ink, wrapped in silk. Suspecting it was intended as a gift, Lauren treasured it more than Tanner might ever know—another motivator for finding him, so she could say her thanks. The silk she used to make a hair covering like she had seen some of the eastlands women wear, which she now kept on her head and hung gold rings from the corners that rang as she moved, a calming jingle that felt feminine. Every man in the camp knew she was out of bounds, that she was Ddun’s wife in everything but name, carrying herself proud—and Irynna encouraged it. Irynna herself got a kick from seeing men bow their heads to Lauren as she walked by, especially the ones that eyed her first. Lauren figured, if no one was going to talk with her, if they were all going to be frightened, let them be awed as well, let them quake in their felt shoes as if they were looking at Ddun himself. How else should Ddun’s first wife behave?

“The land around the capitol has been stripped clean and the time is right to move camp, before we all get hungry. We can start the preparations at your word.”

“I give it. Let us prepare for the march.”

Once they were alone in the tent, she put the spindle down. A kiss on the healing burn on Ddun’s cheek. He gave a little hum in thanks, eyes at the splint over his wrist, distracted in thought. “I’ve always liked how you look in this,” she flicked at the scales over his shoulder, “though I’m eager to get back to summer and seeing you run around shirtless again.”

“And I you,” his eyes still didn’t leave his wrist. She needed a more powerful distraction, running a finger along his clean-shaven jaw, just as powerful without the beard, down to the fastenings of his vest.

“Two promises you’re breaking right now, you know. I’m absolutely beside myself with sorrow.”

“What promises?” Either he was pretending to forget, or he really was distracted.

“Staying until I’m due, but we already established that was inevitable, and marrying me.”

“That promise is still on the table,” he rebuked with quiet seriousness, flicking his eyes from his wrist to her, tracing a line up from her swell to her breasts to her face. He looked tired—she smiled for him, as best she could—if she could ease him, it might lift her own spirit. They both needed a distraction, so she continued at the fastenings while his muscles relaxed, lazy amusement colouring his amber eyes. The shoulder pieces fell and she ran her hand over the padded silk underneath—an imported rarity, he was far from a humble horselord now—moving on to the next set of fastenings under his arms. “Stop,” he said, and she did, not wanting to upset him if he wasn’t in the mood.

“What’s wrong?”

“Fetch me the jug there.”

On a low table she picked up a skinny jug with a hemp cord wrapped tight around. He took it in his good hand, holding it as if contemplating the design of the clay and cordage.

He exhaled sharply, a sombre smile. “Reminds me of Tanner,” he explained. She felt warmed by his sentiment, not knowing what the memory might have been, and pulled the cork for him. He drank freely, a red drip on his lip she wiped with her thumb. He then sat with his head back, and she returned to unfastening his armour so he could sleep.

***

Lauren had never seen such a mass of humans moving at once—an ocean of bodies and horses and carts, or rather, a floating island on the ocean, through a storm—the air was a roar of activity. No matter where she looked there was human migration, and all of them were on course for killing or being killed.

She hadn’t felt Meired’s presence since the day Tanner was taken—assuming he was indeed taken, like she had been, and he didn’t just vanish of his own accord. She was heading south, toward the witch—if she took him, Lauren would find him. If he was hoofing it somewhere else . . . that might be a problem, but she was prepared to meet it.

Pouring over the scrolls and books, the elders assisting her with the archaic language, and it helped build her confidence. With the right tools, she could form whatever she imagined, like canvases and paint and brushes in her hands made art. The tools in this case being the horses, which she learned were, as she had suspected, clusters of little creatures, like how a flock of birds or school of fish moved, so they did, and however they managed any central brain, they could develop a pleasing bond with human riders, but it never really settled the long-standing argument with Ddun whether the horses were alive, because they weren’t, but they were. To her, they were alive enough she would pat them and talk with them and admire aloud their shifting stripes. Ddun thought it was ridiculous, but humoured her by letting her act how she pleased.

By studying, she also learned Meired used “trick-sight”—and now that she knew what it was, she could sense that too, a sort of burning in her head. She remembered the feeling from the castle. There was still a lot of gaps to fill, not just in her memory but many of the old artifacts from the room were ripped or damaged or incomplete, and some simply made no sense at all. But she knew more now than she did before, which was all she could ask. She wanted to be the best damn witch she could be for Ddun—and get her brother back, wherever he was.

“I told you we’d be going south,” Irynna commented as she approached out of the throng, noting how Lauren was taking in the sight of it all. Ddun cleared his throat, the reminder that Irynna wasn’t supposed to speak with Lauren without the proper formalities in front of the men, but Irynna paid him no mind, much to Lauren’s satisfaction.

“So long as I’m not popping this kid out on horseback.”

“I couldn’t leave you in Kaddusk, my conscience wouldn’t allow it. We have all the elders we need with all the medicine with us as we move,” Ddun said.

“And should Lauren ‘pop’ early, which of the elders is the most experienced midwife?” Irynna had a sickeningly sweet tone.

Lauren moaned, losing the humour toward her friend. “Please, stop, when I’m stressed I get heartburn.”

Irynna laughed and faded back to the crowd, earning a frown and a backhand at her arm from a man that looked just like her.

“Are you ready to lead at the head of the column?” Ddun asked, an undertone of real concern through his formal voice.

“Yes, my General,” she gave a cocky grin, and nudged her horse on—they finally taught her how to ride, which was convenient. Borga was a gentleman about it.

Heavy with her own armour, it was empowering, too—and she loved the thought of all the eyes at her back, becoming quite the little narcissist. On either side of her saddle lances were strapped, flying long banners, tall above her head and they twisted far behind her in the wind. There were other bannermen through the sea of soldiers, but hers and Ddun’s were the most impressive.

There hadn’t been a force this large and organized through the prairie or the desert in a hundred years, and pride swelled in her heart as she looked to Ddun beside her, wearing his responsibility so well.

They were out of earshot of the column before she spoke candidly again. “What would you be doing now, if I had’ve stayed with the clan?”

“Probably still arguing with myself and seeing shadows at my feet, the men would think they had elected a madman.”

“You are a madman, but you’re just the right kind of insane, that’s why they picked you.”

He laughed. “You’re more right than you know.”

Turning, he blew a pair of short bursts into a gilded horn, an echo of trumpeting through the mass, and in unison the horses picked up speed, the very air shaking. With a jolt of excitement through her limbs she urged her horse faster too, and the baby fluttered.
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“Here they come, and how romantic, a whole army just for you. Does it thrill you to know they come marching?”

The room was blinding, adding to the pain in his head. Tanner had become so accustomed to the dark of his cell, he could feel the bile rise in his throat—and there was a constant burning ache anytime Meired was near. “It thrills me to know they’re going to absolutely flatten yours.”

“You don’t really believe I’m using just men to fight for me, do you? After everything you’ve seen? After what you’ve done?” Her voice was sweet poison.

To look at her was like looking into a flashlight, there was such a stab in his eyes. He couldn’t make out features for the nauseating waver in the air around her, so he closed his eyes. Arms tied tight behind him—with rope, no metal shackles could keep him with his magic—hands numb from lack of bloodflow as the rough hemp dug into his skin. He wanted to kill her, he wanted nothing more than to take her by the skull and slam it into the floor until there was nothing left but a puddle.

Before he had returned to himself, she had taught him to conjure demons, she made him use his magic to kill, she wanted him to become a magician in her army, and he nearly did—the illusion she projected of herself was intoxicating, before he began to recognize the magic. But since waking—it was so repulsive to be near her, and now, from ally to prisoner, he was half sure she was going to kill him before Ddun’s army would make it. Scorched earth, not wanting to give up her prize.

“I feel very stupid, you know, to not see the magic in you before. I wouldn’t have bothered trying with your sister. Ha, I even thought it was a mistake that you came through.” She lifted his chin. “Look at me, would you? I don’t want you falling asleep.”

There was a separate issue he needed to deal with before killing her—how she was able to get him from his cell, restrain him at all, and that was her strange potion, like bitter, milky water. It was all he was given to drink, and it left his tongue raw, but without it he would die of thirst. A necessary sacrifice, to keep himself alive until the others arrived to lay siege to the place. He could keep an eye on her, even if he was left drowsy and weak and unable to use his newfound magic.

The sight of him hunched on the floor, barely able to lift his own head for the nausea and pain and frail exhaustion, was all very amusing for her. Forcing his head up the way she was, he could sense the smile across her face. Her nails pinched his skin, her breath hot on his brow, but he refused to open his eyes.

She had him clean-shaven and his hair cut short, as if to attempt a physical transformation alongside his mental one. The cool air on the back of his neck was something he hadn’t felt since he was a kid. It was one thing he was grateful to forget, her chopping his hair, knowing he had betrayed himself. He was so startled and hurt when he first felt the back of his head and noticed the braid was gone, it was a sort of grief. A forced manifestation of his regret and confusion.

“They’re travelling along the leyline.”

She let his head drop, a slight pop in his neck. Off to some corner of the room where she would recline on pillows. His eyes opened in a squint, taking note of the woven carpets, the embroidered cushions, the same warm-toned stone that made the castle in Kaddusk—twins, tall carved columns and dust and all. He spied where her feet stuck out from under her dress—if he could untie himself he could grab her by her dainty little ankles and fling her against the wall like a wet towel to break her bones.

Noticing his look, she began lifting the hem, a playful swish, knowing it pained him to see. The more of her skin she revealed, the worse the nausea—no better compliment to her beautiful legs than to puke milk-water on her plush carpet. He laughed and coughed like an idiot while the strings of bile dripped from his lips, the joy of seeing her throw down the hem over herself made up for the burn in his throat.

***

As much as Lauren wanted to lead with Ddun, her belly and hips would get sore after too long in the saddle. The march would pause for a minute of respite, she’d return to her cart, where Dama and Aylet would massage her for a while before returning to the horse. Eventually the time came to stop and the air filled thick and grey with cookfire smoke, an entire army to feed.

The countryside was stripped bare as they moved through, their livestock grazing at the back of the train with the families that tagged along. Some of the soldiers eagerly sought permission from Ddun to take up foraging to supplement themselves, Irynna had a great time with her brothers killing plenty of small animals with their falcons, separate from the loudness of the force. They doubled as scouts—should they come across any straggling bands from the south brazen enough to intercept them. Luckily, that hadn’t happened yet.

“So, why did you want to get to Kisku so badly, when we first spoke?” Lauren asked Irynna as the sky began turning dark. All the big round tents, brilliant white tarpaulin-over-felt across the landscape, were done being assembled. Taking a small walk through the open air to the thrum of men laughing and arguing and gaming as the twilight threatened to creep in above them put Lauren at ease.

“Family reasons. Who do you think would win in a fight, Rudda or Tanner?”

Lauren laughed at Irynna’s abrupt lane change. “How dirty are they fighting?”

“Oh, the dirtiest, pulling hair and poking eyes like women or bandits. If you could put gold down on that, who would you pick?”

“Tanner,” and she didn’t even have to think about it. “Rudda is good, especially with his bow, but Tanner never learned Dvarri etiquette growing up. He’d have that advantage over Rudda.”

“I think you’re right.” Irynna lifted her chin, so sure of her conclusion.

What a weird conversation . . . she is a bit of an odd duck.

A guard came by to fetch Lauren away, Irynna happy to seek out her personal army of protective brothers—they kept her out of reach, lusty soldier’s hands might seek her out as she slept, though it might not be lust but fury in their heads the way that woman talked to everyone.

Ddun’s tent was set up exactly as it had been in Kaddusk, as if they hadn’t left at all. It was amazing how quickly the camps were set up and taken down, with such care and attention. This is my home, no matter where we are. This veritable fortress of felt and canvas, furs and silks, was home for however long this campaign would last.

Ddun sat next to the central fire, sipping from a bowl, and gestured for Lauren to sit after watching her free herself from the heavy scales. “How was your walk?”

“You don’t actually care, do you?” She pecked him on the cheek.

“Of course I do.” He held out the bowl and she took it, a rich bone broth, lightly spiced and wholesome. As humble as what the soldiers ate, despite the nicer space to eat in. Ddun wasn’t the one to choose all the special treatment, except that he was expected to carry himself a certain way. “I love it out here,” he said wistfully as she sipped. “Puts me in a much better mood.”

She finished the bowl and he ladled up more from a clay pot. A small tick of pain behind her eyes distracted her for a moment, a shiver up her back, before sharing the second bowlful. She wiggled close enough to smell him through his padded shirt.

Just being near Ddun with his soul so at ease made her feel better, too. It was a difficult time apart for so long, and she regretted it. Though, she was also glad to have spent it with the clan instead of the cesspool that was Kaddusk. Either choice was less than perfect. She had to enjoy what she had just then, so she rested her head on his shoulder, breathing him in.

Another tick of pain, stronger—the shivering sensation turned to ants under her skin, up and down her arms. This time it didn’t go away. He noticed her wince, brow furrowed. “What’s wrong?”

A commotion started outside at the question. Men were shouting and a drum clattered as if dropped, sounds of heels hitting the earth.

Lauren stared at the doorway of the tent, breath held as if waiting for something to come through—Ddun dashed to where his weapons hung. She wore a simple wool shift, ready for sleep, not to get up and help, but . . . Whatever was happening out there, the crawling under her skin made her think it was Meired’s doing. Ddun gestured for her to stay put. “Let me help, you’ve got a broken wrist—”

“Charm me,” he said.

“What?”

“Charm me, give me your magic.”

Don’t brush off another superstition, Lauren! “I-I don’t know how—” More shouting outside, and the sound of men gagging on their own blood. Something was out there.

She had heard that phrase over and over: give me your magic, I want her magic, her magic is mine . . . there had to be something to it if they all believed it to be a truth of witchcraft. Her first idea felt corny, but she went with it, inspired by her unfortunate meeting with Orman. She ran to Ddun and placed her hands on his shoulders, her skin growing hot and a violent flutter in her stomach as she concentrated on what it was he wanted. Her magic. Hotter still, and Ddun looked at her with wonder, eyes wide and jaw slack. If only he were a mirror, so she could see what he saw, for him to just stand there frozen. “Take it, please . . .” The heat was unbearable.

Ddun kissed her deeply and she could feel a coolness at her back, the chill spreading across her with a gasp from Ddun, the air around him wavering with threads of light when she finally pulled away. He flexed his hands, chest heaving, and tore free the splint to take up his shield, his sabre at his hip and spear at hand. She opened the door for him to go out into the purple-black evening, wind blowing into the tent flickering the fire wild.

A horned giant stood three times as tall as their tents, goat-legged and all muscle, blue-skinned savage nakedness. Lauren was numb in the doorway to see it, hoping she was dreaming. But she wasn’t dreaming at the castle when Meired summoned her other beasts, was she?

Men were attempting to take it down but all the arrows just stuck in like porcupine quills, slow flow of black blood trickling with each shot that landed soundly in the flesh—and the beast was only annoyed. Blue smoke blew out its snout in a huff—turning right to Ddun and Lauren as a moth to a flame, and Lauren knew with finality it couldn’t possibly be a dream. She had to keep Ddun safe.

A tent was toppled under giant hooves, men screaming in the crush. She could taste copper in her mouth, her skin itching, her hair whipping in the brutal wind, but Ddun held his spear with confidence, as if begging the giant to come for him, and only him, striking his shield with the spearshaft and a crow of battle from his throat as the giant took the bait. Other men came to Ddun’s call, circling the goatish legs with bows in hand, firing at his command.

She could feel the earth quake with each purposeful step of the giant, and something was curious about the sight of it. She had seen it before, the grotesque claws, the greasy flesh, the pointed teeth it snarled at them with foaming spit. It came from that darkness. It huffed emerald, and yellow, angry rainbows dissipating in the air around the horns.

A soldier held his arm out to her. “Please, my lady, stay back. Let the General—” his words were cut by a strike of sharp dark glass through his chest with impossible force, stuck in strong, scales littered the ground with his blood. He looked up at her in surprise, desperately grabbing at her shift as he fell, ripping it by the shoulder seam, he was dead before he hit the ground.

She was so overwhelmed with the horror of it she couldn’t scream.

Ddun threw his spear, piercing the giant in the gut. More glass shards flew through the air, three large bolts that stuck into the tent near her. It was that shock that snapped her back to life, adrenaline heating her limbs to move, her heart jumping at the threat of being struck. Her maids screamed at her to run and hide herself. She didn’t—of course she didn’t—running to the horses nearby instead, jumping up onto the saddle as fast as she could and only a little clumsy, her belly less than convenient in that moment.

She pressed a hand to her horse and one beside, imagining wings to take flight, and felt her palm getting hot—the little creatures that made up the horses shifted under her, the transformation slower than she would like.

Ddun held his shield up to receive a blow from the fist of the giant as she lifted off the ground, and with men’s faces all turned to her like dozens of moons she was off, grabbing a lance from one of the soldiers with a nod of thanks.

The shield cracked by the impact, but her magic kept Ddun standing—laughing like a madman that he wasn’t turned to mush.

She barely felt the cold, the lance not heavy at all, and flashes of the field of Stenya underneath her muddled with the present for a moment as she went for the giant.

It swung its great head to catch her on its horns, the colourful tendrils of its anger brushed her. This opened it up for Ddun to take his sabre to the legs. His attempt didn’t shake the giant so focused on Lauren. She continued her flight, a distraction as Ddun commanded his men, and she adjusted the lance to drive it through skull. A flash of light behind her illuminated the landscape, revealing the damage done by those strange dark shards for that blink—but the flash itself was more glass sent to fly at the camp.

Manoeuvring before a dive, a bird of prey. Down, and swift—she struck true, driving the lance hard into the eye of the giant. It let out a reverberating howl, teetering on its hooves, black ink jetting out of the fresh hole she made. It allowed for the men underneath to charge through with ropes at Ddun’s guidance, entangling it. A successful dance—the giant crashed to the earth, and Ddun leapt on the belly of it, pulling out one of the spears that had been stuck in to use again, climbing blue flesh and slipping on the slicks of monstrous blood to make his way to the heart.

Three tries to penetrate the breastbone as it thrashed to swat Ddun off. Splintered wood, a geyser of black erupted once the speartip met the target. Ddun must have had impossible strength, and it awed her that she had done that for him . . . I gave him that magic! A sort of burning pulsed through her, a quiver of her chin as she smiled down at him.

The glass around them all burst into dust at the final discordant cries of the giant, and they all howled with laughter and victory-drunk crows—such a gargantuan monster summoned up from darkness stood no chance against them. All faces were on Lauren as she landed, cheering their witch and their General.

