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 PROLOGUE 
 
    I look at my decisions and see a consistency of character suggesting change is impossible.  
 
    At least for me. 
 
    Every choice made with self-serving purpose. Security. Control. Power. Manipulation. 
 
    In being who I thought I needed to be, I lost sight of who I was. Truth be told, I worry that man is the reason this man exists. I am the natural progression of his choices.  
 
    I am as she made me.  
 
    My drive for power, my hunger for control. My all-consuming need to build lasting security.  
 
    Piece by piece, I am a man built. Designed. 
 
    What if my defining traits serve her purpose? 
 
    Who was I in the beginning?  
 
    Why can’t I remember that beginning? 
 
    A black stone heart, sharp and brittle. As if made for the breaking. 
 
    This should not be. It is not natural. 
 
    I have walked the volcanic rim of PalTaq, seen the black glass. It is not a stone that breaks cleanly. Sharp shards fragment away, granules of black lost in the cracks of the world. Dust of the self, scattered in the wind.  
 
    What of the dust of my heart? Each grain a moment of my past. I once thought my heart whole, but how would I know? There are gaps, but are they the natural result of endless millennia or a sign of missing pieces?  
 
    How much has been lost? 
 
    Did she do this to me?  
 
    Did I choose this? 
 
    Why do I possess a jagged heart of cold obsidian? 
 
    Even after learning who I was, I continued hunting for my past. 
 
    In finding what I sought, I lost the one thing that mattered. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    We make our own hell. 
 
    I paced the library. Nhil’s violet eyes followed me, doing that sinuous mistimed blink.  
 
    Buried under a castle carved into a mountain of obsidian floating through a twisting red and purple sky forever devoured by a trapped god, I was, quite literally, in hell.  
 
    A hell that I made. 
 
    According to Nhil, Henka was my wife. We’d been together thousands of years ago when I ruled the world as the Demon Emperor. We were together for countless millennium and then she disappeared. Nhil said she vanished right before the wizards rebelled.  
 
    He didn’t claim to know where she went, and admitted it was possible she’d somehow been taken, captured. Though the fact the necromancers joined the wizards in their war against me was damning evidence that she orchestrated that betrayal. 
 
    My wife. 
 
    My dead wife. 
 
    My love. 
 
    My soul. 
 
    Did Henka lead the necromancers against me? Was she behind their rebellion, or had she fought them? Had she disappeared because they imprisoned her? 
 
    “Why didn’t she tell me?” I asked Nhil. 
 
    “Henka was always one for secrets. And I was never one to hold her trust.” 
 
    “And why is that?” I snapped. The two clearly had a history of their own and a certain antagonism toward each other. 
 
    I hesitated. Was that true? Nhil might not trust Henka, but she never once mentioned the demon. In truth, I had no idea what she thought of him. Or if she knew of him at all. I had only his word that he and I were friends.  
 
    Violet eyes studied me. “You can believe one of two things. Either we both wanted what was best for you and disagreed on what that was, or one of us had ulterior motives.” 
 
    Or they both did. 
 
    “And which do you believe?” I asked. 
 
    “In the end, you sent me away, sent me to this hell. You didn’t say why. I never knew if it was meant as punishment, or if you were saving my life. But here I am, three thousand years later, still alive, while the rest of your empire is ashes.” 
 
    “Did you deserve punishment?” I asked. 
 
    Nhil shrugged, his shoulders, like his eyes, slightly mistimed, giving the move a snake-like appearance. “I disagreed with Henka.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “The end. The war. Your willingness to destroy everything instead of losing. I thought that willingness was why you wouldn’t lose. She claimed there was another way, though she would not share what it was.” 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “Why indeed? Know for yourself. Find the piece of you that remembers.” 
 
    I stopped my pacing and stood before the fireplace. Logs had been piled there for a fire thousands of years ago and were now blanketed in thick dust. The dry air preserved everything, though I suspected if I touched the logs they’d crumble to dust. Just like my empire. That no insects had devoured the wood was yet another mystery.  
 
    “I can’t remember her,” I admitted. “Nothing. Not a single memory.” 
 
    That wasn’t quite true. There were teasing flashes. Even when we first met there was something strangely familiar about her. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Nhil. “Why do you suppose that is?” 
 
    A good, if loaded, question. 
 
    Was she hiding from me? Had she somehow broken my heart and stole the pieces that remembered her? Where were those pieces? Could she have destroyed them?  
 
    Or had someone hidden her from me? 
 
    Nhil claimed to be a source of knowledge and wisdom. If anyone knew how to break a stone heart in exactly the right way to carve out specific memories, it was him. 
 
    My heart, flesh and stone, slammed in my chest. The thought some of me might be gone forever was terrifying. It suggested a vulnerability I didn’t like. 
 
    But why? If I was trying to be different, trying to be better than the Demon Emperor, perhaps losing parts of my past might be in my best interest. 
 
    No! I wanted that to be my choice! I wanted my past not for the man he was, but for what he knew. Demonology. Elementalism. These things were power, they were a means to an end. 
 
    I took several calming breaths. 
 
    Henka would only remove my memories of her with good reason. I couldn’t imagine what she would want to hide from me. She could have cut away her betrayal, leaving me vulnerable. Or perhaps I betrayed her. Knowing what I did of her, that seemed more likely. 
 
    “You make it sound like she’s responsible for all this,” I said. 
 
    “I confess I find it curious you remember nothing of her and yet she was able to somehow find you.” 
 
    In the shards of my stone heart, I knew the truth. 
 