Before she could dismount, Ddun pulled her from the saddle, black blood coating him, he didn’t seem to notice, trembling with fervour. He took her brilliantly, right there in the dirt, to the tune of whistles and cheers from their audience, returning her magic with his release.
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Repairs to the tents and assessing injuries and praying for the dead and burning the giant. They were running behind. This didn’t bother Ddun too much, though guiltily he knew it should have—but he was able to spend far more time with Lauren, to the point where she had to keep her legs crossed, laughing at him as she swatted his hands . . . That memory of magic she had given, what had coursed in his veins, all from her—it was a merciless intoxicant that he couldn’t shake from his head. That liquid steel through him and how much he loved Lauren for it. Every time he looked at her, even as she rode beside him at the head of the train, he’d catch her blue eyes and he wanted to have her again—insatiable, and with some regret had to admit it was affecting his ability to lead. There was no mystery now, why others would want that magic, too. The tales were all true. And she was his.

He could finally breathe without thoughts of her magic in him whenever she rested in the cart out of sight. His muscles could relax and his head could clear. He never knew anything to obsess him so.

They were coming to the river South-Hare, frozen solid and they would make better time to go along it, being one of the arterial rivers that met the lowlands near Kisku. That’s where he led the train as Borga came out from the crowd to ride beside him, a hesitant look on his greying, broad face. “She’s something else,” he said with a low laugh, a wary, nervous type of laugh as if he were frightened of Ddun’s reception of words intended as a compliment. The sounds of the train around them was nearly deafening with hornblasts relaying Ddun’s command to head to the river, and Borga had to raise his voice. “When she took to the field against the Stenya . . . When I tell that story, there are some who think it’s an exaggeration, something to drum up spirits. They follow, anyway. But they all know the truth of it, now.”

“Get to the point. What’s on your mind to make you shout at me about it?”

“Some are speculating . . . if she weren’t here, the giant would not have been either. That she may wind up being a bad omen.”

“They can bring their concerns to me.” Ddun paused, eyes ahead, waiting for Borga to speak, but as nothing came he continued. “They chose to rally under our banner and are free to ride back home as they please.”

“And their repercussions?”

Ddun shot a look at Borga, his mask hiding a crooked smile. “Well, there won’t be any songs about them, will there be?” He urged on even faster, his banners snapping behind him.

***

Ddun decided to walk through the camp, nodding in greeting and sharing seats beside fires to talk candidly as the night began to creep in. It was a rare breed who had the courage to engage him in conversation, and those faces he would remember. Plenty of boisterous talk about the giant, the sight of it climbing from darkness, the incredible feat of strength to bring it down—and all the while, they remembered Ddun did not face it alone, he called on the help of his men. He would give smiles of thanks and slapped shoulders and take horns of beer and move on to the next fire, and so it went until he had enough beer in him, he could head back to Lauren with a pleasant sway in his step. He gathered good men, and he was proud of that, wishing he could sit with all six thousand of them.

His tent was patched with a red and yellow blanket chopped into squares. Lauren and her maids did the stitching, darning the layers closed to keep out the weather. He thought the job looked rather endearing, a splash of colour on the stark white. Nodding to his new guard, he went in, hit with a wall of heat. Lauren had already fallen asleep, her maids spinning thread and chattering quietly. They scurried from the tent at the sight of him, pale faced, as if he would strike them, though he never had. Maybe he killed their fathers or some other action he forgot.

A knock at the door frame as he sloughed off his armour. His guard called to him to declare a guest, and Ddun returned the call, with a warning to be quick and quiet, even if he raised his own voice a bit too much.

Borga again, lifting his mask once Ddun nodded his permission. “What is it?”

“There was a fight.”

That was hardly worth the visit. “And?”

“I think you should . . . dress again, and come with me.”

He was warm and comfortable and slightly drunk, wanting nothing more than to curl up and sleep, but the look Borga gave compelled him, begrudgingly, to follow. The only lights were the dwindling embers of cookfires, poorly imitating the stars above them. The camp was so sprawled if Borga hadn’t been Ddun’s guide to the proper spot he could easily be lost.

“Upright, you cunts,” Borga said as he tore wide the flap to a soldier’s barrack, a gust of wind snuffing some lamps. “You’ve got a guest.”

The men inside all sprang to their feet, the most sober were the quickest, but there were two that stayed down on their bedding, caps on their faces. Ddun went to them first, kicking them solidly in their sides to urge them upright, even as they swayed with the effort. Caps dropped to reveal bruises, and he looked around to the other men and saw more injuries on a few of them. “Well, you all seemed to have a fun go of it. Now, why am I here?”

“Speak up,” Borga snapped.

One of the swaying men cleared his throat. “We . . .” He swallowed, lamplight on perspiration had him sparkling nervous. “It was in defence of your witch, General.”

“And who were you defending her from?”

“There were some men . . . laughing and . . . boasting they would be the next ones to take her magic, that she ought to magic the whole . . .” he swallowed again, sweat getting thicker, blood draining into his feet, a healthy flush replaced by sick yellow. “That we’d win with half the men if she . . .”

“And who was this that joked so boldly?” He could feel his heart quicken despite himself, as ridiculous as this was. These men were very lucky he was loose in his thoughts and could find the humour of it, just then, but it was fragile.

“We killed him, sir, it was an accident!”

“His clan, brothers, came after us when they saw him fall . . .”

“And before we knew it we were all brawling,” they began talking over each other.

“They didn’t know why they were fighting, some were claiming we were devils ourselves—”

“Didn’t recognize us, it was a big fight sir, a big fight.”

Ddun looked around the barrack. If any of them died fighting each other thick in drink it was a pitiful waste. “Well, I’m glad you put that fool in his place, he’ll be burned in the morning. If I caught anyone making jokes like that, I’d have killed him myself,” he looked to each of them, walking slowly back to the entrance, they knew exactly what he meant and they were to spread that threat. “Now, the bout of madness in the fighting, that’s a different thing. Are the men who claimed to see devils still standing?”

The two soldiers nearest him exchanged glances, as if daring the other to speak. “Well, we all did. The others just . . . Had it worse. They killed themselves, sir. Two men, took knives to themselves.”

Ddun froze, a sobering claw wrenched his stomach. He remembered how mad Tanner was before he vanished, how terrified he was to look at everyone around him. If he were weaker, would he have killed himself, too? Out of fright? “You all saw devils?”

“In each other, yes sir.”

He ran a hand over his thickening stubble, remembering the burn of Tanner’s hands on him. Ddun was lucky he wasn’t killed that night.

He left the tent with Borga without any further words to the men. “I want to be told if there are any more bouts of this madness. Rudda needs to know, too, he would recognize it right away, if it’s what we saw at the castle.”

“This isn’t the first, though it is the first deaths.”

“And a sorrowful waste of men it is!” Ddun was louder than he intended again, long strides with growing frustration at the thought.

“The closer we ride to Kisku, the more fights I’m breaking up. It doesn’t matter how it starts, but it’s getting harder to keep the men in line. Old clan rivalries, cheating at games, it doesn’t matter. If they aren’t in the saddle they’re itching to fight.”

“They will have to save that need to fight for when we storm the winter capital, or they will meet the edge of my sabre. This has truly soured my mood, Borga.”

“I know it has, I know. But it’s more than just drunken men, if it were I wouldn’t have bothered to tell you—you felt that yourself, like I was being a fool to bother you over a fistfight, I know that. Well, it’s the strange sights they see. I was wondering if . . .”

“If Lauren has felt anything? I’m not waking her to ask.”

Borga gripped Ddun’s coat sleeve, turning him sharply mid-step. Voice lowered and quivering, knuckles white, he didn’t look like the stout, stern Borga from earlier, improper in his desperation. “Please, can you wake her? I’m seeing your face flash and twist in the dark as I talk with you, and I fear I’m going mad too.”

Borga waited outside the tent while Ddun nudged Lauren awake. She mumbled in complaint, some dreaming nonsense, and Ddun had to shake her again. “Christ, Ddun, you can’t wait ‘til morning?”

“Can you talk for a minute?”

“About what? I’m tired.”

“Have you been having headaches recently?”

“Of course I have headaches. I’m pregnant.”

He sighed. “Can Borga come in so he can talk with you?”

“Why Borga?”

He sympathized with her, she was exhausted, but he had to know. He called his friend in and she sat up in the bedding, pulling the blankets up to her neck. When Borga raised his mask, she flinched as if she were looking at a bright light. “Is there anything wrong?” Ddun asked her.

“Yeah. Sorry Borga. There’s trick-sight on you.”

“You make it sound like he caught a cold.”

“It’s spreading like one,” Borga said with grit and adjusted his mask back over his face.

A plague. Perhaps this is what was meant, not a physical illness, not like in Kaddusk . . . “All the men must know, what they’re seeing is not real. Perhaps if they’re aware, they can correct their actions.”

***

The bitter potion didn’t affect Tanner as strongly as it had at first. His body was becoming accustomed to it, the taste had become almost welcome, acquired like black coffee, which was a bit worrisome. He drank it down and ate the rich meal that had been passed to him through the door of his damp cell, ripe cheeses and pickled vegetables and a solid, lovely hunk of venison, still bloody, no knife so he tore at it like a wolf, juices dripping and jaw tight.

He was fed well, a pleasant thing for being stuck in a bare stone box, humming to himself all day just to hear something. He might even be getting fat, there were no mirrors to tell. It was wet and cold and even if Meired did make him puke he’d be happy whenever she would drag him out to gloat, if nothing more than because he was getting a change of scenery. “These lands need Kings,” she’d say. “They’re bringing her right to me like fools,” she’d say. “I wish you could see it my way,” she’d say. He ignored all of it. Most of the time she just laid there in a trance, doing whatever it was she was doing in her head that made his brain feel like it was being pulled—mentally drained to sit there, like water passing through his skull, and the less the drink worked the more he felt it. He was a conduit for her spells, and he suspected that was the true reason she had him in her presence. The taunting was a bonus for her.

While he was alone in the cell, he would think back to her lessons, not all forgotten. Little things at a time, he tested himself. Nothing better to do when he couldn’t walk five paces in any direction. Distracting the guards with sounds down the hall, laughing his ass off when they chased lights. Summoning up rats at their feet to see them dance through the gap where they passed his food. Meired hadn’t admitted to detecting his little tricks, so Tanner hoped there was enough magic floating around to cover for him.

“Grandfather has fished out the disloyal in the city,” guards doing their rounds were gossipping. “If you saw their eyes you’d piss yourself, Hannuk, I tell you.” Some things couldn’t be negotiated, the rest could be forced. “Poor devils. And with those fools on their way, more and more have them eyes.”

Tanner whistled. “Hey, I’m done.”

Their footsteps padded to his door, leather against stone bringing the stink of horseradish and ball sweat. He pushed his empty tray half through the slot under the door. “Give us the tray, now,” one guard said, and Tanner did, keeping his hand near the slit, let his palm get warm, scars going taut over his skin.

“Why not give it back?”

The guard returned it under the door. Tanner gave a sharp, voiceless laugh, surprising himself how easy it was, excitement like a high. The other guard shot an insult to his buddy, perplexed as to why it was done. The first was silent, taking the insults with no care at all. “Shit, y-you got them eyes, too!”

“Give me that skin on your hip.” The bewitched guard bent to put down the skin, and the second picked it up, swearing again. “Why don’t you give me yours, too?”

Two wineskins, he cradled them like twin newborns with a little hop in his step. Stealing wine was at a whole new level now, and the guards stood there silent until he broke the spell and told them to fuck off, which they did with confused mumbling at the hole in their memory.

He took a long draught of the wine, the best thing to ever warm his stomach and hit his head, and he sang merrily to himself for a while.

“Oh, balls to your partner, ass against the wall! If you never been had on a Saturday night, you never been had at all . . .”

Next meal, he dumped the milk-water down the hole in the floor, took more of the wine for his thirst. The joy didn’t stick with him for long—after a few hours his stomach began to heave, little creatures clawing his skin in the dark, sweat poured from his brow. The strange liquid he was given was suppressing something, more than just his motivation. Meired would know he had stopped drinking that shit the second she saw his clammy skin. He’d wean himself. That would help is precious wine last longer, too.

“I want nothing more than to see your guts wrapped around your neck while you writhe,” Meired said to him at their next meeting. He had just told her to go fuck herself—she had asked if he could see his sister in his mind’s eye. Whether he could or not, he wasn’t going to tell her.

He kept his voice slow and slurred, as if he had taken his dose of medicine and it affected him the same as day one. “You know, I don’t think you’re the first person to feel that way. Must be my irresistible charm with women.”

“Ha!” She turned from him, the hem of her dress whispering along the stones. She always wore the same thing and it was never dirty. Grandfather was there, the aspiring King, King of Dandruff, shuffling through papers, dispatches from spies or whatever it was. Ddun had a much nicer desk. “Stop bothering with that, I know full well they’re coming. They’re on the leyline.”

“We still need to prepare, my girl.”

“I have prepared, everything I need is right here in this room.”

“They’ll lay siege to the castle,” Tanner interrupted them, “so unless you plan on starving to death, I suggest you listen to the old man. I know you can’t go through the portals, you’re stuck here.” He couldn’t look at her to see her face, but he imagined she was haughty and scowling. He couldn’t help but giggle, her silence proving he was right. “A leyline. What is that, like a magic road?”

“Yes, just like that, a road. More like a net.” Something skittered across the floor beside him. “The earth is covered in them, and you’ll learn to feel them. Both capitals sit on an intersection of leylines. The forest you traipsed through with that bitch sister of yours was another intersection. I’m always wondering if someone new will pop through, if these places are the key to the phenomenon. Imagine if someone new did come through, might be more useful to me than either of you have been.”

“Useful how?”

“Inquisitive today, aren’t you?” She returned to where he was tied, held up his chin, again his eyes crossed to try and look at her. He couldn’t. He coughed as the bile rose up in his throat, and she let his head drop, no longer feigning that weakness. He swallowed the bile. Lauren was tagging the tunnel. She turned to him and said something he couldn’t hear. His legs squirmed to move, like electric currents through his flesh.

In a bed, a plush mattress, not a mat on the floor, furs thick above him. He had already been here. His hand was freshly burned, he had no clothes.

I want you to draw from within yourself. I want you to open it, the portal to your world. Can you do it for me?

She had whipped him when he refused.

Grandfather was at the desk, Meired at his side, they were both staring at Tanner, and he began to groan, slurry wanting to burst from his gut. Hands still tied. Something was fooling with his head. Fingers twitching, eyes darting. He struggled at the rope but it only dug in worse. “Get out of my head.”

“I’m not in your head.”

From behind a pillar, Lauren walked to the corner of his vision. She was dressed as she had been in the tunnel. She touched the tapestries, looking absent-minded around her as if she had seen it all before. His eyes burned to watch, but he couldn’t close them. She went to the desk. Picked up a blade from the table—he began to squirm, tried to jump. “Stop it, stop it!” Lauren took the knife to her wrist, and her blood was sand across the carpet. He could finally turn away, panting, gasping for breath as if he drowned in her pouring sand. “You are, you are! Get out of my head!”

“It’s all you, I have nothing to do with it.” Meired was amused.

His father was there. Sharp angles, thick stubble, glass-blue eyes. Nicotine stain on his fingers, on his teeth. Lit cigarette, the orange-red tip the brightest thing in the room. He could smell the rope burning, and Meired was covering her mouth, eyes wide.

She didn’t make him sick.

Could she see his father there? Sitting on the desk, a hand on his knee, blocking Tanner’s view of Grandfather. The rope sizzled, he could hear the fibres crackling as they burned. Guards came around the corner, though he wasn’t sure if they were real until they touched him, and he screamed, pushing away from them on his back, his heels getting rug-burned in his attempt to scramble away.

“Stop!” Meried called out. “Don’t you dare!”

Beneath him spread an opening, and he fell, one of the guards with him.
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White tarpaulin broke Tanner’s fall, the wood supports cracking and snapping until the thud of the ground knocked the wind out of him. The guard landed next to him, though with the tent already limp and broken, the guard’s fall was much harder, a split beam jutting through his leg. He bled silently into the cloth.

Footsteps and hollers, his head too jostled to make sense of the noise. Everything was muffled, indistinguishable voices. Firm hands hauled him up to sit.

“It’s Tanner,” a voice said from behind. “Find Lauren!”

It was morning, the masked faces all silhouetted over yellows and pinks and blues.

“Can you hear me?”

“I can hear you. Who’s talking?”

“It’s Ddun. Are you hurt?”

“Are you real?”

“Of course I’m real, I’m holding you up.”

“Of course you’re real.” Then it all sloshed in and out of darkness, a glide of cold metal on his arms, his hands tingled painfully, and someone was shouting. Carried and set beside a fire, the smell of fried food hit him, a clay cup on his lips. Water, plain water. He took it and drank so deep he couldn’t breathe, able to sit on his own with the alertness that came with the cold down is throat. He shivered, the sensations in his body slowly becoming more tangible. Nothing was broken, except maybe his head.

“Oh my God, Tanner!” Lauren dove into him, arms tight around his shoulders. “I thought I felt something, my God, I’m glad it’s you, you piece of shit.” He returned the hug, knowing she had to be real if he could feel tears on his neck. Her hand went to the back of his head and paused there, to feel at the hair clipped short. She pulled back, her face lit orange by the fire and pink by the sky, brow furrowed. “She cut your hair!”

“Split ends, I was due for a trim.”

“She cut your hair . . .”

***

Being the only one to see the inside of Kisku had Tanner the centre of attention, his arrival invited an impromptu meeting of all the appointed leaders to hear him speak—once his head cleared enough to do so. With Ddun’s tent smashed, they held it outdoors, brisk wind and all. Borga began by reminding everyone, if they saw a strange sight, it was nothing, and to shut up while Tanner spoke—but Tanner was also seeing it, little shadows weaving around all the men who sat on their mats with backs straight and arms at their knees. Occasionally a man would snap his head in surprise at something no one else could see, but they were on the whole a well-disciplined bunch. In this weather, it was even more apparent that he lacked the nice protective layer of his long hair, or his beard, his smooth cheeks scalded by the wind.

“You’ve been travelling along the leyline that runs between the castles. Magic is strongest here. Continuing this way, you’ll stay vulnerable to her, so it’s better to go a different route until you can’t help it anymore. Kisku is on an intersection of leylines, just as Kaddusk is, and the sacred forests, those are the only places she named. Uhm, what else? Without the strength, or energy, or whatever-it-is within the land to help her—and in Kisku, she’s got it—but she still needs to pull from me, or Lauren, with neither of us there it’s just this,” he poked his finger into the frozen grass just beyond his mat. “The army must reroute, or you’ll be fighting more than just a giant. East or west, it makes no difference, but we can’t stay the course.”

“What else did you see while you were there? How many men has Grandfather assembled?” one of the elders asked. The tall, skinny one from an eastlands clan, damned if Tanner could remember any of their names.