    Wolves, ragged and gaunt, would stand at the edge of the trees and watch me in my pathetic mud and bone hut. No matter how desperate they looked, they never came near, never stole game from my traps. When the Septks came after me, something grabbed one and dragged him into the forest. I remembered the lingering stench of death. When I was in Taramlae for the first time, I saw haggard birds circling above, wobbling in the updraft. Had they all been dead? Were they Henka’s spies? Had she planned every last detail of our meeting, and my life since? 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. She did everything for me. She saved me from the wizard’s fire, suffering horrendous damage to her body. She could have been destroyed; I could have lost her. She did it without hesitation.  
 
    She loved me. Somehow, despite the fact I had no memory of her, I knew this beyond any doubt. 
 
    Thousands of years passed since my death. Why was I so sure her feelings hadn’t changed—that they couldn’t change?  
 
    There was something there, the shadow of a memory. Something dark and terrible. Long ago, I made and awful choice. 
 
    A fear. 
 
    “I can’t remember you either,” I said to Nhil. 
 
    “Equally strange,” said Nhil. “But since I was here when whatever happened to you happened, we know I was not responsible.” 
 
    “I don’t actually know you were here. I have only your word. And you’re a clever demon. Knowledge and guidance, as I recall. Surely you could have orchestrated events from this safe haven.” 
 
    “Haven.” The slightest smile quirked the corner of grey lips. “True. I am well-capable of such. So is she.” 
 
    I muttered in frustration and returned to pacing. “I have to confront her.” 
 
    Standing in the same location and pose he’d been in when last I left, he studied me. “Do you?” 
 
    “I have to know!”  
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    I stopped. “You do?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Confronting her now might be foolish.” 
 
    “Say what you mean, demon.” 
 
    “She knows everything. You know nothing. How will you know if she’s lying? Might I suggest you feign ignorance? Go along with her act. Watch. Learn.” 
 
    “Knowledge and counsel,” I said. 
 
    “I prefer the term wisdom.” 
 
    “Perhaps she has reasons for not telling me.” 
 
    “She has reasons for everything she does,” he said. 
 
    “Had she claimed to be my wife when we first met, I would never have believed her.” 
 
    “Always giving her the benefit of the doubt, acting as if betrayal is impossible. You haven’t changed.” 
 
    That hit home. I’d been so focussed on not becoming the man I had been, I never stopped to wonder what that really meant. How could I try to be different than someone I couldn’t remember? What if I was making all the same choices he would have? 
 
    “Am I in no way different?” I asked. 
 
    Nhil’s look softened and for a moment he appeared human in his sadness. “I never knew you when you were this age. You were many hundreds of years old when you summoned me. And now, my only interaction with this you has been here in this hell. You seem a lot like I remember. You love Henka so much it blinds you. You want to do the right thing; you want to protect humanity.” 
 
    The way he said that bothered me. He wasn’t talking about a vague threat.  
 
    “Protect?” 
 
    “Worlds and hells. This reality or others. They’re all the same thing. To me, you are the demon.” 
 
    “Protect from what?” I repeated. 
 
    “You brokered dark deals to save your world. The price was high. You made many sacrifices.” 
 
    Or did I sacrifice many? 
 
    I cut the throats of thousands to make my lost sword. The empire I built thrived on blood. Souls were sacrificed to bind demons for every purpose, from working mines to building roads. That truth disgusted me. I hated the man who bled people to make his civilization, whatever his reasons. The wizards might not have achieved the grandeur of my empire, but they didn’t shed blood in daily rituals.  
 
    Was there more to it?  
 
    “There was an outside threat?” I asked. 
 
    “You don’t remember that either.” Nhil examined me, pity in his violet eyes. “War is the natural state of all things. Wars between ant colonies. Wars between men. Wars between nations. Wars between realities.” 
 
    Was this true?  
 
    I had memories of dead worlds, of riding mountains to wars in alien realities. Had we been attacked from beyond? 
 
    “The wizards can’t see past their beautiful chaos,” he continued. “The bargains you made demanded blood and souls. Those bargains are no longer being fulfilled. When they toppled your empire, the wizards doomed humanity.” 
 
    My empire. 
 
    My world. 
 
    I was torn. I wanted it to be true, to believe I hadn’t been the monster the mages claimed. I wanted to be someone in whom Shalayn might find some redeeming quality. She’d understand the end justified the means. What was sacrificing thousands compared to saving an entire world?  
 
    None of that mattered. I murdered her sister right in front of her.  
 
    I remembered my glee as I drove my sword into Tien’s back. 
 
    I wasn’t the kind of man who could do such a terrible thing, I was the kind of man who did it and gloried in the victory. If the Demon Emperor had saved the world, I wondered at his motivation. 
 
    Shalayn would come for me. She’d come for her justice. Someday she’d find me, of that I had no doubt. She was not one to give up. Not ever. When she found me, I’d have a choice. I would either kill her—assuming she gave me the chance—or keep my promise and let her shatter my heart, break me back to someone she could love. 
 
    It was an insane fantasy. Shalayn would stab me in the back, gut me as I did Tien. 
 
    Even if she knew every evil thing I’d done had been for the sole purpose of saving the world, she would never forgive me. 
 
    I pushed her aside in my thoughts. Shalayn was the past.  
 
    Henka… What was Henka?  
 
    She was from my past, but she was more. It was entirely possible she betrayed me, turned the necromancers against me. She might even now plot against me, seeking a more permanent end to my existence.  
 