“I mostly saw the inside of a cell, so I don’t know.”

“Are they loyal to them, or has she bewitched them?”

“A bit of both.”

It went on, questions at him, strained answers back. This was the longest he had gone without that drink, and he felt his muscles twitching with the urge to run, to jump . . . His lungs seemed to fill deeper, his blood was hotter. It felt good, physically, amazing even, except for the quakes—he didn’t want to live through withdrawals again in his life. He sort of was, though, only it was his mind that suffered.

The sight of his father in the crowd distracted him from the questions. Smoking, flicking the ash from his cigarette, and Tanner had to reason with himself that if his father was sitting there, he’d be right cold, since he only wore grease-stained jeans and a wifebeater.

Sometimes Tanner would look at a person and their face was twisted or mangled, or they looked like a beast. He forced himself to look away but it was everywhere. His hands gripped his thighs tight. It wasn’t only him, they were all seeing things. He wasn’t crazy. He didn’t need to seek out that bitter white shit to turn it off.

He couldn’t stand it, the sight of his father. He had to be able to control it. Just like with the guards. He couldn’t hear their questions, just staring at the pock-scarred nose, the squint of disapproval, the birthmark on his shoulder. “Go, get out,” he said, pointing to his father, and thumbing to the right. A soldier looked to his left and right. “Not you, him.” Tanner’s teeth grit at the scene. His father didn’t budge. “Get out!”

Lauren touched his shoulder. “Who are you yelling at?” she whispered.

“Him! He’s sitting right there. I can’t concentrate with dad looking at me.”

“Dad? It’s just—”

“I know what it is, goddamn it, I put him there!” He flexed his hand in and out of a fist and hit himself in the forehead, his face squished up, attempting to stop the magic—or start—whatever he was doing or not doing, he hated it. Lauren’s touch on his arm was comforting. He allowed his eyes to open a crack, but his father was till there. Tanner grabbed the clay cup next to him and flung it, it hit the poor bastard behind his father with a hard knock into his mask, an overbalanced wobble. Tanner’s father was gone, replaced by a very disgruntled soldier rising to his feet, offended by the dent Tanner put in his mask.

“Sit down!” The gravel in Ddun’s command would make Tanner sit, too, if it were directed at him.

An elder cleared his throat. “Let’s . . . try to continue. Did you see Grandfather himself?”

“Yes.”

“And was he sound? In mind, in body?”

“Yes. The same as he was when I met him before. She wants to make him King. Well, not him specifically. Any King will do. He’s just been very convenient.”

“Why?”

“I don’t fucking know why!”

Lauren pulled him away, foreheads touching as she shushed him. Ddun proposed they finish packing up the camp as soon as possible, and cross the river instead of following it, heading due east a ways. Tanner didn’t want to listen, he didn’t want these eyes on him, he wanted to hide. Especially when he couldn’t control it anymore, not like he could in the cell. He did need that potion. He needed to find out what it was.

***

“Our tent gets more colourful by the day,” Lauren said, admiring the bloodstain Dama and Aylet attempted to scrub out of it. The felt and supports were getting replaced. Someone else was out a tent. A matter of rearranging.

The guard had died, which was unfortunate, since they couldn’t question him, but the fact that Tanner had his wrists tied, and the guard that followed him through was armed, it all added up to tell her enough about what Tanner had been through.

There had been a strange smell to his breath. She made it a point to send Tanner to a cook, told him to find something like mint, or whatever else to chew. When he came back, instead of minty, his teeth were yellow, cheek bulged, technically obeying and so she shrugged. “You’re going to wear your teeth down,” she warned, and he only flashed a garish smile at her like a baboon as he sought a fire to slouch beside. Still dressed in the clothes he fell in. Black wool leggings under a black wool tunic, too tight at the shoulders, bright white and purple ribbons at the offset collar, black leather boots . . . he looked like an undertaker, his jaw just as stern.

More time lost, but the relief she felt at his return . . . Borga was seeing shapes in faces, Rudda was on the other side of the camp breaking up fights . . . The whole expedition was turning on its head, but Tanner was back, he was back and she cried her hope that once they all were off the leyline—whatever that meant, was it on a scroll somewhere—the disturbances would stop.

While everyone else busied themselves, she took out the book Tanner had bought, a quill an elder made, the little pot of ink, and got to work sketching how Tanner sat, looking out pensive and grave at the southern horizon, lit in a melancholy glow by the fire—until Irynna came riding up, and his back straightened, and Lauren smiled like the girl she was at the sight. Irynna spoke down to him and made him laugh. She would have to say her thanks for the sketchbook some other time.

***

“First it’s the scars, and now it’s my hair. What do you see in me, then?” Tanner had the right mix of renewed freedom and fuzzy stomach that made him content to smile at Irynna, how she blinked and breathed. He had kicked out Lauren’s little maids from their cart and pulled Irynna inside, and he lounged on the wood floor with his head in his hand, lamplight between them. She sat out of reach, sitting like a soldier, hands at her knees, a slow shake of the head in coy disapproval.

“Certainly not those teeth.”

He dug the pouch from his pocket, took a piece out for her. “Works best when there’s nothing wrong with you.”

She took it and crunched it into a ball, a professional. “I know.” She wedged it to the back of her mouth, began to chew. He was enraptured by her chewing. Soon she had a satisfying coating on her teeth and gave a little sigh.

“Now we’re on more equal footing. Both of us are disgusting,” Tanner said. She laughed, and he thought his face might fall off for all his smiling. A little ball of light flew around her head as if crowning her before hiding up in the corner of the deer-pelt roof. “You’ve got a beautiful laugh, you know.” Sincerity was his only mode of communication just then, and he hoped she knew it.

Her jaw stilled, holding the bark in her cheek, eyes not wavering from his, aged copper in the lamplight. “Thank you.”

She seemed too cautious. “Do you see anything?”

“No.”

“Do you want to?”

She shook her head rougher. Now he had to try. He let his hands get hot, pulled back the little light from the corner. She watched it float past, a flutter in his chest to see her eyes go wide with wonder. The light hovered at her heart before flitting out of the cart, leaving them both quiet in the small space.

“Do you still hate me?”

“I hate you even more now,” the wonder gone with the light, she looked down her nose at him. “I was perfectly content being one of the last sane people here. Now I’m seeing floating lights.”

He snorted. “You’re far from the last sane person here.”

“Shut up.”

“Make me.”

“Don’t tempt me!”

Time to offend her as much as possible. “Only way you could ever get me to shut up, is if you took all your clothes off, and sat on my face.”

That really got her laughing. “Oh! You’re such a rotten bastard!”

He loved it.

Neither spoke until her laughter settled.

“I think the only person who hates me more than you do is Meired herself.”

“Good. That way when I kill her, I’ll hate you the most.”

He furrowed his brow at her. “Kill her? You?”

She nodded, slowly, not breaking gaze, as if the fact was meant to be impressed in him as obvious as the sky being blue, and it made him shiver.

“Who is she to you?”

“No one at all.”
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Hunched, tense, knuckles into the wood of his desk, elders across from him shuffling maps and correspondence and debating strategy, Rudda and Borga at Ddun’s side helping him weigh choices, Lauren behind him and Tanner was somewhere else entirely—which irritated everyone but it couldn’t be helped just then, they had other things to worry about. Kisku was a morning and a day’s ride away.

“They’ve built up their defenses. Abatisses have been built at the gatehouse, trenches dug, here, here,” Borga pointed at a sketched map of the perimeter of the castle, itself sat at the edge of the city, facing north toward Kaddusk. Looking at the sketch Ddun felt some pity for the poor bastards that had to dig through the frozen ground, only to die by their steel.

A morning and a day, and still basing strategy on what might or might not be illusion.

Borga continued. “The city is populated solely by fighting men. Mostly Peiransi. Everyone else has fled, as we’ve seen by the clan trains that have passed by around us. A few reports with commonalities tell us we outnumber them by nearly three to one . . . But we haven’t seen within the castle grounds to know for sure.”

Ddun’s army was divided by tens, up to groups of a thousand. Every Dvarri man, born on horseback, their bows in their hands out of the womb, as one or one-thousand or ten-thousand, they would prove a force of nature.

Flags at lances, waiting to be raised and lowered. Ddun’s warhorn hung at his neck, polished and ready, rhythms memorized to each command he would give through the curved copper. On his belt hung his weapons, and his mask would hang there in battle as well, a symbol of his spirits that he would need, atop his head the helmet to complete his battle-clothes, long goat hair dyed red would stream from the top, scales would flow down his neck with a swoop of them that would pin across his face and down his front. His gloves were thick and the leather would creak as he flexed his hands around his lance. His bowstring would pull taut with three arrows at hand. He could barely focus on the maps with all their discrepancies, knowing in his guts to expect nothing ordinary as they arrived in sight of the sandstone walls. He expected nothing but death, half-threatening to toss the maps in the fire while the elders babbled about the terrain or consulted with sheep’s livers to discern the time of the advance.

***

Irynna’s third-eldest brother, Haun, lithe and wiry, was better on horseback than Irynna but just as wild-eyed and irresponsible—stealing himself with them in the cover of darkness, bolting breakneck toward the castle ahead of the main train. Tanner was now convinced the entire clan was insane, for Haun to not even question their reasoning when asked if he would tag along. Ddun would be pissed when he saw they had left, and Lauren too, but hopefully relieved when Haun returned with the best information they’d get before the battle—Haun was the messenger of what Tanner discerned as the truth in the scenery.

Such a sure thing, and the three of them rode hard enough the horses were getting warm and smelled of burning wires, not enjoying the work in the cold, if they enjoyed at all.

“So how do you plan to do it?” Tanner had asked Irynna that day in the cart, hiding away.

“A well-placed arrow, right here,” she pointed to her heart, where the light had fluttered. “Unless she’s sleeping, in which case I’ll slit her throat ear to ear, I’ll listen to her last gasps through the wet hole in her neck.”

He had been taken aback by that bit, eyebrows raised and fingers toying with a little scrap of wool the maids hadn’t spun. Clearly, Irynna had thought about it a lot. “Well then, that part’s settled. But, do you think you can just walk into the castle and find her?”

“Absolutely not. I’m going to sneak in.”

He darted his eyes up from the fluff of wool to her face, a wicked smile spreading across her copper, freckled cheeks, and he returned a grin to match. “You’re not a thief.” And then, “I’ll help you.”

“You’d really want to risk going back there?” Did she have genuine concern for his wellbeing?

“It’s just a big ugly house.”

That’s when she stood and worked the ties of the leather breeches, freeing them from the garter under her coat, and his heart overflowed with pure joy at the sight. A tear rolled down his face. “I think I’m in love with you.”

“That’s unfortunate.”

“How is it unfortunate?”

“You know perfectly well why.”

“No, I don’t.” He sat up, extending a hand to her. She took it and knelt beside him, legs free of her breeches, but in that moment it wasn’t about anything but her eyes, her lips, the dimple at her chin. Maybe his head wasn’t on right but he couldn’t help the way he felt in that second. He cupped her cheek, brushed a thumb across her blush. Her face was soft, no falseness, nothing forced, just a long quiet between them. “You can play if you want and say you hate me, but I love you Irynna. I do. I couldn’t lie even if I wanted to right now.”

For her to reciprocate his words with the most tender kiss she had ever given, and to feel her melt in his arms was everything—contentment and relief, to finally admit what had been hidden in his head for ages.

“I don’t hate you, Tanner.”

That was all he needed to light his soul. Irynna had chanted his name like worship, lights flying around the canvas roof as they embraced.

Now they rode with blankets pinned up around their shoulders, tight around their faces, no light but the moon and stars. They’d get to Kisku far ahead of the rest.

***

“Where’s Tanner gone now?” The last time Lauren saw him, he was overly stiff-lipped and aloof as if he was hiding something. Now he was vanished, again, it was the middle of the night, and she hadn’t detected any portals or magic—he has to be around somewhere, the dumb shit. What was he hiding?

“Probably just off having a good lay,” Ddun said. “He was never one for paying attention in meetings, anyway.”

“Huh! Right on both counts.”

Worry for her brother wasn’t her only reason for sleeplessness. It was the same reason half the men that night weren’t sleeping. It was almost the big day, the last day for some of them, and the camp was thick with the sounds of merrymaking and lack of sobriety. She thought on the numbers. The incredible speed at which so many men were found and gathered, volunteering to be there, so proud to be part of something bigger than anything they had seen for a hundred years. Why? So that Grandfather couldn’t crown himself King? There was a religious fervour against the notion of Meired crowning the old man that Lauren didn’t understand. A strange sort of civil war in a place that wasn’t really a nation at all. She supposed there were stupider reasons that people had gone to war, here or in her own world. That didn’t make the thought of death any easier to swallow. The baby fluttered, grounding her for a moment in the present, reminding her what was at stake. Ddun was watching her pace the tent, and she began to cry, not able to stop the intrusive worries that he wouldn’t be there to see the baby born.
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A dead watchman stunk up the platform at their feet, Haun having done the honour of wrestling the man down and slicing his neck open before any signals could be lit, quick and efficient athleticism. The three of them hid in a watchtower up on a little knoll, freshly built from the few sturdy trees that had lined the broad river through Kisku—all that was left beneath them were shrubs and spindly little saplings that weren’t worth a fletcher’s time. “They’re prepared for a siege alright,” Tanner remarked, apprehensive at the moonlit trenches and fortifications. “They’ve been busy. I underestimated that old man.”

“Why d’you say that?” Haun asked.

“Meired didn’t give a shit about the army heading here. As far as she’s concerned the entire population of Kisku could hang.”

“So why does Grandfather keep her close?”

“Why does Ddun keep Lauren close?” Irynna said, less of a question and more of a declaration of the obvious. “It’s not because she’s with his child, don’t be stupid. You wouldn’t allow a woman carrying your child to ride at the head of an army—she’s bound to attract every arrow shot their way.”

“Not if Meired tells them not to shoot her,” Tanner said, but her point still stood. He pressed his chin up into his gloved fist, arm propped at the edge of the rail. He tried counting the men on the battlements along the castle—trying not to think of his sister full of arrows—ignoring the claw in his throat that told him he should be with the army, in the ranks . . . Stop thinking, count. Too far away and still too dark, no way to get a number. He could see the flickers of torches going back and forth. “You don’t think it’s because he’s madly in love with her?” He joked to hide the fear.

Irynna snorted. “I’m sure he is, but if I could enchant you to fight like a man ten feet tall, with Gods’ blood in your veins, you’d want me nearby more than normal.”

“I saw the giant step out of thin air, like a serpent out of a lake. Gave me nightmares.” Haun shivered audibly.

“There’ll be more than giants once the army gets here. Never mind the ditches and pointy sticks.” Tanner clenched his jaw at the thought. He tapped his thumb on the wood, face sagging. I can’t let her try alone. “Well Haun, what do you see?”

What Haun listed off was fairly accurate, aside from the soundless lightening and the slithering creatures in the ditches. Out of the tower, they slid down the far side of the knoll, under a jutting overhang, thick shadow, backs against damp stone and squatting low to the ground. Their horses waited for them just a few feet away, and Tanner’s palms sweat.

“You can go,” Irynna said in his ear, interrupting the silence. He couldn’t move.

“Well, I’ve got to start riding before the winter sun rises, and that’s getting closer by the day now. Last chance for anyone to come back with me.”

All Tanner could do was scrunch his face and press the back of his head into exposed rock. I should go back. “Go, fast as you can ride. Don’t stop for anything.” He swallowed the urge to vomit. Haun left after a brief hug from Irynna, and Tanner was left thinking he had just made a mistake.

If Haun was affected by trick-sight, Meired might know I’m here.

“. . .Tanner?” Iryna had been speaking. “Did you hear me?”

“Sorry.”

“I asked how we should sneak in . . . I was thinking we could head around to the city side, near the coliseum. They’ve got eyes on the river, most likely. Was I seeing right?”

“Yeah. Yeah, you were seeing right.”

There was another long silence. They were both hesitating. “Did you want to know how I got the scar, over my breast?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “My aunt gave it to me. Tried to kill me, after she killed my mother.”

“Why would she do that?”

“I don’t know. I’d like to ask her before I kill her. My mother was my—my only friend in the entire world.” He could hear her quick breaths, through the dark he fumbled to find her hand, to clasp it, gentle for her comfort but she was trembling. She cried for a while, stuttering breaths in the night air, and his own heart split in two. He had never known her to be vulnerable like that. She needed to kill Meired.

***

“Rider from the south!” A shout and a horn blast announced the approach. Ddun halted his horse, the rest followed at a succession of trumpeted commands. With such a sharp glare of morning sun over the snow, even through the shade of his mask he raised hand to his brow to see.

The space between the rider and the army closed in. “It’s one of Irynna’s brothers,” Lauren noted. None of which he had sent out to scout. Unusual, he grunted in frustration at the thought there was something going on he didn’t know about. The rider lifted his mask with a small flag of red and gold in his fist to prove his alliance—Lauren was right. One of the falconers. A few feet away, he stopped and bowed on his horse, and Ddun gestured for him to speak freely.

“I have word from Tanner, my General. About Kisku.”

Ddun straightened in the saddle, his hold on the reins tightening at the words. “Tanner? Where is he?”

“He is there, now—”

“I’ll fucking strangle him,” Lauren looked as if she might truly leap from the saddle herself at the news, the whites of her eyes sharper than the snow-glare. And Ddun agreed.

“He offered to accompany me, to scout—so I could bring back word to you in case the others have given you poor reconnaissance. He decided to stay and—”

“Where’s Irynna?” Lauren’s interruptions might have made Ddun laugh, if he weren’t so angry himself.

“My sister is there as well, my Lady, more eyes.”

“I knew it,” Lauren said through her teeth, and Ddun would have to ask what it was she knew once this prick scampered off.

Ddun cleared his throat. “And what did you see?”

“Tanner said, he had underestimated Grandfather, as we looked down on the fortifications—from a watchtower, newly built, you could still smell the sap. I don’t quite know what he meant by that, but, I felt it was worth telling you. They have indeed stripped the trees, from what I saw, though we didn’t go near the sacred forest, but I doubt they’d find enough wood without those trees.”

“Go to the back of the line and tell the elders what you’ve told me, in great detail. And next time don’t lie to me about why you went scouting.” He gestured over his shoulder, dismissing the man, who gave him a low, over-gracious bow as if he wanted to slip head-first off his horse, and left his General’s company. Ddun noted the stain on the man’s gloves, the strings of coagulated blood on the shearling. By nightfall, all his men would be likewise stained.

***

In the darkness of the city, abandoned tents billowed listlessly in the breeze, supports cannibalized for the war effort and tattered canvases left where they fell as carpets over the ground. Market stalls empty, snow drifts undisturbed. No footprints but for animals. The competition grounds had their painted stones plucked out, leaving dents in the frozen clay as evidence where they had been half-buried for years. The coliseum was more crumbled than the castle, the stone structures with unlocked doors slapping against the walls as the wind gusted through. Added to all this was the thickness in the air, like a sort of tingling humidity, that Tanner hadn’t felt since he was a prisoner there. It all made apprehension seep out his pores as he and Irynna deftly navigated the shadows—light steps, bow in hand, bits of fur on the string to silence her shots, decorations removed and tucked away or smeared with mud to dull anything reflective. Tanner kept his hand hovering near the hilt of his sabre, sheathed in case the metal might glint and reveal them.

They stopped against what smelled like a brewery, their chests heaving from the rush of dashing shadow to shadow, taking in the smell of frozen mash from a batch left strewn. Snippy little animals scurried at the interruption of their meal.

Tanner looked to the north-east, noting the elevation in the landscape. He imagined the ridge in the daylight lined with Dvarri horselords ready to swarm down to the Kisku lowland, wondering if Grandfather intended to meet them in the field first or stay hidden behind the walls. “Do you think Haun will get back in time to speak with Ddun?” he whispered.

“He will. He wins races every year in Kaddusk. Do you feel anything? From the castle.”

“No. Not yet. Just a sort of . . . blanket. There’s a lot of magic here.”

“Once we’re inside the castle walls, should we go right for the keep, or lay low until the fighting starts?”

He weighed the options, jaw clenching and unclenching. “If we go straight for Grandfather and Meired, we might be able to stop the fighting before it starts. But, it’ll be a lot harder to get through unseen. If we wait, there’ll be enough chaos it might be easier to slip by with no one noticing us. Either way,” he grabbed her arm to bring her nearer. Moonlight limned her features, her clothes. Eyes meeting his as she raised her chin, his stomach fluttered. “We’re stepping lightly, do you understand? There might be thousands of them on the other side of the wall, and they’re all dressed to kill.”

“I wish I had magic to give you, Tanner.” A wash of cold went through him, her voice so fragile, then heat at how beautiful she was—his breath released in a shaking huff.

“You have mine.” He pulled the blanket from his face, took her hand to kiss through the glove, then her brow—to brake away was painful. The blanket was raised again over his nose as she turned, eyes downcast, and his heart pulled at his ribs.

They crouched, watching the castle walls, the brightness of the fires on the parapets lighting the armour of the guards walking back and forth. The rhythm was too smooth in some of them, like ants on an anthill, unnervingly odd. They watched for a long while, as the streams of men slowed to a trickle. The two dashed for the next shadow, then the next, heat returning to their limbs. There was a stack of long wooden stakes meant for the defences beside a lean-to, against the base of the wall, and he motioned to her: that’s where to bolt. The woodpile and propped stakes made the wall only slightly less intimidating to scale, as he attempted the mental math for the height of it. “No rope, no harness. I haven’t gone rock climbing in a while. I’ll fall and break my neck as soon as my foot slips.”

“No you won’t. You dare fall and I’ll kill you before you hit the ground.”

It wasn’t an empty threat, he knew, smirking under the blanket before returning his attention to the wall. Wood beams poked out near the top, he might be able to reach them, he could use the edge of the plaster as a foothold . . . and hope it didn’t crumble. He took a deep breath, and they dashed out into the shadow of the castle between the trenches and spikes. Once under the lean-to they were close enough to hear noises of the guards echo lightly down to them. The rattle of their weapons at their hips—the ones lucky enough to be armoured had heavier steps—indiscernible mumblings.

There was an axe left wedged into a chopping block, and Tanner took it, a companion to the other weapons in his belt, tunic thrown over the metal. He removed his coat and accepted the cold on him where the blanket didn’t reach. Wearing the same black clothes he left the castle with, the blanket nearly as dark, he mimicked formlessness.

Cautiously stretching his neck from under the slats, he watched above them, counting the seconds between men walking overhead. Long enough to climb up from the top of the woodpile, but not long enough to dash to the corner tower that lead to the keep. They’d have to take the men down quietly and quickly. Irynna was shuffling behind him, he made to hush her, only to see in a sliver of moonlight she had removed her left arm from her coat, tunic sleeve rolled up and tied tight with leather cord, blanket dropped—no fabric to hinder the bowshot. She was ready, twisting her archer’s thumbring into place, and his blood chugged at the thought he was about to climb that wall and she had his back. Sticking his head out again, he began counting, pinching up dry clay and crumbling it over his palms to absorb the sweat.

The guard was gone, Tanner ran to the wooden stakes and up them, jumping and grabbing at gaps between stones, pulling himself and jumping as quickly as he could while avoiding crumbling mortar, his fingers reached the deeper cracks above the lost plaster, his leather soles gaining purchase to launch him up, every muscle burning—no time to think about it. An arrow flew past, a wet lurch of a gasp above as Tanner pulled himself up to the protruding wood beams. Almost there. He could reach the low edge of the crenellations, hands clawlike. Over the edge he barely had both feet on the stone before taking his small knife from its sheath, ducking behind the crumpled body with Irynna’s arrow lodged in the neck. He didn’t know how long it took him, too long, his muscles all twitching and fingers aching. A fucking miracle. Who the fuck climbs a goddamn castle wall? Once the adrenaline wore off—if he found the time to fellate himself for his impossible physical feat—he’d hate himself for how sore he would be. Now to get Irynna.

Along the wall there were stacks of painted stones, picked from the competition grounds, all ready to be dropped or flung to crush the besieger’s heads. Barrels of something-or-other ready to be dumped, arrows ready to be fired. Another guard from the corner tower, and Tanner moved swift, hiding himself and the body up against a stack of stones. He didn’t dare use his magic, as tempting as it was. He pulled the axe from his belt, and as the guard came near enough Tanner put the beard of the axe around the back of the guard’s ankle and pulled, earning a surprised gasp from the guard with a hard fall onto the flat of his back—Tanner’s small knife went up under the jaw to halt a scream, his free hand pressing down hard over the dying man’s mouth to keep him quiet, hot blood gurgling, wetness from the guard’s spit and teeth under his fingers—Tanner’s resolve wavering as the bile rose in his throat to watch the life slowly leave the nameless man’s eyes, to feel him twitch his last before a final shudder and the man was dead. It seemed much slower than his first kill, to look the man in the eyes as his life was snuffed out.

He kicked the body away as soon as he could, feeling the air of death on him like filth on clothes. Why that guard’s death bothered him so much more than any others, he couldn’t say.

He wiped the blood from his hands as it chilled to the air, crouching along the wall he looked for a length of rope, a chain, knotted bedsheets, anything, finally finding a heavy coil of rope near the tower where the next guard might pop out any minute to wonder why his buddies hadn’t returned. Tanner lugged the heavy coil over his shoulder and crept low and slick to where Irynna waited below, wrapping one end around his arm and letting the other end drop, planting his feet firm against the crenelations for leverage and waited to feel the tug of Irynna climbing. When the pull came, he could feel the bounce of her weight, and hauled it all up, sweat pouring from the effort. His right shoulder ached, but as he saw her hand at the edge of the stone he felt relief. She made it, and they took a second to sit and pant next to the corpses before seeking out the tower nearest the keep, their knives both silencing the guards under the leather roof as they played their last game of chess.

There were stairs within the tower that led down to the inner bailey of the castle, where, if it were like the castle in Kaddusk, the temple and barracks and the other buildings sat stuffed with soldiers. They peered carefully over the edge of the barrier down into the open space, and indeed his hunch was right. Like sardines. Not just soldiers, either. People who couldn’t flee, who chose to stay. Families of the men—maybe even of the ones he had killed—livestock that needed fodder. They would all be starving. It hit his soul like a brick. They had to end this before it started.

“It’s getting close to morning,” Irynna whispered, “we need to get in the keep before the walls are full of men again.”

He nodded. They searched the guards, his man still clutching a knucklebone pawn. Finding a key, he tucked it into his boot. Irynna took the arrows from the quiver leaning against the wall. Then they were off.
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Every stone on the surrounding earth had been taken, anything Ddun’s forces could have used against the castle walls. Grassland that could have still been grazed by their goats through the snow had been churned and patches of brush burned. With his army further flattening the landscape, it looked as if a battle had already taken place without the fertilization of their blood in the soil.

Snow flitted down and made the castle in the distance look as if clouded by white smoke, and so he retreated to the back of the line to consult the elders—especially one Stenyan-born but wholly Dvarri, Luvan, who was thorough with his advice on sieges. A weak point in Dvarri warfare. He helped oversee the construction of the weapons that would be storming Kisku.

The mass of soldiers waited for the final word, breath hitched in heavy anticipation, hands at bowstrings twitching. “What did you see in the liver?” he asked the elders. “We will be engaging them before long unless I say to halt. There’s no sign of them preparing to meet us in the open. Lauren feels nothing extraordinary.”

“We have made ready what we can through the night,” Luvan said. “If the liver says so, we are ready.”

“Now is the time,” they all agreed. “It’s very clear in the veins.” The fresh liver still splayed out on the ground, poked and prodded by old fingers. If it was that sure, all the elders in agreement, he would continue on, despite the tug at the back of his mind it might be better to wait. Tanner hadn’t returned with any news.

Ddun sought out a unit of ten to ride ahead with a banner of peace to discuss terms, but had little faith they would return with word that Grandfather’s men were ready to lay down their arms, not the way he saw the land, not with the watchtower fires all lit in warning to the castle.

Lauren would stay at the rear, her presence a boon to morale but she would not be a target. She agreed, and he gave her a low bow as he passed her a final time before leading his men on. “Will you give us your blessing?” he asked. The air around him seemed to light as she smiled and bowed in return.

“I would be happy to bless the men, My General.”

The camp was set up as a place to retreat, expecting a long siege. Stenyan carpenters were finishing up their assembly of the ballistas and catapults under Luvan’s instruction, all the pieces hauled the long distance from Kaddusk, readying them to be taken to the knolls that dotted the landscape within sight of the city. That vibration of nerves and excitement and rushing blood as the men dressed and prayed and made their offerings to the Sky Father and the earth spirits. Lauren rode through the clusters of men and brushed the hands of any who wanted her luck, men reaching out to touch her feet and the banner poles at her saddle, some men begging her to kiss them, which she did with brief pecks on their foreheads, and the heat of pride in Ddun’s chest poured out to his fingertips to see her glow, to see the men stand taller as she rode past. She was his witch, but she was a sorceress of all their hearts.

The snow cleared as they readied themselves for the advance. The riders returned with shrugged shoulders, tossing the flag of talks to the wind. Grandfather had refused to speak, so siege it was.

The drums shook Ddun, his armour weighing him, horn blown to signal the advance. He pushed his faceguard down. One third of the force with him in the first wave, and the others waiting as relief, paired off in groups of ten, riders spread across a mile.

As the castle broke through the haze of distant snow, horns from Ddun’s east flank made the rest turn to see the hidden force rise from behind the hills edging the river. His men were swift in their discipline while the arrows were raining down on them, with each whistle of feathers Ddun’s heart beat harder, driving soldiers in a wave to the frozen riverbeds that fed Kisku, now bearing the weight of two armies. A glancing blow off his helmet that echoed down to his navel, his wet breath froze against the leather over his mouth.

Arrows like rain, his men returning every shot, and he lowered his lance—the sight of their white-smoke eyes made his spleen twist. Fodder, a distraction, even as he drove his lance through the chest of a man bewitched, he knew, taking back his lance with a difficult pull and ejection of blood. A signal blown for his flagmen, false retreat. He brought out his bow once his lance splintered at a second charge through an enemy, blood threatening to blind him in the spray. Arrows shot behind him in the retreat, his horse bounded the hillocks.

Back on higher ground, fistfulls of arrows ready to nock, they charged again. The bewitched men were no match for them, but dread welled up in Ddun to think there was more he didn’t, or couldn’t, see. Bewitched men didn’t flee, and once the last of them fell, his men advanced down the river, sweat-drenched and acid-veined.

Rocks were launched from the walls to break the river ice, with deafening thuds and cracks. He ordered his men into groups of twenty with signals, and began the encircling of the castle. Riders relaying the battle went for the reserves as his men rode on, dodging the rocks and the fragile cracks—a bridge had been dismantled long before they arrived—his arrows picked off men on the parapets, in the watchtowers, heads hacked from the fallen defenders to feed his catapults in lieu of stones.

***

Lauren’s fear was nauseating, every muscle tense. Despite her promise, she watched at the front of the reserves, hand on her belly. The men saw her straight in the saddle, feigning bravery as the arrows rained in the distance and horses wove in and out of the fray—the only signs of Ddun were the banners at the saddle, harder to see the more the snow turned red. It was a dreadful, awe-inspiring dance, and soon men on both sides littered the ice.

Knowing they were back on the leyline, felt it on her skin, anything could happen . . . Resisting the urge to use her magic was difficult as she watched Ddun narrowly escape arrows, hearing the cracks on the ice even at her distance. Riders waved signal flags and the next batch of men went forward to encircle the castle.

No sign at all of Tanner or Irynna, and that added to the tremors in her heart. She could hardly breathe, her chest so tight.

Rudda was at the head of the next charge, bow in hand, and she caught his eyes from under his helmet, dark and brooding, in a way he seemed to be pleading, but what he was pleading for she couldn’t say. Then he turned to the castle, banner cracking behind him as he launched his horse to action, the stream of men on either side of him like a tidal wave over the landscape, their heavy breathing and shouts, the heat of them, all around her were men raging forward, bows ready.

And then the shimmer appeared before the charge, her skin crawled violently, a strange heat flowing from her stomach. She couldn’t stop herself now, her hands began to burn at the sight of Rudda turning his horse, firing behind him with his men shouting at the sight of the army of dark-clad things stepping out of nothing—more of Meired’s demons. Grotesque gaits and pig-nosed faces, more and more coming out of the dark shimmer, a line as wide as Ddun’s first charge and thick with bodies, all with weapons drawn, gibbering and cackling, charging toward them, several rows thick.

Rudda’s band were so entangled, their bows aimed with their arms twisted behind their heads, a strange and effective maneuver to shoot straight down to the crawling things beneath the horses. Some of the horses burst into fragments and the men with them, swords and axes and hammers out in a melee. More than one man was ripped limb from limb, the bile rising hot in her throat at the sight and sounds of the screaming.

Rudda blew into his horn. His command was echoed. The ballistas that were ready to move were loaded.

Her hands burning into the gloves, blisters fusing wet into the leather, hands raised to the air, horse ready to soar—she drew the monstrous attention with a scream: “Come at me!”

She imagined the dark glass that had been fired through the camp the night of the giant, and thus conjured her own. A tearing in the air above her, noise like ripped denim, jagged missiles fired at the fiends of Meired’s conjuration, pinning them to the ground, running them through with howls and bursts of blood.

Rudda’s men turned again, arrows direct and fierce. Soon the shimmer faded, allowing them to advance with almost gleeful shouts to trample the sulfuric bodies, the devils still grabbing at them and swiping them with their jagged weapons and claws. Lauren’s head was aflame with magic, and she could barely think, everything tornadoing around her. With arms still raised and dark glass still crashing down in splinters around her, the feeling of Meired’s magic lessened, leaving her skin cold. Rudda had lost his mount, and ran on foot to the nearest watchtower with some other dismounted soldiers, shooting up at the guards in the watchtower to take it.

Rocks launched from the castle lifted earth.

She soared through the air to find Ddun. From her vantage, she could see the castle was more than ready to hold them off, and she wished she could magic every man encircling the walls. As it was, the best she could do was try to find a way to quicken their victory, earn her title as witch.

***

As Ddun made the order to take the watchtower apart, a rock hit the earth at his horse’s feet and heaved the ground—an arrow through his horse’s shoulder, another at the flank, another stuck deep into the saddle, jolting him with fright that it had bit into his leg—no time to process his fall. A shadow covered the sun as he struggled to sit, and a soldier nearby howled a cheer to see their sorceress had taken flight.

Lauren dove, hand outstretched, and he could feel the little creatures gather, crawling over his legs, lifting the saddle up with its cocked-askew banners, ignoring the arrows that continued to fly through them. He reached out too, eyes blinded by the ribboned light that flowed from her, his bloodied hand grazed her glove, heat up his arm. His next breath was sharp, energy renewed in a burst, and he remounted his horse to return to the rear line, the fierceness in her eyes burned in him. Horses across the field all rose to the relief of the dismounted men—the ones able to climb back on their saddles.

Soon the ballistas would be in position, and the catapults, as riders continued picking off men from atop the parapets. He would have to take some time to consult with the elders while he rested his muscles for the next wave. A good pile of heads were already massing, and with a thrill he watched his men load them up like cruel insults to be flung over the walls. He passed the field of stinking devils left fallen with black shards of glass through them, and delighted in that too.

To get too close to the castle would sacrifice too many of his men, now that they knew for certain there were no other forces lying in wait outside the walls. Encircling it, picking off the odd fool who stuck his head too far out, and offering terms that went ignored. He wondered, as his muscles burned, if Grandfather was even inside to hear them.

***

A pain in her abdomen made her double in the saddle, clutching underneath her belly as the baby kicked her insides. She had done what she could, reviving the horses and sending them back to the rear.

Her own horse faltered, a groan escaping her at the pain, and she had to turn back. Whatever the pain was, it was affecting her flight, which made her bladder lurch to acknowledge her height over the field. She had to find Ddun—but her horse refused to turn, her limbs electric with panic, and she screamed as she fell.

***

Her scream carried over the field, a nail straight in Ddun’s ears. He spun his horse, but saw nothing. Teeth clenched and eyes bulging he roared in frustration that he couldn’t see where it was, spit through his teeth hitting the leather. “She’s falling!” someone yelled. “Help her!”

The more he looked and couldn’t find her the more his heart howled with fear. Men were running and riding to the spot where she must have been, heads turned skyward, but he still couldn’t see. He yelled for them to catch her, he prayed they could—perhaps something was stopping him from seeing her, until one of his men caught her in open arms, cradling her and turning, and Ddun followed after him, numb head to toe.

The rider took her to the tents where Grandmothers were attending the wounded, and Ddun could barely feel the ground under his feet to step down from his horse, stumbling to follow the man who held Lauren. She was glistening with sweat and clutching her belly, her cries pitched, and Ddun could hardly breathe with the fear not only for Lauren, but—it was too early, too early, please, please—he ran to bedding as she was laid gently down, a Grandmother running to them covered in another man’s blood. Ddun tore free his suffocating helmet, tossed it without care. His hands shook as he touched her face, so pale and damp with sweat and melted snow.