    Could she lie so perfectly? And why had she saved me?  
 
    My thoughts ran circles, a dog chasing its tail. 
 
    “I have to return,” I said to Nhil. 
 
    “You spent a soul to get here. You wanted to bind a demon. Are you going to return to confront the most dangerous woman I ever met without a weapon?” 
 
    “Hyperbole,” I said. 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “She’s a tiny little thing. I could cut her in half with a regular sword.” 
 
    “And that would stop her, would it?” Grey lips twitched at the corners. “She is an ancient necromancer.” 
 
    He stressed the word ‘ancient’ as if the age of a necromancer mattered.  
 
    “I, too, am ancient,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Nhil agreed, “but you are broken.” 
 
    He had me there. 
 
    “You have been gone for three thousand years,” continued the demon. “She used those millennia to plot.” 
 
    He really did tend toward the melodramatic. 
 
    For all my doubts, Henka risked destruction to save me. I could well believe she had plans she hadn’t shared—I hadn’t shared my plans to build an army of undead—but she stepped between me and that wizard’s fire. She couldn’t have known it wouldn’t destroy her. It almost had. 
 
    She loved me. I knew she loved me. Nothing Nhil could say would change that. 
 
    So, what then? 
 
    Trust? 
 
    The thought sent an uncomfortable shiver of fear down my spine. 
 
    “Trust is for fools,” I whispered, the words all too familiar. 
 
    Or perhaps this was more about my inability to trust than about Henka’s neglecting to tell me things she knew I’d eventually learn. 
 
    I knew she loved me.  
 
    I knew she would do anything to save me. 
 
    How could I not trust her?  
 
    After all, she both knew and remembered far more than I. 
 
    Seeing me unconvinced, Nhil said, “Whatever you decide, you will need a sword.” 
 
    “I don’t remember seeing any when I searched the castle.” 
 
    “The armoury is hidden.” 
 
    Interesting. For all the time I spent searching the tower, there were still areas I hadn’t seen. I chalked my failure to the fact I’d been starving to death at the time. 
 
    “You really think I need a sword to confront her?” 
 
    “Confronting her is foolish. You have nothing to gain.” 
 
    “A tad blunt for an advisor,” I said. 
 
    “You need to be smarter. You must find the rest of your heart and remember yourself. Otherwise, your world is doomed.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Nhil wandered off to this hidden armoury to fetch a sword. Though he looked ancient, impossibly old, he moved with flawless grace. As fragile and unimposing as he seemed, gaunt and thin-limbed, I suspected he would be dangerous in a fight. 
 
    I’d agreed to stay long enough to bind a demon to a sword. The more I thought about it, the less sense confronting Henka made. She would never intentionally do me harm. Whatever her reasons for not telling me the truth, she loved me. 
 
    I’d spent far more time with her than with Nhil. Though the demon claimed to have been a trusted advisor and friend, I had no way of knowing if he lied. For all I knew, he might have been my worst enemy.  
 
    Perhaps I imprisoned him here. 
 
    Nhil was right about one thing, however. Returning without first binding a demon would be a waste of a soul. Actually, it would be a waste of two, one for each trip. I couldn’t do that. Difficult as it was to relate to the souls trapped in my Soul Stone as people, they had been. When I fed them to a demon as part of the binding ritual, they’d be devoured, gone forever. Some of the souls I collected might deserve that, but most, I felt sure, did not. 
 
    I had to distance myself from the Demon Emperor. If I truly didn’t want to be him, I should refuse to spend souls, have nothing to do with demons at all. Therein lay my dilemma: demons were my only real source of power. Though I knew some elementalism, it wasn’t enough to protect me from the mages. If they weren’t already, someday the Wizard’s Guild would hunt me. Given the chance, they’d kill me, once again shatter my heart. This time, I suspected, they’d be more careful with how they disposed of the pieces.  
 
    Somehow, I had to find a balance.  
 
    Claiming the souls of the innocent women Henka harvested to maintain herself was evil. I would no longer do that. 
 
    Yet, if I was to protect myself, I’d need demons. 
 
    From now on, I promised, I would only take the souls of those deserving destruction. 
 
    I stared at the footprints in the dust. “If you are trying so hard to be a better man, you must believe in redemption.” I bared my teeth. “And you must believe that, given the chance, people can change.” 
 
    By spending souls—even those of the most heinous criminals—I killed any chance they might have of atoning for their sins. 
 
    “But without demonology I’m helpless.” 
 
    To further complicate things, Nhil said there were threats from beyond this reality. I’d need demonic aid to face those dangers. 
 
    Did saving an entire world justify sacrificing a few hundred innocent lives? It was a foolish question. Obviously, it did. But how about tens of thousands of lives? Millions? At what point did one balk from the cost? As long as one person more survived than was sacrificed, could I call their deaths justified? 
 
    I considered Nhil’s words: The bargains you made demanded blood and souls and those bargains are no longer being fulfilled. When they toppled your empire, they doomed humanity. 
 
    If my soul-devouring empire was all that stood between humanity and utter destruction, I wasn’t the villain. Maybe I wasn’t the hero, but stories of dashing heroes doing noble deeds are horseshit.  
 
    Since waking in the far north and travelling south, I’d been inundated with Guild propaganda. The whole world believed dark skin meant a stained soul, that the so-called Demon Emperor was evil. I’d begun to believe them, to resist my past. I struggled against becoming the man I’d been.  
 
    What if I needed to be him to save the world? 
 