“It feels like it’s ripping, it’s ripping,” the soft words warped as if he were going deaf, the noise of the battle ringing him still. His arms seized in his terror, the sight of her hurting more frightening than anything on the battlefield.

“Hush my Lady,” the Grandmother said, “it’s a pulled muscle, a strain, you just need to rest yourself.”

“Is there blood?” Lauren asked through a weak sob, and Ddun knelt mute to watch the Grandmother wipe her hands clean before reaching under Lauren’s tunic, undoing ties underneath, motions he couldn’t see. The old woman’s face was calm as a pond. She removed her hand from between Lauren’s legs, thumb rubbing her two fingers.

“Small threads, small threads, but this is common. Bedrest is the best cure. You’ve pulled something, that’s all.”

Ddun let himself sink into the bedding beside Lauren, his body hunched low to embrace her. She struggled to raise her arms to his shoulders. Gentle pressure through his armour, fear seeping down through him and into the earth. She would be alright.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there to catch you,” he whispered, breath jagged, “I couldn’t see you. I couldn’t see where you were.”

She winced, and he pulled back as if he had done something to hurt her. “My hands.”

Lauren cried sharp when the Grandmother attempted to pull free the glove. The old eyes betrayed a shadow of trepidation, even seen through her mask, more fear there than when she had checked between Lauren’s thighs. Despite her eyes, the Grandmother asked calmly for the thin shears near the bed. Careful snips freed the leather from Lauren’s skin.

The inside of the glove was soaked with pink, sucking wet as it peeled and took skin with it. Lauren’s face contorted with the pain, and Ddun could do nothing for her but caress her cheek and brow while the old woman removed the glove bit by bit. She had burned herself, somehow, under the leather, a layer of flesh gone, strings of yellow and pink and red. Both hands were the same, bandages and poultices were soon fetched to wrap her hands while her teeth chattered from the pain.

Men had come into the tent to give messages to Ddun—it was like listening to rambling goats, he was too distracted. His hand on Lauren’s belly tried to feel any movement, if there was still life in that sacred space. He hunched low to her again, his hand still cupping her belly, his other hand in her hair, face buried in her neck.

At the sight the men stopped speaking, ushered from the tent but for the other injured men and healers.

“I’m sorry, I’m so stupid,” she said softly, “I’m so sorry.”

He kissed her. “You did what you thought was right, and the men are grateful, I know it.”

“Is Rudda alright?”

“I’ll find out.”

“Ah!” she hissed in pain again. “I’m still cramping.”

“Just rest. Alright? That’s what she said was best.” His own stomach fluttered with worry, but he kept his face still. He could hear the roar outside of men returning and reserves going out. More men flooding into the tents sweating blood, stinking of battle. Now, they just needed to maintain the siege. The ballistas would fire at the gatehouse, at the towers, until the bolts were gone, or the men inside spilled out, or starved and rotted. Soon he would get some numbers from the men. How many of the bewitched died on the ice, how many of his in exchange. Could his men be bewitched by Meired? The thought made his skin crawl. Though he was confident the numbers would favour him, the field of grotesques pierced with black glass gave him pause. Lauren had picked this spot for camp because she didn’t feel the magic of a leyline, but that didn’t mean they might not be close enough. Meired could do anything, and Lauren had to stay in bed. He rested his brow on her chest. She had fallen asleep.
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Irynna was quick and silent with her bow, no proof she fired but the fall of the soldier against the door ahead, propping it open. They pulled the body aside and closed the door, lowered the bar, and began descending the stairs to find Meired. The noises of the soldiers from the keep like rain on a pond to their ears, the echoes confusing their numbers.

A shot at nothing, Irynna’s arrow clattering against stone and tumbling down the steps. “I swear I saw a man there,” she whispered.

“It’s alright. Expect more trick-sight. I’ll give you a sign to shoot, right? Two fingers up, you shoot.”

“What if it’s too dark to see you?”

“Don’t go far from me. I’ll tap you twice.”

Down the stairs, the voices became louder, she picked up the stray arrow and returned it to the quiver. His head began to ache from the center out, that tearing sensation again. “Magic is getting thicker.”

They stopped near the last opening before the keep, a loosely closed door. He pushed with his toe, the creak making them pause with breath held, backs against the stone. No one came, and so he went ahead, pushing it just enough to fit through, going out to a hallway that split into two directions. One direction was warmly lit and full of voices, a familiar-looking corridor of tapestries on one side and doorways on the other, just like the castle in Kaddusk. If they went that way, it would likely lead to the main feast-hall, and that would be the end of them. Instead, they took the darker corridor, an unknown destination, but a less populated one.

Dead end. Another door. Locked. He tried the key from his boot, and the old lock gave in. A storage room, very simple, full of preserved food and amphoras and barrels and chests. Salt, spices, dried meat, cloth, skins, tools. He hoped for the people’s sake there was more stored away, because this wasn’t enough. He closed the door behind them and locked it, a chance to let themselves sit and breathe, tucking behind stacks of crates, total darkness.

“Why haven’t they found the bodies?” Irynna asked. “There should be a stir by now.”

“Maybe they went the other way, haven’t come down yet.” He could hear little rodents squeaking, bruxing and chewing. Getting fat off the stores.

“Makes me uneasy.”

He reached out blind, feeling for her hand on the stone floor, squeezed it in his, still sore from the climb. “Get used to that feeling.”

“I just want to kill her.”

“I know.”

***

Ddun paced the tent, Lauren’s maids silently undressing Lauren as she was too weak to do it on her own, her hands useless in their wrappings. Her battle-clothes were left in a heap. Ddun’s thoughts were in two places at once.

His men kept out of range from their stones and arrows and not a soul went in or out of the castle. He stayed dressed, waiting for anything Meired might throw at them. Likely, he would be sleeping in his armour. He was the first Dvarri to commit to a siege in generations, and everything he could tell anyone to do, was learned from the oral histories the elders passed down to him, and from Luvan. Whether he won or lost, it was a humbling, overwhelming feeling weighing his head. And with Lauren ill . . .

He had to focus. The gatehouse. With what little wood they had, his men scouting further upriver for more, to build a ram, workers were tirelessly putting it together.

Soldiers collected the stones that had been flung from the walls, scuttling off with them like thieves, amassed with the heads.

A rattle at the door to the tent. He was beckoned out. The day was bright in his eyes compared to the dimness of the fire, and his head cracked in pain from it. Two men stood stooped in a bow at him, and he gestured for them to rise. “There’s a body at the wall of the castle. Someone has been hung.”

“Who?”

“We don’t know. They won’t let us approach, even with a peace banner raised.”

He walked with them to the edge of the camp, looking out in the distance at the castle. “Have they allowed us to collect our dead?”

“No, and they don’t care to collect theirs either, despite our offer of truce to do so. Fling the heads we’ve lopped, it’s like charity.”

Ddun rubbed his eyes with rough knuckles. Any other time, he might have laughed at the joke. “If they want no quarter they will have none. I’ll consult with the elders and make a plan for daybreak. Those walls are as dust.”

***

“Tell me where to find Meired,” a servant had entered the store room, and Tanner had the unfortunate man in a chokehold, knife at his back. “How do we get up to her quarters from here?”

“M-Meired?”

The man arched his back with a soft cry as the tip of the blade threatened harder.

“Yes, the one and only. And keep quiet.”

Tanner felt a struggle to swallow, Adam’s apple bobbing against his arm. “Please d-don’t kill me.” Another swallow. “The hall—on the right—first door. Leads down to the cells. It’ll take you underneath where we are—”

“Is Grandfather with her?”

“G-Grandfather is headed to Dol Daruk—You’re hurting me!”

The man was close to tears, he had only come in to fetch beer. Tanner lightened the pressure on his neck, but only slightly. “Dol Daruk?”

“Five hundred years ago was the last time any Dvarri was crowned King, at the Stone Thrones, Dol Daruk,” Irynna supplied the history lesson. “He must have fled days ago.”

“So, he’s really determined to make a statement, isn’t he? Don’t answer that. Thank you for your help. I’m going to let you go, and you’re going to fetch what you need to fetch, and you won’t light that lamp until we’re gone.” He felt an attempt to nod, and let the servant go.

They doubled back to the split in the hall, heading down the way well-lit, first door on the right. He was quick with the key and they dove in, coming to another stairwell. The baneful smells were already familiar to him, and he knew there would be guards down there somewhere. They went down the twisting stairs two at a time, the air getting damper and more fetid. At the base of the stairs was a small alcove before the cells, where two guards sat at dice. “Is there really anyone worth guarding down here with a siege on, boys?” He recognized their stink. “You should give me your wine again.”

“You—You bastard!” Both of them jumped up, faltering drunk against chairs and table legs, blades out, and one was down in a blink with an arrow to the eye—the second guard attempted a grapple with Tanner, got a slammed knee up into his stomach, and while the guard was doubled, wheezing, Tanner’s blade went in smoothly under the ear, holding it there until the guard fell twitching, the stink of piss adding to the multitude of aromas. He took the skin from the guard’s hip, thirsty as hell, and took a good draught. Irynna declined. Probably smarter. The heat of the wine on his empty stomach helped the ache in his muscles as he made his way through, passing his old holding cell, and knowing the route the rest of the way.

He also knew he would have to use his magic soon. He could almost feel the itch on his palms, the claw-like pressure down his scalp, that it was inevitable. If Meired stayed behind, she knew he was coming. Shadows began running alongside them, and he had to pause, to concentrate. He couldn’t let the trick-sight get the better of him. He was doing it to himself. “Tanner? Are you alright?”

“I’ll be fine. Are you?” The shadows were gone for him, but for Irynna . . .

“I’m . . . Starting to see things.”

“They aren’t there.”

“I know.”

He took a lit lamp from its hanger and they went through the castle cellar, the smell lessening the further from the holding cells they went. Soon it would be the servant’s quarters, and their stairs went right up to where they needed to go.

***

Lauren’s maids shook her awake, stammering in Stenyan there was someone in the tent.

Across the hearth was a bright shadow, as illogical as it seemed; there was something dark there, but it clawed out in sharp and piercing beams of light and it made her gag to try and focus her eyes on it. Her skin was crawling, and her head burned. “Where’s Ddun?” she asked, her mouth and throat still parched and pained. The fact they could see it meant it was more than trick-sight. There was someone there, if she could only make out who it was . . . She felt no ill-intent, no discomfort at the presence, only the pain in her head to try and look at it.

“We don’t know, m’lady.”

“Find him, please, try the elder’s tents.” They ran past the figure, opening the door to the bright daylight, closing it just as fast.

There was a familiar scent in the air as the shadow approached Lauren. Musk and dirty denim, the grease at the cuffs of Tanner’s jacket sleeves. Her heart fluttered, and she forced herself to look, to clear the light that blinded her, but the scent was too familiar, too warming, too frightening to think anything else could replicate that smell.

The shadow cleared. Tanner’s worn engineer boots, his faded bluejeans, his Slayer t-shirt with all the holes in the right places under his denim jacket, his long hair tumbled loose over one shoulder—and that crooked grin. She flinched in surprise as he knelt near her bedding, looked her over, watched her as if she were a television set and there was something funny on, gaunt as he had been when they were in the tunnel. She trembled to see him there, so calm, eyes vibrant. The only scar on his face was the cigarette burn their father left there. It was as if all these months hadn’t passed, and they just looked at each other in silence. She wanted to hear his voice, but couldn’t move her own mouth to speak, she could barely breathe.

The door flew open, and Ddun stopped in his tracks, the sight of Tanner interrupting his rage that anyone dared be in the tent—jaw slack, his hand flexed, that thing he always did when he wasn’t sure if violence was the answer. “Tanner?” Ddun asked. A valid question.

The figure didn’t stir, didn’t look up.

“Is it really you?” Lauren finally spoke, all air.

Tanner laughed, with a little shake of his head, as if to say “what a stupid thing to ask.” It was so real, the laugh, the smell, the confused look in a squint, the firelight played off his skin in proper flickers and shadows. She was sweating, but also stuck in place, the strange fear of looking away and him disappearing.

Ddun stepped carefully to them, his hand still flexing in and out of a fist. “Speak,” he said. “Please, say something to prove it’s you.”

Please?

Tanner looked up at Ddun, a waver over him in the air. “Dol Daruk,” he said with a chuckle. “Dol Daruk.”

Ddun’s fingers stopped, his face went pale.

“What does that mean?” Lauren asked.

“It’s a . . . Place.”

She sat straighter, curling her legs underneath. Despite her bandages, she needed to know if the figure there was real, if it was warm. She held out a hand to Tanner’s knee, he kept his gaze on her like she was a fascinating thing, a curiosity. She felt the denim through the cloth, felt the two fabrics catch, felt the firmness of a kneecap, terrible pain up her fingers to put pressure down. He was really there, even if his mind didn’t seem to be. She felt the cry in her chest creeping upwards, forming a lump under her collarbone. She touched Tanner’s face.

Ddun stopped her, pushing her arm down. “We still don’t know if it’s a trick,” he said. She nodded and reclined back against her cushions. Tanner backed away as well, sat with his knees up and facing the fire, quiet, eyes watching the flames as if he had never seen them before.

“Get my sketchbook.”

Ddun did as he was told, and helped her flip to the drawing of Tanner she had done a few nights before. She turned the book to Tanner. “Do you recognize this?”

Tanner turned his head, eyeing the book, but it was as if he looked through it. The grin dropped from his lips, a crease in his brow. It seemed to upset him, so she closed the book, tucking it under a cushion. He turned back to the fire, another waver in the air, a more powerful shimmer. She didn’t know what to do. What sort of magic was this? And where was the real Tanner? What had he done? The lump couldn’t be held back anymore, creeping up her throat, she began to cry.

Ddun went to her and held her, his cold armour digging into her cheek. “If he’s in the castle, we’ll get him soon.”

“I don’t think he is. I think he’s here.”

***

There wasn’t a soul on the upper floor, where Meired and Grandfather’s quarters were kept. The air was almost as stale as the cellar, the must of old rugs and tapestries, dry dust filling Tanner’s nose. It was as if no one had been there for a hundred years, just as he remembered. He led the way, creeping silently against the wall of the hallway that would take him to Meired’s favourite room, where he had been so many times before with tied wrists, half-stupefied on that strange milk-water. Now, upright and untethered, with a woman who was a harder killer than he was. He knew if they could best the witch, there would be no reason for anyone else to die, even if Grandfather had fucked off somewhere else. He was easy prey with Meired out of the picture, just an old man with too much ambition.

There was commotion up from the lower floors, other stairwells echoing the news that the watchtowers had been lit. Ddun’s army was approaching, the sun was about to come up. Hours more and the army would be at their doorstep. Meired would be dead by then.

His feet were silent over the stones, his head tingling as they crept.

They came to the wide doorway, and he held Irynna tight against the ancient plaster as he craned his neck to listen. He could hear the hem of Meired’s skirts as she paced, soft footfalls on stone and then silent on carpet and then a pat or two on stone again. She was alone in the room, or if there was anyone else, they were silent. Bewitched guards could keep that still. They waited a bit longer, before he allowed his hands to go hot, to trick-sight them invisible, and that’s when he heard Meired’s breath hitch in a gasp. He and Irynna made their way behind a pillar, and he used his magic to disturb the nauseating light that stopped him from seeing the witch.

“You’re there, I can smell you,” Meired’s voice was acid as usual. She walked behind Grandfather’s desk, papers strewn, candles burned down to nubs. “Two of you? Come to try and kill me, no doubt. Good luck.”

Along every wall bewitched soldiers walked out from dark portals, weapons in hand, as if seeping out from the very stone. His stomach dropped, knowing they couldn’t fight them all off if they were to attack at once.

“I’ve come to avenge my mother, you witch,” Irynna spoke loud and steady. Tanner wanted to keep her still, but she was already stepping out from behind the pillar with an arrow nocked. Irynna was ready to die, and it made his knees feel weak and guts pained.

Meired laughed. “Show yourself, I need to know which mother it is you’re talking about.”

“Your brother’s wife. And you tried to kill me, too. I want to know why before we’re both dead.”

“Ah, I know who you are now. So long ago and you still hold a grudge?”

Irynna loosed the arrow and it sliced Meired’s cheek. Irynna wouldn’t miss if she didn’t mean to. “Why did you kill my mother?”

“I’m not answering a ghost, show yourself. It’s only polite that I ask, I can remove the curtain if I wanted.”

With his knife in hand, Tanner walked from behind the pillar, concentrating hard on keeping himself unseen. At the desk, close enough he could smell her saccharine perfume, he pinned her back against him, held his blade to her throat. “Tell her,” he hissed in her ear. “Or you’re dead where you stand.”

“Same reason I’m going to kill your sister,” Meired said to Tanner. “I tried with her, I really did. I would have liked to take her under my wing, but she was too headstrong. Far more than you were,” she chuckled, the knife pinching her skin, her face unchanged. “There’s still a chance for you, I hope.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“I took her magic, it was an accident, really. Did you know your mother was from their world, too?” Irynna didn’t answer. “My brother fell in love with her, sired a bunch of brats. When I returned from the north and discovered my brother had been seduced by a witch, well . . . Rather poetic then, that I be burdened with it. But I’ve learned a lot more since then, about a great many things.”

The charmed guards took steps forward. Tanner’s palms went hot to stop them, to put his own charm over them. Irynna loosed an arrow at Meired, piercing her over her heart, a perfect shot. Sand poured from the wound, pushing the arrow out with a click on the desk, the sand hissing down onto the carpet in a stream. The guards moved again, and Tanner dropped Meired like a sack, watched the sand pool where she fell. It was a dummy, false, her real body must be somewhere else, and he needed to find out where. He stopped the guards again, head spinning.

“One mistake I made,” her voice came from the doorway, above them, and behind them. “Was to get stuck with the spirits . . .” The statement seemed to drop, unfinished.

Tanner’s heart thudded, Irynna shot another arrow and it clacked against the wall. She was seeing things. “Irynna!” He called to her. She panicked—dropped her bow.

He ran to her, turning her and holding her tight, stepping backwards to the doorway, try to make a break for it. She was trembling, eyes wide and darting. Not all the guards stayed charmed to him, and his hands were fiercely burning, Irynna flinching under his touch. He couldn’t focus on two things at once, trying to clear the trick-sight from Irynna and keeping the guards away. His head was aching, his skin itched.

“Let me go,” Irynna gasped, “you’re burning me!”

“Kill each other, would you?” he commanded his guards to action, licking sweat from his lip. There was fighting all around, skulls cracked and guts torn, the stink of blood and spilled bowels, but no cries of pain from any of them. He shivered to think Ddun’s men would be fighting these golems soon. He couldn’t let go of Irynna, he couldn’t risk her getting hurt in the fray.