    They called me the Demon Emperor. Was this yet another layer of wizardly lies, or was there some truth there? Was I not human? My obsidian heart certainly suggested otherwise. But if I wasn’t, why was I trying to protect this world? 
 
    My head spun. I felt human. This was my world; these were my people. Well, maybe not the pale northerners. But there were darker people far to the south. They were my people.  
 
    Or maybe Nhil lied. Maybe his sole goal was to bring back the man he’d known. 
 
    Even with much of my past missing, I had to make a decision about my future. Assuming Nhil hadn’t lied about the danger, I could hardly turn my back on the world. If there was some external threat, I would need demons to face it. Perhaps I couldn’t truly know who was evil and who had some chance at redemption, but I would do my best. No man could do more. 
 
    From this point on, I would only take the souls of those deserving.  
 
    The demon returned, interrupting my spiralling thoughts. He carried a sword of bright steel in one hand and an ebony scabbard wrapped in boiled leather in the other. Turning it, he offered me the hilt. I accepted. 
 
    “How old is this sword?” I asked, examining the blade. 
 
    “What is time in a world where the sun doesn’t move?” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Four thousand two hundred and fifty-seven years, seven months, thirteen days, nineteen hours and a handful of minutes.” 
 
    “Strangely specific.” 
 
    “Wisdom. Knowledge. Information. Ever was it my task to provide all three.” 
 
    “And yet I still ended up dead.” 
 
    “More a lesson for you than I.” 
 
    “Hmn.” I examined the blade. “No hint of rust or age.” I tested the edge with a thumb. “And it’s sharp.” 
 
    “Demon-forged. The sword was brought here immediately after its creation.”  
 
    He handed me the scabbard and I sheathed the blade. 
 
    I studied Nhil. “What else is in the armoury?” 
 
    He blinked, violet eyes mistimed. “Enough to arm and armour ten thousand soldiers. Swords and axes and polearms. Spears and shields. Chain hauberk, padding, coifs and helms. Longbows, and one hundred and fifty thousand arrows.” 
 
    “I prepared for war.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You had much larger depots in five worlds and in several bubble realities such as this one.” 
 
    Five worlds. Bubble realities. I had strange memories of being elsewhere, riding a mountain from world to world, one of the stones in my eye sockets growing hotter each time I shifted to a new reality. I remembered standing on a dead world, now hollowed with empty hives, that once bore life. I’d stripped it bare, sacrificed every living soul to my god. She made that world her own. I had no memory of what happened after. Had she populated it with beings from one of her many hells? When I first saw this vision, I’d been horrified at my crimes. But what if I killed that world to save my own? Had they threatened my empire, maybe even attacked us?  
 
    Perhaps I’d been too fast to condemn myself. 
 
    “I watch you struggle with your fragmented memories,” said Nhil. “If I could make you whole, I would.” 
 
    “I will heal myself.”  
 
    He smiled a small and private smile, dipping the tiniest hint of a bow. Mocking, but in that way friends did, without rancour or animosity. 
 
    I made a show of studying him. “Last time I was here you didn’t offer me a sword, made no mention of the armoury.” 
 
    “You were dying of thirst and starvation and had other priorities.” He gestured toward the hall leading to the summoning chambers. “Shall we bind a demon to your new blade?” 
 
    Nhil led me to the summoning chambers, rooms with blood gutters carved into the floor. Those runnels spelled things I remained unable to read. Memories bubbled to the surface. Slaves, narcotically lobotomised, knelt on the floor before me, necks held stretched and waiting. Their heads had been shaved so as not to pollute the blood or get in the way of the letting. Stopping by a young woman, I pulled her head back and slashed her throat. Blood spewed out and she struggled to ensure the majority ended up in the gutters. When her strength began to fail, she crawled away so as not to be in the way when she finally lost consciousness. I moved to the next slave, a man with pale stubble. 
 
    “Blood,” I said to Nhil, shaking off the horror of the memory. I had no recollection of what I’d been summoning. Was I saving the world? Or had I wanted a demon to complete some trivial task? 
 
    “Yes?” he asked. 
 
    “Blood and souls. I’m an idiot. I have souls in the Soul Stone, but no blood. I can’t bleed myself enough for this, can I?” 
 
    “Definitely not.” 
 
    “Then I can’t—” 
 
    “You prepared for such emergencies.” 
 
    “There’s a blood equivalent to the Soul Stone?” 
 
    “Not quite.” He did that mis-timed blink. “Do you remember Karheem?” 
 
    The name meant nothing to me. I shook my head. 
 
    “He was your favourite Elementalist.” 
 
    “Favourite? Why?” 
 
    “He was insane. You tasked him with the creation and binding of new elementals.” 
 
    “It’s possible to create elementals?” 
 
    “The research broke him. He gave you lava, steam, and mud elementals. He created that thing you left wandering the basements of the palace at PalTaq.” 
 
    A hint of a memory tickled at me. I’d left something beneath the palace keep the endless catacombs free of dust. I didn’t want someone following my tracks to… to… to whatever I hid down there.  
 
    I had no memory of what I’d hidden. I knew only that it was done from fear. I couldn’t imagine so horrendous it scared the Demon Emperor. 
 
    “What does Karheem have to do with blood?” 
 
    “He made you a blood elemental. Like the water elemental, it exists in a reservoir at the heart of the flying mountain.” 
 
    An intelligent lake of blood lived beneath my feet. I shuddered at the thought. “How big?” 
 
    “Many thousands were sacrificed during the research stage. Thousands more were bled to create the elemental. Karheem discovered you couldn’t use the blood of those whose souls had been devoured by gods and demons. Something of the spirit must remain. You gave up a great many souls to make this happen.” 
 
    He said it like the sacrifice was mine, like I’d been the one suffering. 
 
    Lives spent in research. More sacrificed to fill a reservoir with blood against the possibility of future need. People murdered so I might carry souls in a stone.  
 
    We were at war, I told myself. The wizards sought to dethrone me and, at least according to Nhil, I faced enemies from other worlds. 
 
    “Oh, great demon of knowledge and wisdom,” I said, “what separates justification from reasons?” 
 
    Ignoring my snarky tone, he said, “Reasons help you decide a path of action. Justifications are for when you already know what you’re going to do. The blood elemental was never massive and has been shrinking over the last three thousand years. It was meant for emergencies, and to ensure you could never be trapped here. You’d always be capable of summoning a portal demon.” 
 
    “Hey!” I barked in surprise and anger. “I had to bleed myself last time to summon a demon. Why couldn’t I access the blood elemental?” 
 
    “The summoning and binding rituals are different from those I taught you for water,” said Nhil, unconcerned. “It was my opinion you didn’t have the time required.” 
 
    “Your opinion.” 
 
    “You would not have survived. Once you have the blood, we can summon and bind the demon.” Head tilted to one side, he examined me. “Unless you have changed your mind about the sword.” 
 
    I glanced at the blade. Even with nothing bound to it the sword was better than anything I’d possessed in this life. But the wizards were after me and I faced unknown perils in the south. I needed something more than a simple sword. 
 
    “These people are already dead,” I said to myself. 
 
    “Justification,” said Nhil. 
 
    “I have not changed my mind.” Using their blood for my rituals was not the same as murdering them. They were already dead, their souls gone on to whatever rebirth awaited them. 
 
    I don’t know how long we spent in that chamber, memorizing the chants, learning to draw the accords that would call and bind the blood elemental. Not dying of starvation made things infinitely easier than the last time Nhil taught me. 
 
    I worked until exhaustion took me and slept in the chair before the fireplace. More often than not, I ate as I worked, barely tasting the food I brought from the Habnikaav.  
 
    Finally, after the third or fourth time I slept, the demon said, “I believe you are ready. Get some sleep, and we’ll continue in the morning.” 
 
    “What is morning,” I said, “when the sun never moves?” 
 
    He accepted this with a slight bow. 
 
    This time, I made the long trek to the chambers at the top of the castle. The torches lining the halls sparked to life as I approached, danced their brief joy, and fell to dark as I passed. The room remained as I’d left it, the crimson armour sitting on the metal framed mannequin, the sheets on the bed crumpled from when I collapsed upon them in exhaustion. The dust kicked up by my last visit had since settled. Drawing the topmost blanket off, I tossed it aside. The sheets beneath seemed clean, dust free. It was warm and dry here, so I lay atop them, still wearing my clothes, and fell immediately asleep. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
    The Demon Emperor was clothed in blood. Sanguine robes swept the floor as he strolled the halls of the palace in PalTaq. Only one of his eyes had been replaced by stone, the occipital bone cracked and broken when it was shoved rudely into place by his god. The other eye remained human, though bloodshot and tainted with madness. That eye had seen too much, gazed into sanity-destroying horrors, witnessed intelligences from alien realities twist existence into terrible new shapes.  
 
    The monsters made monsters made monsters. 
 
    Tears of blood leaked from the stone eye. 
 
    A priest, ancient and bent, hurried after the Emperor. “Azagothoth has come,” he said. “He says he will listen to you beg for mercy before he devours the souls of this world.” 
 
    The Emperor laughed, a humourless bark. “He’s still angry.” 
 
    “You attacked and destroyed his army under a banner of truce.” 
 
    “I needed him angry. I wanted him here, gloating.” 
 
    “Well, he’s here.” 
 
    “Let’s hope this stone does what she says.” 
 
    The old priest grunted agreement. 
 
    The Emperor strode into the chambers set aside for visiting gods and lords of hells. Demonic wards, etched in gold mixed with blood, adorned the walls, creating a defensive perimeter. It might trap a minor godling, but such defences wouldn’t slow Azagothoth in the least. A seething bubbling nightmare of snakes and slugs blended with a thousand-legged spider sat waiting. It filled the colossal room. Reality shivered around the god, twitching in terror at its power. Even the Emperor, inured as he was to such sights, retched in revulsion at the assault on his sanity. 
 
    A cavity opened in the bulbous grey flesh, fat, greasy lips forming around it as Azagothoth shaped a mouth. A thousand serpent tongues writhed within. 
 
    “I thought you smarter,” said the god. Its voice felled the Emperor to his knees. “We could have been allies. I could have saved you and your pathetic world from her hunger.” 
 
    She had warned the Emperor of Azagothoth’s plans. She knew everything, saw everything in her dreams. 
 
    Through sheerest will the Emperor brought his terror under control and pushed to his feet. “Your offer did not interest me.” 
 
    “You’re a fool. She’ll devour your world, drain it dry, leave it dead as she has a thousand other worlds.” 
 
    “And how many worlds have you left devoid of life?” 
 
    The god laughed and some part of the Emperor’s mind quailed and cracked under the pressure. That which gave him nightmares today would be nothing tomorrow, barely worth notice. 
 
    “I was young and foolish,” said Azagothoth, “and she dreams in blood. Fall before me. Beg forgiveness. Give me your armies and your demons. Swear this magic-rich land is mine, and I shall forgive.” 
 