She began to struggle, and it wasn’t her normal strength—an elbow hard in his gut jolted him through. He pulled back from her, and as she turned he could see the white smoke eyes. Meired had charmed her. His blood went cold. The witch was still there, somewhere. He focused on Irynna to correct the spell, his palms the only part of him with heat left. “Keep doing that,” Meired’s voice said after a short battle of wills, a back and forth between his magic and Meired’s, Irynna stumbling backwards and laying limp, “and you’ll break her permanently. I promise, I won’t kill her if you cooperate.”

The voice came from behind the desk, where Meired’s body was pulling itself up. There was a tear in her dress where the arrow had struck, but nothing more than that. No wound, no blood. More men seeped from the walls, and they all went right for Tanner with speed he didn’t expect, his heart in his throat—whacked across the shins with a spear shaft, pain that jolted the breath out of him before he could pull the axe from his belt—same swing followed through, a hit under his jaw as he doubled, bit tongue in a flash of red pain and the salt of blood. The room spun as he stumbled, lights flashing—on his back. Before he could think, there was a dozen hands on him, a dozen claws; she had conjured up yet more devils to grab him and hold him down. Despite his struggling and spitting he was pinned, hair gripped, head yanked back, clothes torn.

Meired came with a mickey-sized bottle, glass from his world, pale liquid through the green. He knew exactly what it was, with a burn in his veins to run—a hand came up under his jaw, into his mouth as he screamed, he wanted to bite at the filthy digits but it was too strong of a force. She pinched his nose, tight enough the cartilage cracked, and the bottle went upended into his mouth while he struggled and sputtered, the other hand forcing his mouth shut around the glass, choking on the bitter, thick liquid, burning up into his sinuses, feeling a tooth crack against the glass as he tried to turn his head. He couldn’t stop the flow to try and breathe, the bottle bruising his palate as he felt his arms go numb, his attempt at gurgled screams to plead with her to stop went unheeded. His body sank into the floor, feeling as if he were drowning and unable to stop it, even as it poured from the corners of his mouth, coughing, his face going purple as he tried desperately not to swallow, but bit by bit it filled his stomach, threatening to come back up, roiling and tinged with blood, but he was gone, floating in dull pleasantness.
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It was far too unsettling for Ddun, the strange imitation of Tanner watching him as he walked through the tent, like the way a baby watches a stranger, judging them with inscrutable infant logic before they decided if they should laugh or cry. It made his skin crawl, the fact that Tanner hadn’t uttered any words since “Dol Daruk.”

It didn’t matter if Ddun left the tent, Tanner would follow. All his men would turn their heads curious at the sight of it. This Tanner didn’t seem affected by the cold, either—there was a sharp spell of freezing weather by evening, and he didn't so much as shiver.

Occasionally the shadow would whistle a short tune or smile, he took a cup of ale but didn’t drink, only watched the effervescence and gave the cup away.

“What do we do with him?” Rudda asked, once found. Slicing cuts down his legs had been stitched up, and he walked with a limp.

They leaned close together, not knowing if they might say something to make Tanner upset, like speaking within earshot of a nosy woman or a child. “Sky Father’s beard, but I have no idea. I have a fucking siege to worry about and now I have a Tanner-shaped boil on my arse.”

“Should we lance it?”

“Lauren won’t allow me to try.”

“Why not keep him with her?”

“He won’t. Follows me no matter what I try. He doesn’t eat or piss or shit, just follows me.” Ddun ran a hand down his face. “She thinks he’s trying to tell us something. So far all he’s said is ‘Dol Daruk’.”

“Why would he say that? He’s never even heard us speak of it.”

Ddun nodded, an unhumored chuckle. “That’s the thing, isn’t it?”

Rudda’s face dropped and paled. “The crown!”

They decided to seek out Borga, his one eye keeping him at the rear until it came time for close quarters, commanding men with flags and bleats on his horn, but just now there was a lull in the action, (sieges were, on the whole, quiet affairs, except for when they weren’t,) and he rested by one of the few cookfires that were maintained to save fuel. Another thing to worry about. I'll have to send men further south for the peat . . .

Borga squinted distastefuly at Tanner, up and down, turned back to Ddun who simply shook his head, and explained again this strangeness.

“It might behoove us to send scouts to Dol Daruk, see if there’s anything of note.”

“You mean other than big fucking rocks?” Borga said. “Don’t forget the spirits.”

Rudda bit a fingernail, shifting his weight on his foot. Ddun wouldn’t be able to send him. “Could be more of Grandfather’s allies gathering there, readying an attack. Who knows.”

“Could be more of the witch’s tricks waiting,” Rudda said. “I hope not to fight any demons again any time soon.”

“Borga, you’re leading the force to the gatehouse when we’re ready to press them.”

“Aye.”

Ddun nodded. “Let’s focus on getting this done with before we head to the Stone Thrones. The reason men gathered under our banner was to prevent Grandfather from declaring himself King. If there was one place he would go to fully commit, it would be there, but no one has been in or out of the castle and scouts have seen no evidence of horses through the snow in any direction.”

“He makes my skin fucking crawl,” Borga said, and Ddun agreed.

***

The elders examined the fresh liver with a grave shake of their heads. The attack on the gatehouse must wait. Disease ran through it, turning the liver a spotted mess. Ddun fumed. More encirclements and waiting for anything inside the walls. This could take weeks, and with the risk of Peiransi springing up their arseholes from the east. The Stenya in the west were being dealt with soundly, but here . . . It was like they were surrounding a castle of the dead, the only sign of life evidenced when anyone went too close and an arrow flew at them.

And Tanner was still shadowing.

During the evening before, Tanner broke from Ddun to sit with Lauren, who spoke with him calmly and patiently as one would with a person on their deathbed, not expecting a response but speaking for their pleasure to listen. She took his hand to her belly and smiled as he smiled, as if it were new to him to see her getting rounder. “You’re going to be an uncle,” she told him again, and he put his ear to her chest as if to hear for a heartbeat, and she pet his hair through her bandages and wept silently. It was all grotesque, and Ddun would prefer to storm the walls with arrows flying at him than watch. He left the tent and drank deeply to his temporary freedom from Tanner’s shadow, and now his head split, getting the reading from the elders and seeing Tanner watching him again made it split more.

The soldiers in Rudda’s first charge all had nightmares. If he had to hear one more man pleading not to charge he’d flay them, and was eager to say so—Rudda kept his cheek in his teeth to not speak up about his troubles, knowing Ddun was so cross.

Ddun went out with the men relieving the ones at the castle to take his mind off the mess at the camp, and Tanner didn’t follow.

Who hung at the gatehouse? He edged his horse closer, but couldn’t tell at a distance. He thought of that falconer, Haun, who had gone off with Tanner and Irynna. He might have an answer.

A drumming, or thudding came from the gatehouse. His men all alert with arrows in hand noticed the noise without prompting. There was screaming, women’s voices, children’s voices. But the gate didn’t budge. Just an ephemeral cry spread thin out to his ears, and it quieted soon enough. Made the hairs at the back of his neck stand on end.

Tanner was still with Lauren as he returned, she was reclined on cushions. Her maids had changed her bandages, and now they sat spinning. He had no patience for their company. “There are a little less than six thousand men out there. Tell them to find some young ones and give them a good time.”

“I will not.” She spoke to them softly, and they scurried out of the tent.

He didn’t care what she told them to do, so long as they were out of sight. “Has he said anything more?” Ddun asked as he placed his helmet on the stand.

“No. But he was pacing while you were gone. I think he was upset at something, but—”

“Why haven’t you tried to stop me?” Tanner speaking made them both snap to him—the sound of his voice sending shivers through Ddun as if he heard a water spirit cursing him from the reeds. The brief moment of lucidity was gone the second they looked at him, and Ddun asked him to repeat himself. Tanner just stood there with bright, stupid eyes.

Lauren went to her feet. “What do you mean? Tanner, what do you mean?” She took him by the face between her bandaged hands. “Please, Tanner, say it again, please!” Ddun pulled her arm, feeling her heat through the sleeve. “Goddamn it Tanner, stop you? Stop you from what?” Her face was flushed, and Ddun picked her up to take her back to the bed, letting her kick and shout for him to put her down, for Tanner to speak again. Ddun held her in the bedding, worried her cries would pull at her muscles again.

Motionless, like a husk, Tanner stood there, eyes reflecting the flames, alive and yet lifeless.

***

“I don’t care about any damned omens, I need to get in that castle, now, even if we burrow beneath it. I’ll have Lauren magic me and launch my own arse in like a stone if I have to.” He punctuated his words with a leap on the saddle, his armour singing with the hard thump. He took up a lance passed to him by a soldier tied with truce banners, eager to see them stained red when they went ignored, should any of theirs be stupid enough to meet him with ill intent.

Borga nodded, fitting his helmet over his head. “I’d love to see that plan unfold. Now there’s a song waiting to be writ. Ddun’s arse through the sky like a falling star.”

Half sneer, half grin, a wild howl out of Ddun as he urged his horse to run.

On the crest of a knoll he looked out over the pock-marked perimeter of the castle, the weaving rows of abatis to keep his horses from the walls. Drawing lines with his eyes he mapped out the best route to the gatehouse. Men pushing a ram would have a hell of a time contending with the downed trees facing their chests, and he decided then the best course for action was to scorch the place first. “Borga,” he addressed his friend without turning, hearing his armour. “I’m going to try and talk sense into those prickless fools, but I have doubts they’ll hear me. I need you to decide how best to torch the earth. What doesn’t burn we’ll need to salvage.” He sighed. “All the while dodging arrows and rocks.”

“Aye.”

“How bad has the trick-sight been amongst the men of late?”

“Not much that I’m aware of, so long as they aren’t too close.” He waved out to the men at the perimeter. “They see shadows at their feet at times.”

“Well, I’ll try not to get in a fight with any shadows.” Snow creaked beneath his horse as he descended the slope toward the edge of the line, his men nodding to him as he passed. They stopped their shooting, to fulfill their end of the truce. The heads they had been aiming at confidently popped back up behind the crenelations of the wall with a trill of horn blows. He bleated into his horn in return—despite the exchange he was still prepared for the whistles of arrows at his head, or a flung stone or two, any sort of betrayal of trust, after they had already refused his men their rightful approach under the banners.

Ditches and tree limbs forced his horse to weave through, his shin snagging a skinny errant branch. As he rode he examined beneath him. The trenches were chest-height. The spikes were tied with rope to keep his men from yanking them out. A dead forest, growing unnaturally sideways. Stumps buried in sections where men might hide to fire at his own. That is, if they ever left their sanctuary.

As he approached the walls there was an eerie tension that prickled his skin. Wind swayed the body hung. Approaching, he could see the long black hair. Men’s clothes had fooled him. With a catch in his throat he saw it was Irynna dangling lifeless, and Tanner would not have allowed her to be done so foul. A shadow over the gatehouse made Ddun look up, but the shadow was gone, only the heads of soldiers looking down at him, stretching their necks to watch his every move. If Tanner was hostage they would have sent word, if there were any negotiations that could take place. If he wasn’t prisoner . . .

“I come under a banner of truce to speak with anyone in command. My men would like to collect their dead, and I would like to know why this woman was executed without the chance for ransom.”

“You best get going from here. There’s nothing for you behind these walls.” The voice was stilted and a touch too level.

His arm wanted relief from the lance, he wanted it lost inside their guts. “I’ll be the judge of that. Bring Grandfather out to speak.”

“Grandfather has left, and we have vowed to keep the castle safe for his return. The only reason we haven’t shot you dead, is so you can collect this one body. A message for your witch.”

“Where has he gone?” He growled the question as a soldier untied the rope, plummeting the body to the earth with a wet thud. They didn’t answer. “Do you have any other prisoners?” Still nothing. When he refused to move from his spot, an arrow whistled into the dirt just next to him, and with grit teeth he went for the body. The thought of those screams he heard before, the stiffness in speech patterns from the gatemen, it was all adding up to something unnatural. Maybe the guard was right, maybe they didn’t want to see the other side of those walls.

***

Irynna’s body lay in a medicine tent, face purple and blood pooled at her feet and hands, her skin a morbid rainbow, though the cold did her a favour by reducing the rot. He found her brothers, who all stood with darkened faces and tight jaws, clenched fists and wet cheeks. They clearly loved their sister very much, the baby of the family, and the brother named Haun was especially distraught. Ddun had told Lauren of the body, but she was too upset to see it just yet. She would wait until after the brothers were finished with their grieving.

The Grandmother that was washing the corpse said prayers over the body and painted her with care. Tanner’s fingerbone necklace had been tied to her hands, Ddun figured that was the message for Lauren, though he didn’t tell her about that, not yet. Tanner’s shell had been kept away. Made Ddun shiver to think what might happen if he laid his absent eyes on her, or the necklace.

Ddun wore his mask to make appearing stone-faced easier. His men couldn’t see him shaken by the sight of those six brothers looming there, all with death-glares firing from their eyes, eldest to youngest, ready to march and brutalize the person responsible. A blood feud was in the air—which, to them, may supersede the rules of war. Ddun was tempted to allow it. Nothing quite like the desire for vengeance over ill-done kin to motivate. Then again, that was what got her in this mess, if the brothers were right in their assumption as to why she went to the castle.

He bitterly remembered her mocking words to him. How in the world could he compensate the loss of their sister, aside from the promise of vengeance? She was more right than he cared to admit. For a moment Ddun truly hated her, doubly so to get Tanner entangled in her family’s business. But Meired was Tanner’s business too . . . And being dead, there was no point in keeping hatred for Irynna in his heart.

Maybe I ought to bring in Tanner’s shell. Just to see.

He proposed it to Lauren, allowing the brothers their space.

She sniffed, having finished a spell of crying before he entered the tent. “I don’t even care anymore. Let him see. I want this over. I want to go home. I want to have the baby and forget all of this.”

“Well, lets take him then.”

Lauren went to the body first, to pay her respects. Once finished, red-eyed and sullen, she came out to fetch Tanner. Ddun flexed his hand, fingers tapping his palm in his attempt to conceal his hesitation, and Tanner followed them both.

Once inside, Ddun and Lauren stood back, allowing Tanner to approach the body. Ddun watched Tanner’s face, nervous to see the reaction. The necklace had been placed in a coil on her chest, and Tanner’s hand went to that first. He held one of the bones up to the light, eyes not seeming to focus on it, and dropped the necklace with a clatter to the floor of the tent. Ddun’s mouth went dry to watch the expression change, for the first time seeing genuine sadness. Tanner traced a finger over the scar above her breast, then up her bruised neck, to the dimple on her chin where he rested his thumb. His eyes shone such an eerie blue, tears threatening to fall, Ddun debated whether or not they should leave him to his strange grief. Lauren hooked her arm around Ddun’s as they watched. Tanner’s hand began to tremble as he combed Irynna’s hair with his fingers, tucking strands behind her ear.

“You didn’t really hate me, did you? Did you? Did you mean what you said? I bet you hate me now though, huh?” He let out a sharp, jagged laugh, and it became moan, a shuddered sob, burying his face in her hair, clutching her head to his, the lucid words and sorrow made Ddun’s eyes blur wet. Lauren twisted herself to hide her face in Ddun’s armour, and he held her there, his spirit lower than it had been for a long while. If this wasn’t Tanner, it shared something with him. Ddun would have to use it to find the real one. The six brothers, Tanner’s shell, Lauren, and himself. That’s all he needed, to head to Dol Daruk, to kill the witch. His hand clenched shut against Lauren’s back at the thought, the sound of Tanner’s lament strengthening his resolution. “Please look at me, please. Goddamn it. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Irynna.”

Tanner didn’t speak again. They took him from the tent, his face like glass, seeing nothing before him.
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Tanner’s shell seemed changed. He didn’t care at all to examine the world around him, his curiosity permanently squashed from whatever spirit he had. The air wavered around him whenever he walked, and he never smiled. He really was a shell, and three nights passed without him saying a word.

Ddun had to commit to the siege before they moved on, despite his pleading and negotiating with the elders and his officers. It was too much of an ask, for the elected leader of the Dvarri warriors to storm off with a pack of men while the castle was within grasp. Lauren would remind him she needed bedrest anyway, before they could ride, and he had to concede she was the most right of any of them who argued against his desire to storm out to the Stone Thrones. There was no worry about any sortie, and no sign of anything from the east. Supplies arrived from Kaddusk to supplement their oil and food and other odd things. The men were filling every available clay vessel to the brim with flammables, and that castle was going to be burned.

“This is your final chance to surrender. We have been playing at war thus long, and we will wipe you from this earth like shit off a boot if you refuse. Every one of you will die.”

Screams of souls inside the walls begging to surrender went unheeded by the gatemen.

The assault on the walls would begin at daybreak.

***

Shields held above them as studded with arrows as the iron and wood could take, fire-oil ignited the inner grounds of the castle, the reek of burning wood and cloth and flesh, Borga’s men laid waste to the gatehouse and the wall of bodies past the massive wooden gate caused a bottleneck of corpses, not a single scream from those that came for them. Rocks were dropped on Borga’s men. Boiled water from above drenched them, men howling and melting under their armour, steam in the air thick enough to cloud one’s vision, and yet more flowed.

At the base of the keep, the flames licked high. The women and children and servants and merchants, that had been screaming the day before, were dead in the feast hall. Whether they had killed themselves or the charmed soldiers did them in, Borga couldn’t say. In his retelling, his eyes focussed on his hands. A hardened fighter, old enough to be Ddun’s father but with many fighting years left, had a quirk to his voice that choked Ddun to listen. Not just that the hall was filled with innocent dead, but that the soldiers, their ghost-white eyes, as if their men were fighting devils in men’s clothes. When a man made no sound at the strike of a blade . . . It chilled the soul, and Borga was not immune. Borga was later mumbling, drunk, about the hollowness of the deaths of their own men against such an enemy, and Ddun’s heart grew heavier still.

Grandfather nor Meired could be found, and Ddun himself scoured every inch of the castle and the grounds. The only sign Tanner or Irynna had been there at all was a dropped bow and a palmblade in a withdrawing chamber next to Grandfather’s quarters.

Borga’s men had cleared the way of bodies, picked through to take the masks of their brothers for the parting ritual. Ddun could only think that the entire siege was a sham, an illusion, a diversion, just as he felt the first charge to be. What a tale. The pitched battle that wasn’t, the siege of an empty castle. It was all a cruel joke, and he flayed the elders with scathing words at their waste of time, keeping him from heading to Dol Daruk. But the tale wasn’t over, not until he had Grandfather’s head on his lance.

Returning to the camp to make plans, not wasting a moment after giving his men permission to plunder what they pleased, barring any and all papers or books or scrolls that they came across, that hadn’t burned, those were to be delivered to Ddun and Lauren, or the elders once they were off, and the men were happy it was over.

The fields were for the taking, seeking out any clans that hadn’t united, drawing up tithe agreements with merchant guilds to keep them safe within Kisku’s territory. None of the force left to guard the castle stayed within the walls, and not just because of the destruction. Every soldier felt the place was cursed.

Ddun drew up the potential fighting plans for spring, which was coming fast. The injured returned to their clan camps until called on again, some of the force would return to Kaddusk, some would go east and some west. There were many more clans to unite and feuds to conclude. Ddun declared if any clans under his banner fought another they would both be laying in the womb of the earth. They were united, and it was practically law.

After a lot of talking and planning making throats raw, he was ready to ride on. Lauren in her cart with her maids and Tanner’s shadow, and Irynna’s six brothers—Mikkel, Tennuk, Haun, Ion, Tenma, and Bol—rode alongside, and two hundred men behind him. They didn’t know what to expect. The air was crisp the morning they set off from Kisku, the sun was warm and covered them in a calm blanket of colour. Dol Daruk was south-east, and they followed the ancient path of stone Grandmothers to find their way, while keeping away from the leyline.
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Lauren watched as Ddun combed his hair and rubbed the scented oils through, rethreading the beads before braiding and tying the ends tight with red leather cord. If it wasn’t for the chill outside their cart leaking in, it reminded her of summer, to see him glisten and comfortable in his nakedness after a good scrub. The water in the basin was filthy enough the bottom was gone and still it steamed, and she wished she was able to help him, her bandages making her useless. The show was good enough, she supposed, a small sigh as she reclined on her cushions. Her maids were out at the cookfire with Tanner and the rest. A bronze lamp gave their space a romantic cast.

It was such a simple thing, to watch him move so casually and unguarded, that gave her a small sense of peace in her chest. It felt like ages since she last had the chance to catch him like this, and she was almost grateful to be infirmed to just get away with lounging and gazing at him.

“Don’t,” she said, and gave an exaggerated pout as he reached for his tunic. “I’m enjoying myself.”

“And I’m cold.” He winked at her, pulling the tunic over his head. He smelled resinous and heady, a thick amber plume. Everything smelled stronger to her than normal, and the light coat of oil through his hair was near to distracting.

“Big baby.” She patted the blanket gently beside her and wiggled to give him space. Precious few moments of quietness, and she planned on indulging as much as she could. He sat beside her with a rub on her belly, but stayed apart. Still appearing relaxed, he watched the door of the cart’s tent, as if anticipating a hand at the edge to pull it open. There was something else. “What are you thinking about?”

“Nothing.”

“Why do you have to lie like that?”

He laughed, the deep sound from his broad chest always made her stir. “Just thinking about where we’re headed.”

“The Stone Thrones?” She sat up with him. “What about it in particular?”

“It isn’t simply that us plainsmen hate the notion of Kingship. The Dvarri crown is cursed. And at Dol Daruk, the very earth is cursed. Ghosts of ancient kings walk the rocks even in daylight, plain as you or I. Well, that’s the stories.”

“You’ve never seen it?”

“No. And I never thought I would.”

“Kingdoms surround your lands from all sides but north.”

“And we make a lot of money to allow them passage in exchange for not killing them.” He looked at her over his shoulder, eyes sparkling.

“You people just love bleeding other men dry, more ways than one, don’t you?”

“Well, their money is going fast until this is all over. By summer we’ll all be paupers. Then I might just let the Stenya come back over the river to shake coin out of them.”

“I can tell financial planning is a strong suit with you,” she nudged him. “Just get Tonnun to do it. The elder with the gold tooth. I think that’s his name. He reminds me of a loan shark.”

He went silent for a moment, flicking his fingernail. She said something wrong, something that put him back to worrying. “When Tanner made his speech at the moot . . . I was ready to kill him. I’m just a warrior, the highest ranking of our clan, but, still . . . I’ve done more planning and more . . . consulting and negotiating and . . . managing numbers and . . . preparing . . . than I ever have in my life, just since then. I’m far better at having arrows fly at my head than I am at sitting with the elders.”

“Lots of firsts for me too.”

He laughed again, rubbed his eyes. “Much more than me, I’d wager.”

She adjusted herself to face him, lifting her chin with a huff of disapproval. “I see, I know why you’re moody. Don’t you dare sell yourself short, you hear me?” She stood over him with an exaggerated puffed chest, hands in painful fists on her hips. “Here is Ddun of the Black Eagle banner, killer of Stenya and curse of the—everyone who isn’t him,” she mocked a masculine voice, “the most notorious living Dvarri. Kills four men at once with only two fists. Shits stone, drinks blood. Eight feet tall. Fucks the most beautiful, doting and loving witch whenever, and wherever he pleases. And yet he doubts himself!”

“Doting and loving?”

“Shut up, I’m not done yet! Ahem.” She returned to her fake manly tone with a cough to clear her throat, and he was grinning. “He crumbles castles to dust just by looking at them—”

“Cursed castles, don’t forget they’re cursed.”

“He crumbles terribly cursed castles, lesser men piss themselves at the merest thought of such terrors! Slayer of giants, merciless killer of beasts! Insatiable pervert!”

His hand shot up under her caftan to squeeze her bum, then her hip. “Insatiable pervert is definitely one I am proud to live up to.” She giggled at him, glad she was able to keep him from brooding—if only for a moment. He kissed a trail below her navel, and she felt a blast of cold at her back when her maid pulled the felt opening to announce it was time to eat. Ddun grunted his displeasure. “I really should marry them off.”

“Then you’ll be the one to poultice my hands and cook for me?”

“I’ll get one of the men to do it.”

“Uh-huh, and I’ll let you do that, you think?”

He pulled her down onto his lap and she let out a squeal. “Do you forget I don’t have to care if you let me?”

“Here is Ddun of the Black Eagle banner, being an asshole around a witch!”

He laughed grandly then, and her heart beamed radiance through her tip to toe. “Lets eat.”

***

It seemed as if Tanner, his shell, was withering. He looked lacklustre, where before he was almost inquisitive. It made Ddun even more uncomfortable, and he wasn’t sure if it was possible for his discomfort to get worse. As if they dragged around a corpse. They had even brought a balaik for him, but his fingers barely felt the strings to grip the neck of it, the only thing that engaged him was the fire.

Haun didn’t take his eyes off him, a brooding look cloaked under the fur brim of his cap. Ddun in turn kept his eyes on Haun, watching the man twirl a bone knife in his fingers, barely poking out from his coat sleeve, but enough of a movement that it caught Ddun’s attention. The other brothers sat apart, the five of them talking amongst themselves. Did they know that Haun had taken their sister to the castle? Did he know the truth of it himself, why they went in secret?

Lauren had to leave Ddun’s side with one of her maids, the other was off to serve the soldiers so Ddun’s attention went back to Haun, who had shifted how he sat just slightly, still fiddling with the bone knife, red-cheeked in suppressed fury.

“You watch yourself with that,” Ddun warned. “Might prick yourself.”

Haun looked at him, lifted his chin—same green eyes that Irynna had. He said nothing, but his hand slid the knife back up the sleeve in one slick motion, and Ddun returned to his bowl of stew.

Lauren sat heavily hext to Ddun. “God, it feels like I have to piss every ten minutes.”

Haun stood from the fire and sauntered to his brothers, they parted for him and he sat, eyes still on Tanner as he engaged in conversation. There was that bone knife again, maybe the man thought Ddun couldn’t see. Ddun toyed with the idea of letting the man have his way. End the charade. Put Tanner’s shadow out of his misery like a lame animal.

While his mind was on that, he kept his outward good humour with Lauren. “Get used to it, I plan on keeping you pregnant until I have an incredible brood of children.”

“You’re so romantic.”

He ought to just do it himself. Lauren would have to be distracted. Tanner’s eyes reflected the flames, his hair blew softly in the wind, but he was otherwise still.

A rumble in the distance, like a thunderstorm approaching. Everyone took pause to listen, including Tanner, and Ddun’s blood went cold at the sight. What was Tanner’s interest in the sound?

Lauren noticed it too. She went to Tanner’s side to ask him what it was, but again he was silent. He turned back to the fire, expression unchanged. Ddun decided he would wait before dispatching him. If the sound was anything significant, it might be better to keep Tanner—or whatever it was, so eerily similar—around.

Ddun finished the stew and went to the brothers, taking a seat next to Haun and leaning into his ear. “Let’s wait and see what the noise is. When I’ve decided it’s time, I’ll take Lauren aside for you to take care of it. Not before then. Understood?”

Haun nodded, lips tight.

***

The rumbling came again in the middle of the night, closer now and shaking the very ground. Roused from sleep, the clanking of metal against itself as they fished their weapons. Ddun was only half dressed and had his head outside the cart, looking over the dark horizon for signs of anything unusual.

“I feel it,” Lauren whispered, “there was a portal made. Something is traveling through.”

“To us?”

“I don’t know. But the ground shouldn’t be shaking—”

He took her and pushed her down into the bedding. “Stay in here. I mean it, now.”

She nodded.

“I mean it!”

“I know,” she nodded again, with nervous vigour. “I won’t try anything, I’ll stay put. I promise. I love you.”

She hadn’t ever said it before, it dawned on him as he hastily strapped on his belt, sabre sheath and mask clacking against each other at his hip, shoved his feet into his boots. He pulled the sabre from the sheath and felt the cold from outside hit his skin as a gust of wind snapped open the flap to the cart, fluttering the fabric of his pants against his legs and drying his sweat on his back.

“And I love you, Lauren, more than anything.”

Looking out into the dark, his free hand flexed in and out of a fist. The embers of the cookfires were the only lights, but there was something unseen, and it rumbled. He went back to where Lauren was left sitting, the air iridescent and luminous in a haze around her, a mesmerizing pattern like twisting ribbons of smoke and light. He kissed her, breath caught at the force of the magic seeping from her, that startling fire all through him, like every part was fiercely alive and overflowing with the energy of the stars. From his skull to his toes in a wave, his bones, muscles, skin, all of him, an incredible rush of magic coursing through in pulsing beams of light and heat. When he parted from her, looking down at her in an intoxicated haze, he knew he would be killing for her before long, and he was exhilarated at the thought. It felt as if he soared from the tent, ready to meet whatever was shaking the earth as it approached.

His men all stood ready, facing the direction that the thunderous noise had boomed from. Even the moon was hidden that night, and they faced into the thick black with heaving breaths. He prayed the men he brought with him would be enough. “To the horses,” Ddun commanded as the vibration of the earth returned stronger.

He flew onto the back of his horse like he was made of feathers. Red lights in the distance as he spun to face the sounds—pairs of eyes, but he didn’t take the time to count them. He lead the men towards the sight.

Haun was behind him, a torch in one hand to light the flow of grotesques like rats beneath the horses, and Ddun halted. They reached, cackling and hissing—answered by his sabre cleaving them through, they fell in twain as he roared with the rush of spilled blood. They swarmed, clawing and biting—Haun had to throw the torch to use his bow. He was damn fast, but soon overwhelmed—with a crackling scream he was pulled from the saddle, tufts of his clothing strewn as the things tore at him, then flesh as his final screams echoed across the pitch-dark landscape. Ddun could only focus at the ones beneath himself, the thick leather and felt lining of his boots already shredded by their claws.

The red lights came closer, and he saw they were beasts. No, he thought as he focused on a nearby pair. The beast in the menagerie—the horse. The red lights were the eyes of a dozen of those horses, their huffed breaths lit red from the glow of their eyes.

Distracted by the howls of his men and the creatures at him, it gave time for the gap to close between himself, and the riders.

Once Ddun hacked a last devil away, he noticed bootleather near his head reflect the fading torchlight and Ddun’s eyes trailed upwards. Human knees, human form. As he recognized the rider, he froze, nearly dropping his sword to see Tanner sitting in the saddle with a look in his eyes like he didn’t recognise Ddun at all.

Such blue they gleamed bright and eerie, the torchlight barely able to compete as it reflected in them. Tanner’s pupils were like pinpricks, as if the sun itself blinded him, yet full of scorn. All his scars were there, his hair cut short. He rode past Ddun with only that cold stare to acknowledge Ddun was there at all.

“Tanner!” he called once he could find his voice.

No sign Tanner acknowledged him, and so Ddun turned his horse around and charged past to intercept the man who might very well be the real Tanner.

All Tanner did was flex his hand, and Ddun’s horse jutted up into a tall spike—Ddun slid and fell flat on his back. The pain was slight, he attributed it to the magic in his blood, and he was able to quickly right himself to grab the reins of the beast as it passed. The look Tanner sent down chilled him even through the haze of magic, those intense, absent eyes, finally giving some awareness—and he swung a fist down into Ddun’s temple.

As Ddun tipped backwards, though he felt little pain, Lauren's screams from the cart were muffled like his head was stuffed with gauze. He never new Tanner to have such strength.

The other riders passed him now, as he regained his footing. He picked his sabre from the snow, and he saw that they weren’t men at all. Skeletons, armoured heavy, but no eyes to see nor flesh to cut. Ddun’s soldiers, from somewhere, were shooting arrows at the riders—he found his feet to run to the camp, where more torches had been lit and lamps hung in a sorry attempt to light the deep night. Tanner’s shadow stood near the dead cookfire, empty-faced and unafraid, but before Ddun could reach him the Tanner on the beast-horse took a sabre from it’s sheath and struck his shadow with a blow that cleaved it from shoulder to navel. It was the sight that followed that really halted Ddun in his tracks, his hand gripping the hilt even tighter—white sand, streaming endlessly from the wound, emptying the body that looked like Tanner until his skin fell flat into the ground and crumbled like old parchment in the wind.

“Go! Run! Head back to the camp at Kisku, any man still standing!” Ddun shouted into the night. “Go!” If they were too stubborn, and chose to stay and fight, they’d be dead by morning. There was no vengeance to be had for Irynna’s brothers, not now.

Lauren shouted at her brother to stop, and Ddun still had the little fucking gremlins to contend with, a second wave of them and no horse underneath as a buffer. His sabre was drinking it’s fill of their blood, swing after swing, and they kept coming. He almost missed Tanner dismounting to poke his boot into the sand, pushing the pile around as if looking for something. When it wasn’t found, he turned to Lauren in the cart.

She stopped calling for him then, looking around to the other riders, looking at Ddun, but the intensity of the blood rushing in his ears he couldn’t understand what she was saying when she tried to speak to her brother. Even magicked, he was beginning to tire. If he fell, the swarm would tear him apart. If he didn’t run, he would fall. He kicked one hard, sending it skidding along the ground and ran to the cart.

Tanner grabbed his sister by the wrist and pulled her down, while she screamed for him to stop. No, it couldn’t be real. Tanner would never—

“Get on the horse,” Tanner told her. It was his voice.

“Let her go or I’ll be forced to kill you.” Even as Ddun threatened he could hear the gibbering creatures behind him, gnashing teeth as if taunting him to turn around and fight them again. The other riders simply sat and watched, if indeed they could see.

Tanner turned back to Ddun, his scars seemed to radiate hate. “Kill me, and you’d be killing a King.” He tossed Lauren’s arm from him, and she stumbled backwards, but for the moment she was alright, if terrified. Ddun could still feel the threads of magic holding him together, burning in his bones.

“So be it.” He swung his sabre around his head in a fierce strike, and Tanner swatted it aside with skill Ddun didn’t know him to possess. The force of Tanner’s parry sending waves up his arm as if he had been punched by a stone. They circled each other, striking at any opening, dodging and parrying, blocking with deafening rings of metal. He didn’t want to hurt Tanner, his friend—knowing this was no shell, no shadow—but Tanner seemed to have no qualms at all about hurting Ddun. It was as if Tanner didn’t see him at all, Ddun was a stranger, a nuisance.

Finally, Ddun nicked him. His sabre sliced Tanner’s hand, a clean cut just above the black leather of a bracer. Superficial, but it was blood that dropped to the earth, not sand. Ddun swallowed, the confirmation that it was truly Tanner—but he couldn’t stop what they had started. Tanner was relentless, teeth bared as he slammed into Ddun again and again. Each strike startled Ddun more than the last. Was Tanner magicked? By who?

“Is it Meired I’m fighting, or Tanner MacGillivray?”

At the question, there was a strange waver in Tanner’s eyes, a pause long enough for Lauren’s maids to leap onto his back from the dark and try to pull him down, biting him and clawing with their fierce little hands. He tried to throw them off with only slightly more luck as Haun had with the devils at his feet. Lauren was—to Ddun’s shielded amusement—cheering them on, encouraging the girls to get him to the ground. In the chaos of the scene Ddun nearly forgot he was supposed to be the one fighting Tanner, and while they pulled him backwards Ddun took Tanner by the collar of his tunic and walloped him twice across the face with the hilt of his sabre. Tanner’s eyes crossed, but he remained standing, even while blood was shed from his nose. Ddun would have to apologize to the maids, and try to remember their names. No wonder they survived the raid on their village.

The riders behind them finally stirred, blades unsheathed in unison and the horses all huffing as they began another walk towards them. “Kill me,” Tanner growled as he finally flung one of the girls from his back, “and you won’t survive either. I came for the witch.” The other was shrugged off soon after.

“This witch is your sister!” Lauren was beyond tears, her body shaking with rage.

Tanner ignored her, swinging the sabre over his head to strike at Ddun once more, and Ddun dodged it. Tanner’s strikes were getting wild now, his steps less sure.

But those little ratty bastards soon were back at Ddun’s heels, and he couldn’t fend off everything at once. If Lauren hadn’t summoned the glass from tears in the air, he would have been dead from the next blow Tanner swung at him. A shard of glass knocked the blade from Tanner’s hand with a soft thud into the snow. They rained down on the riders with terrible cracks against their armour and bones, the ear-bleeding smash of the spikes nearly deafening in the night.

“I’m through with this,” Tanner said, and with a ball of a fist a portal appeared behind Lauren, and he ran from Ddun to push her through. Ddun tackled Tanner from behind and the three of them went through before the portal blinked from existence.
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Lauren’s belly cramped at the impact of her rump on the grass, but there was no time to worry—Tanner’s weight over her legs had her kicking, wriggled free she gave a couple good heels to his face, payment. Over her brother’s back, Ddun came in, the sounds of fists and soon Tanner’s face was pressed in the snow, arms held at his back.

It was too dark while her eyes adjusted, but she could smell the salt of blood in the air, peat fires unseen, and something like raw meat. A crackling in the distance, flashes of pinks and yellows, and the grinding of bones and squeals of iron. The skeletons had returned with their “king.”