    She would never forgive. 
 
    The Emperor gestured at the stone in his eye. “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    Azagothoth neither knew nor cared. Nothing in this world could touch him. 
 
    “It’s hers,” said the Emperor. “She gave me one of her eyes.” He stepped toward Azagothoth and the being flinched away. 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    Closing his human eye, the Emperor studied the god through the eye of stone. “I see you,” he said. “I see all you are. All you have done.” 
 
    Azagothoth cowered. “You could use that eye on her. You could save yourself, save your world! She made a terrible error in giving it to you!” 
 
    “No,” said Khraen. “She makes no mistakes. My loyalty is absolute.” 
 
    He trapped Azagothoth in the eye. Imprisoning the god in stone, he bound it. It was now his to call upon to command. 
 
    Some part of the Emperor, some last vestige of humanity, blubbered and cried, sobbed and wailed at the abuse it suffered. He carved that part from his soul, set it aside. He had a job to do. There was a world she wanted stripped of life. She promised the blood and souls of one in ten would be his. He’d build cities. Strengthen his armies. Protect his people.  
 
    Truly she was generous with her gifts. 
 
      
 
    I woke with a scream, tears pouring down my face, revulsion at the reality-savaging influence of the god. Stumbling from the bed, I made it to the water room before my twisting guts vomited up everything they held. I lay curled on the floor, sobbing, tremors of terror shaking me like an aftershock. If the merest memory of Azagothoth could do this to me, what had it done at the time? Every time I began to picture the god, my mind splintered apart. I curled tighter, screaming into my arms. I don’t know how long I lay there, twitching and crying. I wanted to claw my eyes out but knew that wouldn’t free me from the nightmare infecting my thoughts.  
 
    And I dreaded some other far more terrifying god might come along and fill my eyes with stone. 
 
    Finally, the shaking subsided to shivering and I was able to crawl back to my bed. I lay there until that too passed and I could stand without feeling like my knees might collapse beneath me. I took my time making my way to the basement library and summoning rooms. Torches sputtered to life at my approach, danced their shimmering joy, and fell dark as I passed. I ignored them. 
 
    I found Nhil in the summoning chamber where I left him. He hadn’t moved and stood as if ready to take up the conversation where we left off. 
 
    “You look unwell,” he said as I approached. 
 
    “Nightmare.” 
 
    “Nightmare or memory?” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” 
 
    He did that mistimed shrug. “What did you remember?” 
 
    “Azagothoth.” 
 
    “Ah. That meeting changed you.” 
 
    “It destroyed the man I was. Serving my god destroyed the man I was.” 
 
    “You sacrificed yourself to save the world.” 
 
    “Did I?” I glared at the demon. “Azagothoth said I could have turned the stone against her, but I didn’t. With that kind of power, what could have threatened us?” 
 
    “There is always something more powerful, more terrifying out there. Security is a myth. As powerful as your god is, she too has enemies.”  
 
    Your god? “She isn’t your god too?” 
 
    “I have no god.” 
 
    I wanted to know more, but something else bothered me. “Was that stone truly one of her eyes?” 
 
    “Perhaps. Or it’s simply something from a reality more dangerous than those we’re accustomed to.” 
 
    “And I trapped Azagothoth within it?”  
 
    I had other dreams where both the Demon Emperor’s eyes were stone. They must have taken place later. “I was walking around with a god trapped in my eye?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    “The last time I saw you, there were five gods in the stone. Now, shall we begin with the summoning?” 
 
    I had so many questions. Why didn’t Nhil have a god? Who were these gods and where did they come from? Were they all evil? Did the eye truly let me command those trapped within? What happened after? How had I lost the war with the wizards if I had a stone with five bound gods?  
 
    I kept the questions to myself. Answers would only spawn more questions and I grew impatient to return to Henka. Though, truth be told, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to confront her, or fall into the comfort of her arms. The dream shook me, left me untethered, floating and lost. I wanted her, to hold her. I needed her strength to bring me back. The man I once was had been a shambling ruin of sanity. I could well believe him capable of all manner of crimes. It was entirely possible the wizards were right. Perhaps I had been an insane force of evil that needed to be stopped. 
 
    The Demon Emperor. Their name for me made more and more sense. 
 
      
 
    I summoned the blood elemental, crushed it beneath my will, and filled the runnels to the brim. An abattoir stench filled the room, the blood swimming lazy patterns in grooves carved into the rock. That movement, Nhil told me, was to keep it from clotting. I couldn’t shake the image of this seething reservoir of living blood somewhere beneath my feet. It was an old elemental, thousands of years. How intelligent had it become in that time? What thoughts filled a creature born of the blood of sacrificed victims? Did it remember fragments of all the many lives which made it up? 
 
    She dreamed in blood, but did the blood dream of her? 
 
    With the elemental bound, I fetched the Soul Stone from my pocket. That diamond, little bigger than my smallest fingernail, held dozens of souls. I put many of them there, stolen when I helped Henka harvest women for new body parts. 
 
    Henka could argue she needed those body parts to survive. Hers was an existence of decay. A living corpse, her body constantly rotted without necromancy and a supply of fresh flesh. In a way, she was very much like any predator. She killed to exist. Not because she wanted to, but because she had no choice. 
 
    I had no such excuse. 
 
    I would change. I would be better.  
 
    Setting aside my doubts and worries, I concentrated on the task at hand. In theory, there existed a summoning spell for each kind of creature in each reality. If someone knew every summoning spell for every existence, they could summon everything from the mightiest demon to the lowliest insect. Though I never knew them all—and doubted it was possible for a mortal (or even an immortal) to hold that much information—I once knew a lot more than I did now. Always goal oriented, the man I had been had no interest in summoning goldfish or pretty songbirds. I found it curious but not surprising that the few summonings I recalled were all for war and battle. There were so many kinds of demons out there capable of doing useful things, but the Demon Emperor concentrated on protecting himself and conquering and killing others. 
 
    There were two types of demons: Spirit demons, and manifestation demons.  
 
    Spirit demons possessed no physical body and could inhabit a wide range of objects. A spirit demon might be bound to a plate or a wall, thereby imbuing that object with whatever qualities it possessed. Some could also be bound to living creatures, animals or people. This latter type Khraen thought of as demons of possession. 
 
    Manifestation demons had their own bodies and ranged from shambling monstrosities to demons like Valcarb, who died fighting the wizard who burned Henka, to more subtle creatures like Nhil. 
 
    I wanted my sword. I wanted Kantlament, An End to Sorrow. Fairly certain it lay somewhere on the isle of PalTaq, the capitol of my old empire, I would someday retrieve it. For now, I would have to be satisfied with something rather less colossal. Though, considering my fear of the red armour in my chambers and my unwillingness to touch it, I wondered how Kantlament would make me feel. The armour was nothing in comparison to that sword. 
 
    “I want a sword that cannot be broken,” I said. 
 
    “Always a good idea,” agreed Nhil. “Though no sword is truly unbreakable.” 
 
    “What about Kantlament?” 
 
    “Even so.” 
 
    The thought of there being something greater left me troubled. As he said earlier, there’s always something more powerful.  
 
    “I want something that will cut through anything,” I added. 
 
    “Difficult,” mused Nhil, rubbing his narrow chin. “You have a limited number of souls in that Soul Stone. What’s worse, you don’t know for sure how many there are.” Violet eyes focussed on me, slid away. “Are you willing to risk them all on a single demon?” 
 
    “I’d have to save one to get back to the boat.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at me for stating the obvious, and even that was weirdly mistimed. 
 
    Spending all the souls stored in the stone would relieve me of that burden but leave me unable to bind more demons or use Felkrish, the portal demon. 
 
    Henka would continue to need fresh bodies to harvest for parts. That I thought she was already perfect didn’t matter. She didn’t do it for me, but rather for herself. I had promised myself I wouldn’t use their souls. I would only take those of the evil and unredeemable. Henka would demand to know why I let the souls of her victims go to waste. I didn’t relish the prospect of explaining the decision. She had none of my qualms. 
 
    She’ll understand, I told myself. She knows I want to be better. 
 
    I almost believed it. 
 
    But I had made my decision: Never again would I harvest an undeserving soul. 
 
    Not knowing how many remained in the stone, I’d have to ration them. 
 
    “I’d rather not spend all the souls,” I told Nhil. 
 
    “Wise,” said Nhil, making it sound like I’d selected the only sane option and he was mocking me for how long it took me to get there. “In that case, perhaps you might settle for something that will cut through typical armour? Wizards can harden surfaces beyond what a simple demon can penetrate. Sorcerers can do much the same.” 
 
    “Fine,” I grunted in annoyance.  
 
    I knew little of sorcery beyond the fact they spent themselves, both physically and mentally, to power their spells. While cruder than wizardry, sorcerers were capable of mighty magic if willing to reduce themselves to spent husks. I didn’t have the same loathing for them as I did for the wizards. Unlike the mages, they never formed a guild, never took part in the politicking of PalTaq. Though perhaps that was because so few of them made it out of their twenties. 
 
    Concentrating on the task at hand, I considered what I wanted in a demonic weapon. So many possibilities still lay beyond my current skills. There were demonic weapons which devoured souls, instilled terror in crowds, were particularly devastating to specific materials, or warded the user against certain kinds of attacks.  
 
    One of my personal guard, a woman whose name I couldn’t remember, carried a slim sword that knocked arrows from the air no matter how many came at her or how fast. She died when a massive earth elemental crushed her in its fist. My only image of her was a length of blond hair stained dark with blood, hanging from between stone fingers. I wasn’t sure I hadn’t ordered her death. 
 
    Most of what I desired was either beyond me or required more souls than I had access to.  
 
    “I know what I want.” 
 
    “You remember the summoning and binding rituals for the demon you wish to summon?” Nhil asked. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    The memories had returned when I took on the most recent shard of my heart. 
 
    “We shall see.” 
 
    Nhil walked me through the summoning and binding rituals dozens of times, questioning me on the smallest details until confident I remembered them correctly. 
 
    I summoned a demon from another reality, lured it to me with the promise of blood and souls, and trapped it in the accords. I held it hostage. Ravenous, it devoured the soul I offered, and then another. Though by no means a major demon, this was no trifling. Two souls would not suffice. It fought me, threw its will against mine. I fed it another soul, bending it to my will, shaping it to my desires. It raged and threatened, smashing at my sanity with its alien thoughts.  
 
    Feeding it a fourth soul, I bound it to the sword. 
 
    I had the vaguest memories of bigger summonings, of binding gods. I’d dreamed of cutting thousands of throats to summon Kantlament and binding it to the greatest sword ever made. 
 
    After, soaked in sweat and stumbling from exhaustion, I held Mihir, my demon sword, in a shaking fist. The binding had been more difficult than I remembered. So much of my old skill and strength remained lost to me. I would do well to remember I was not the Demon Emperor. Over confidence was a dangerous trait in a demonologist. 
 