Digging fingernails under Lauren’s arm, a blade at her neck to punctuate Ddun’s name as she screamed it. Nauseatingly sweet perfume, it had to be Meired.

Ddun went up to his knees, huffing exhausted, the faintest glow of magic. Blond hair loose from his braid and tossed in tangles, shoulders tense and body shaking with the adrenaline of the fight as he lifted his bloodied hands up.

“Give her the magic back,” Meired’s voice was older than Lauren remembered, a dryness and deepness that was strange, but the sultry acid was the same. Ddun glared over Lauren’s shoulder, hatred burning hot, but it didn’t seem to matter. “Get over here and give it back.” The knife pushed up harder under Lauren’s jaw.

“You won’t kill her,” Ddun said with gruff confidence, “or you would have in Kaddusk.”

“Do you really want to risk it?” Meired asked. “I see her precious little belly there, yours I assume?” Tanner was getting up onto his knees now, brushing off his clothes and slicking his hair back as if he was getting up from a schoolyard brawl. He walked off with uneven steps, somewhere behind Meired, walking until the crunch of leather on snow became scuffs of leather on stone. Ddun stood, creeping forward to Lauren’s side.

Whatever Ddun had to do, fine—Lauren was busy fighting off the urge to take the knife from the bitch and plant it firmly between the tits she felt pressed up against her back. Ddun glanced at Lauren, catching her thoughts but resigning to the command to give the magic back. So long as they could get Tanner away—whatever had happened to him would be worked out after the fact. The one thing Lauren needed to know was how Tanner had called himself King. She couldn’t have crowned him—could she?

Ddun bent close. He slipped something into her hand as he kissed her, pressing it firmly into her wrappings and despite the pain, she gripped it tight. The heat of the magic swam through her, and as Ddun pulled back he sank with his head nearly touching the ground from exhaustion.

Meired kept the knife at Lauren’s neck, standing up and Lauren followed by force. A shove sprawled Ddun out, his chest heaving and blood beading fresh from his cuts, glinting red like the eyes of the horses.

Fiddling with the little thing in her mess of bandages—a Dvarri bone knife. Find Tanner first.

“What now?” Lauren asked to break the silence.

“You’ll come with me, and he’ll get crushed under the hooves of Tanner’s army.”

“Tanner’s army? Or yours,” Ddun asked, again a switch of words. He spat blood with a turn of his head but stayed where he fell.

“His, of course.”

“And what about Grandfather?”

“Oh, he’s long dead. Tanner was merciful with him though, I promise. As he was with everyone in Kisku. Now, come along.”

The place was thick with magic, so heavy it was stifling. There must have been a slew of leylines coming in and diverging on this place. Tiny lights like fireflies hovered in clusters as they walked, swirling around standing stones carved in runes. It reminded her of the pillars in Kaddusk—more primitive, almost coarse, as if the carvers were anxious to get their words down before they were caught. The granite at their feet scraped at her shoes as she stepped awkwardly by Meired’s grasp. Whispering voices all around them like a chorus of gossiping children, and the ground elevated as the stones underneath came up in mounds.

A path of carved stairs, worn bowed from years of use led them up to what Lauren imagined must be the Thrones—enormous pillars of rock, even with just the little white lights floating around, it took her breath away. Arranged in a half-circle with the tallest in the middle, and that’s where Tanner lounged with one leg up over the arm of a huge stone chair, as if trying to sleep, unmoving as they approached, arms crossed over his stomach, the very picture of laziness despite everything. Rattling bones and creaking sinew echoed through the air. Hidden in the shadows, Lauren was certain all sorts of terrifying things stood in wait for her to do something stupid, for Ddun to come after them. She pressed the flat of the bone knife against her palm and began to sweat. Even if she did shove it into Meired, what else would she have to contend with? Tanner wasn’t himself. Would he hurt me?

Meired finally took the blade away from Lauren’s neck and stepped away from her. Older than before . . . She knelt at the stone chair. “I need my magic back now, love.”

Love. Lauren had to stifle a laugh. Meired clearly didn’t see how he—not some illusion—had mourned for Irynna.

Tanner sat up with a grunt, eyes still piercing, deep set as if he hadn’t slept in days and yet bright and alert. He had his own magic, didn’t he? Or was she taking his?

“Not now. Not until my army returns from Kisku.”

“Ddun’s army holds Kisku, and everyone inside the walls were slaughtered.” Lauren informed him, in case he had no clue—forcing confidence even if she was thoroughly confused, too. Which army was he talking about? Was the army they just fought at the camp his army? Or was it something else?

They both ignored her. “Please, my King, my gracious King, I need it back now.” She traced graceful fingers along his jaw, almost sensual, and Lauren had to turn away before she puked. Tanner didn’t have those bewitched eyes, but there was something wrong. Otherwise, Lauren might try to raise Irynna from the grave right there so she could take her revenge out on them both.

“Why do you keep calling him King, and what do you need me for? Might as well spit it out.”

“He’s King because I crowned him,” Meired said.

Tanner only moaned and laid back down on the throne. He was sweating now, and Lauren couldn’t help but feel her worry rise like bile. There was something wrong, more obvious as Meired backed away. He clutched at his guts, a huff fluttering his lips, and Lauren was too terrified to move.

“At daybreak, you’ll see why the Dvarri throne is so coveted. And why your brother is so, so lucky.”

“He doesn’t look lucky.”

“He’ll be better soon.”

“What’s wrong with him?” Just as Lauren asked the question, her brother twisted over the edge of the chair and retched thick white liquid, shaking as the last drops fell from his lips. The noise and sight and smell made her own guts writhe. She smelled that before—when he first escaped from Meired. That was what was on his breath, only this was far stronger.

“Get her out of here,” he said. “Take her back to Ddun and get her out.”

But Tanner was in there, somewhere, though she buried the light of hope deep down. “Oh, you remember us now? You two just beat the shit out of each other and it was like you didn’t know us.”

He retched again, more white goo. After a good spit, he glared at her. His eyes were just as empty as before, perhaps that was only a moment of lucidity. Just like the other Tanner. She wondered if they had shared anything, any sort of consciousness between them.

“Do you remember what happened to Irynna?”

Nothing.

“She was hung over the gatehouse wall.”

Meired held the knife low as if to threaten the baby instead of Lauren herself. “Quiet up now, I’d hate to have you upset him.”

“Why am I here?” It was getting very difficult to keep herself held together, ready to explode with fury and confusion, and the only thing stopping her were the whispers she kept hearing in the shadows, her fear of this new Tanner, and for the old one. “What the fuck do you want from me?”

“Your magic!” And Meired dove to her, eyes wild, knife swiping at the air.

The unevenness of the rock stumbled Lauren as she dodged. Catching herself, she held the bone knife in her fist, the searing pain of the burns an afterthought to the need to keep herself standing.

“Tanner helped me a great deal, getting me unstuck from the way between. My false body couldn’t use the portals. Now, I want a portal to your world opened, and I want it as the sun rises.”

“I don’t know how to do that—”

“You can, and you will—”

She spat in Meired’s face, a satisfying slap of saliva on overly plump lips. That sort of behaviour often got Lauren into trouble with Duke, and it seemed she never did learn her lesson. Meired wiped the spit as if she were personally betrayed, and thrust the knife toward Lauren again with a howl.

“You will! Now that you’re here where I want you!”

Lauren barely dodged the knife then, falling back into one of the stone pillars. She felt it hum against her back.

Feeling trapped, she used her thumb to push the small blade between her fingers, cutting through bandage, the hilt in her palm like a set of keys.

And Meired was on her, they both struggled—pulling hair, biting skin, fingernails digging cheeks.

Blocking Meired’s arm with one hand, the other pumped the little blade into the hag’s stomach. It wasn’t enough to kill, but to see Meired doubled over trying to push the blood back into herself, Lauren felt more exhilarated than when she left Duke on their kitchen floor. She kicked up under Meired’s chin and sent her backwards.

To see Tanner’s boots by Meired’s head was a surprise. Lauren paused, and Meired panicked—face pale, lips moving as if she was trying to speak but no sound came.

“You really don’t know my sister, do you?”

As he stepped closer, the humming from the rocks reached a low tonal buzz, a strange harmony.

Meired attempted a smile to soothe his mood. “T-Tanner, please—”

It didn’t work. He went down on his knee, a hand firmly on Meired’s throat, and Lauren felt a burden on her shoulders lift to know her brother was still in there.

Pleading coughs, Meired’s eyes bulging as she choked, red seeping through her dress. The tearing sound of a hundred portals openning—more horsemen came back through, the thunder of dozens of real, solid hooves on rock drowning out the strange hum from the standing stones. The earth spun, shook, rocks cracked in the distance. Ddun came up the stairs, hands on either side of the stone gap to keep from falling.

Tanner drooled a line of white, letting it drip unheeded. “You’re nothing without stolen magic, you cunt. Now you can give it to me.” He was growling, and Lauren wished she could see his eyes. Whatever look he was giving Meired, she was terrified, kicking her legs and clawing at his hand, but he only squeezed harder. Lights flew around them in wild swirls, the murmers of voices from the shadows reaching a crescendo. Lauren trembled with fright, no longer excited to see her brother kill the witch but awestruck at what was happening. She ran to Ddun, let him shield her from the sight of all the devils coming from the portals between the stones and down on the flatland. If this was what the magic in her veins could do, she didn’t want it.

When he finally stood, he beckoned to one of the riders. “Take her,” he said, and the rider dismounted with a rattle of armour and bones, and dragged Meired’s corpse to the saddle. What they might do with the body, Lauren stopped herself from imagining.

They joined Tanner near the throne. “Tell me,” Lauren said, “you remember us now. Tanner, tell me you remember us.”

“Of course I do.”

She held him tighter than she had in ages, sobbing into his shoulder, but he didn’t return her affection. His skin was hot to the touch, feverish, though he was as pale as the dead. “What happened to you?”

“I don’t know.”

She pushed his hair from his brow. He looked through her, no hint of his smirk, focusing on something miles away. “Will you tell me when you’re ready?”

“N-no. No. No. You should go.”

Ddun put a hand on her shoulder, settling her shakes only a little.

“You’re worrying me. I mean, more than I was. Talk to me, look at me, you son-of-a-bitch.” Her words fell ignored, until Ddun pulled something from the folds of his waistband. The fingerbone necklace dangled from his fingers in front of Tanner, inviting him to take it. He looked up at Ddun, eyes like a child, and took the necklace with a firm grip. “Thank you.”

“Where do you want us to go?” Ddun asked.

Lauren spun to him. “What? No, we’re not going anywhere, not without him.”

“Take her home, take her home. Don’t let anyone call her a witch again. It’s not funny anymore.”

“Are you . . . Really . . .” Ddun faltered.

“She did something. Some ceremony. There’s a crown and everything.” He finally chuckled, but it was hollow. “I’m going to stay here a while.” A gold light flickered around his head as if to illustrate the words, and faded.

“It was all to trick you,” Lauren felt so sure, “just forget all this and come back with us.”

“When she put it on my head I felt as if my . . . soul . . . like it was dying.” He swallowed. “I didn’t understand what was happening to me. I put those . . . dead men on horses—I thought of the wrong kind of horses for this place! They listen to me, now. Let me . . . Let me stay.”

“Alright. Lauren, let’s leave him be.”

But the army of ghouls behind them all rattled their weapons as she prepared to say “no,” Ddun gripped her arm tight—but she ignored it all. “Fuck you if you think I’m leaving you here,” she pushed Tanner’s shoulder. “I’m not walking away from you again, you hear me?”

“I’m telling you to, this time. Ddun, take her home.”

“Yes, my King.” Ddun held Lauren close, pinning her arms, to stop her from doing something rash like giving Tanner a slap across the face.

Tanner looked at him with disbelief, but at least it was a different emotion. No one spoke, until Tanner opened up a portal to the camp at Kisku. “Don’t tell anyone about that.”

Ddun nodded. “We won’t.”
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Suitcase stuffed with gifts, guitar case on his back. No one saw him coming.

He watched as Ddun paced frantic outside the medicine tent, Rudda alongside trying to calm the big man down—but he was too caught up in being belligerent, threatening to deck poor Rudda if he didn’t leave him be. When Lauren screamed and Ddun would run to the tent, he’d get beat away with fistfulls of dried herbs by a stalwart tent guardian in jingling skirts. There was a slew of warriors all lounging and laughing, all getting drunk in the morning to the tune of Lauren’s howling, still dressed in battle-clothes from some recent tussle. They were all celebrating, and Tanner smiled to himself to know that he was only going to be adding to their chaos when he hopped out from the shadows.

He took a deep chesty breath of the fresh westland prairie air, free of car exhaust or sidewalk dirt, during a lull in the pushing. The women murmured in the tent as he passed, a quiet hush over the audience around the bonfire.

A nice rock to sit, Tanner plunked the suitcase at his feet and took the guitar out of its case, the snaps of the latches drawing curiosity as he allowed himself to be seen. Horns of beer were held up with cheers as he began strumming his new Martin guitar he did not pay for, acquired on his travels. Ddun nearly collapsed at the sight of him there on the rock—instead, grown redder in the face, he shouted: “Tanner! You prick! Lauren is having the baby and you decide now is a good time to grace us—”

“Of course!” Tanner held up a hand to stop Ddun. “I have something here for you.”

Then came the sound of a newborn wailing, sending Ddun to his knees, and Rudda gave a rare laugh.

The tent guardian popped her head from the flap, and Tanner held his breath to hear what her beaming face had to announce. “Ddun! Congratulations! You’ve got a beautiful, healthy baby boy!”

All the warriors cheered, shouting words of good fortune. Tanner stood with arms out, and Ddun took him in a tight embrace, thudding each other’s backs and laughing with enthusiasm. It felt like no time at all had passed and it filled Tanner’s heart. “It’s good to see everyone again,” Tanner said warmly in Ddun’s ear. “Now go see your kid.”

Ddun went to the basin outside the tent and frantically scrubbed his hands and face to be allowed entrance, still dripping with water as he tore through the opening. Tanner stayed back, waiting for the invitation, opening up his suitcase and pulling out the gift he acquired for Lauren. A case of chocolate. He washed his face and hands, calmly and carefully, waiting for Ddun to call him in.

Lauren was drenched with sweat, dark hair pooled chaotic around her head, but she was as beautiful as ever. As the tent flap closed behind Tanner and her eyes focused on his she sprang to life—as much as she could after pushing a human out of her—a hand outstretched. “How nice of you to visit!” she said with a weak laugh. “Go see your nephew.”

He didn’t, not until he saw her first. He took her hand and slipped the gift into it, her eyes widening at the sight of paper and foil. “There’s more,” he said.

“Where’d you get this?”

“I took a trip. Brought back some souvenirs.”

“You didn’t.” Of course he had, but there was no use in talking anymore, not as she began to sob happy and exhausted and he took her in a gentle hug on the bedding—avoiding the bowl of afterbirth. He allowed himself a small bit of crying himself, what with the birth of a child and all. “How did you know when to show up?”

“I just was thinking about you.”

Ddun was absolutely mesmerized by the tiny pink duplicate of himself, rendered purely mute. Tanner had never seen such a look on Ddun’s face, so much bemusement and wonder and awe and love and maybe even fear, all stamped there. The baby looked so tiny against Ddun’s chest, though by the midwife’s account it was not a small child at all, poor Lauren.

“So you’re the little terror that gave your poor mother so much trouble already,” Tanner said. A tiny fist clenched up against a swollen cheek. Dark hair like his mother’s, a short fuzz, but otherwise the squished resemblance to Ddun was uncanny. He flexed his little wrinkly fingers and Tanner fixed his finger in to let the baby squeeze it, and he just about choked with the joy of it.

“If he’s anything like you he’ll be giving me lots more trouble,” Lauren said.

“Ah, go easy on the poor kid. He can’t help it.” He cleared a choke from his throat to ask Ddun if he planned on showing the little guy to the horde outside.

“No you are not,” the midwife said. “We still need to bathe him and latch him. And Lauren needs more care herself.”

“Alright, alright, we get the hint. Come on Dad, I come bearing gifts.” Ddun was reluctant to give up the bundle, and it seemed as if he only breathed again when the fresh air hit him and the cheers resumed. Tanner led Ddun over to the suitcase, opening the latch and taking out a bottle of bourbon and a box of cigars. First he opened the bourbon and took a sip himself, before passing it to Ddun who took a sip and gave the bottle a contemplative assessment, a second sip to assure himself he enjoyed the taste. Tanner opened the box of cigars, ran one under his nose for a great huff before cutting the end. “Don’t inhale into your lungs,” he instructed. “It’s a tradition where I come from that a new father get cigars as a gift. So, I couldn’t resist the trip.” He clipped the end off another cigar and held one to his own lips to light it. He passed the lit one to Ddun after taking the first few puffs to show how it was done, and goddamn did the big man suit the look of a cigar in his lips.

“So, you just walked back and forth, like nothing, to collect these things?” Ddun coughed the words and Tanner laughed, his own mouth happily coated with the flavour of a good stolen cigar.

“And it’s the perfect crime. I didn’t even have to try and sneak around. Hard for the law to catch a dimension hopping lunatic.” Cigars were passed to Rudda and Borga and whoever else wanted to try one. There were four other boxes in the suitcase—extras on hand, to last a big while longer. Opening the portals between the worlds took a lot of effort, which he didn’t care to experience again any time soon. Two other bottles of bourbon, and a box of toys for the little guy. Tanner had gone back to his own closet, for his small precious collection of He-Man toys. He even grabbed a couple of Lauren’s old My Little Ponies and a Cabbage Patch doll, just in case. He kept that box closed until Lauren was able to take a look through it.

Ddun contemplated the cigar, a smile spreading on his face. “I like it.”

“Good!” Tanner slapped Ddun on the back again and took another swig of the bourbon, the burning heat in his gut a welcome feeling. He planned on getting Ddun thoroughly shitfaced for his own amusement before having to go. “One more thing for you.”

“Gods save me, what else?”

Under the box of chocolate was a box of maple glaze doughnuts. The second Ddun bit into one, his face melted with pleasure. “You don’t have to share those if you don’t want.”

“I won’t!” Ddun sat in front of the rock, cradling the box of doughnuts in one arm, bottle of bourbon at his side, cigar between his fingers—and as he indulged in the rich sweetness of pure carbs, Tanner beamed at this small game of making his noble friend look like a common miscreant.

But he attempted seriousness. “You gotta promise, you won’t touch her for a good couple months, alright? Leave my sister the hell alone or I’ll send one of my knights so far up your ass you’ll be spitting bones.”

Ddun turned to him, face clouded by smoke. “Just play your fucking songs,” he commanded, and Tanner obliged, trying to avoid the thought that if he stayed much longer away from his rock the cavalry would all be searching for their king.
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