    Sliding the sword into its scabbard, I collapsed into the leather chair before the fireplace. 
 
    Four souls, gone. Fed to a demon so I might wield it as a weapon. 
 
    Pushing the thought away, I asked Nhil, “Does it ever get cold here?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Then why—” 
 
    “I believe she found fires to be romantic.” 
 
    I knew he meant Henka.  
 
    She never mentioned a love of fires in our time together. People change, I guess. She had millennia to grow tired of whatever romance she once found in flame. 
 
    Nhil, as always, remained untouched by the horror I summoned and bound. Nothing perturbed him. Nothing rattled that demonic demeanour.  
 
    Violet eyes studied me. “What now, old friend? Will you rush back to confront her with your ignorance?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like your tone.” 
 
    “I, however, am sure you don’t.” He dipped that mocking bow. “You once asked me to be honest with you no matter how it might hurt.” 
 
    “And with your guidance and honesty I still died, my heart shattered, littered across the world.” 
 
    A mistimed blink. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “That happened because I ignored your advice.” 
 
    He said nothing, might as well have been the statue I first mistook him for. 
 
    I grunted. Much as it was useful to have a wise and intelligent advisor with access to unimaginable stores of knowledge, I found myself wanting to catch him in a mistake. 
 
    “Henka knows I will eventually find a piece that remembers her,” I said. “She isn’t hiding, she’s waiting. If she spied on me, it was to protect me. She saved me more than once. If she wanted me dead, she had a thousand opportunities.” 
 
    “Always giving her the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    “She’s earned it. And how about you, old friend?” 
 
    That earned a raised eyebrow. “I taught you to summon and bind a water elemental so you might drink. I taught you to bind a spirit demon so you might return home to the woman you love.” He rubbed his chin in thought. “That woman wasn’t Henka, was it.” It wasn’t a question. Somehow, he knew. “That was some other woman you were so desperate to return to. Do you think Henka will forgive you for that?” 
 
    “What’s to forgive? I barely knew Henka existed! I had no idea of our past.” 
 
    “Given the opportunity, she’ll find some way to strike at this other woman, whoever she is.” He grinned sharp little teeth. “I’d call Henka jealous, but frankly you both are.”  
 
    I killed Shalayn’s sister right in front of her, gutted Tien in a filthy alley. Henka could never hurt Shalayn as badly as I had. 
 
    How many times had Henka asked about my memories, asked about whether I remembered a woman? She was asking about herself. She waited for me to remember her. 
 
    “I’m not going to confront her,” I admitted.  
 
    “Good. It would be unwise—”  
 
    “Whatever our past, our future is something new.” 
 
    “Ah. And if she was behind the Wizard’s Guild and your downfall?” 
 
    “If she turned them against me, it was because I’d gone insane and had to be stopped.” 
 
    “And if she broke your heart? Can you forgive that too?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t. She loves me too much.” 
 
    “I agree,” he said. “She loves you too much. Such love is blinding. It pushes people to do terrible things.” 
 
    “The demonic advisor knows a lot about love, does he?” 
 
    Face emotionless, endlessly patient, he said nothing. How many times over the thousands of years he knew me had he suffered through such petulant outbursts? 
 
    “I’m returning to the ship,” I decided. I’d had enough of his guidance. 
 
    Nhil bowed low. “I shall await your return. I do so love these little chats.” 
 
    “You are a snarky fucker.” 
 
    The tiniest hint of a smile touched one corner of his grey lips. “Remember, Henka does nothing by mistake. She always has a plan.” 
 
    “And you don’t?” 
 
    Rising from the chair, sheathed sword in hand, I built the cabin Henka and I shared in my mind. Starting with that concave little cot, I created the room piece by piece. I heard the creak of damp planks, smelled the salt of the ocean breeze. The air changed from dry and warm, to damp and humid. I stood in the cramped cabin. Through the yellow-stained portal I saw the black of night and the bright river of stars sweeping the sky. The cabin, lit only by starlight, was a monotone wash of grey. 
 
    “I thought you’d be gone longer,” said Henka from somewhere in the dark.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Cold arms slipped around my waist and I felt the soft curves of Henka press against my back. 
 
    “I worried,” she whispered into my ear, breath cool and carrying the faint taint of rot. “I thought maybe you’d died, devoured by a demon, or somehow been trapped there so you couldn’t return to me.” 
 
    Tossing aside the sword, I turned and took her into my arms, lifting her into a hug. “Nothing could keep me from you. Nothing.”  
 
    “A demon blade?” she asked, glancing at the sword. 
 
    I nodded as cold lips brushed my cheek. She pulled away, wriggling free of my grasp. Even in the dark I saw shame writ in her posture, the way she wouldn’t meet my eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m not warm for you,” she said. “Not knowing when you’d return, it would have been wasteful on this small ship.” 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    I reached for her and she pulled away. Stepping around me, she went to the decrepit dresser, opened the top drawer, and withdrew a wine skin. Removing the stopper, she tossed it aside. Henka swayed as she drank, humming long, dolorous notes. She drank again, spilling dark liquid down her chin and soaking the silk slip she wore. 
 
    Entranced, I watched her dance and sing, chanting strange words, ancient and alien. She grinned as if drunk, spilling the contents. It splashed her chest, clung to the curves of her. Draining the skin, she dropped it and stepped close. Heat radiated from her. Leaning in, she licked my neck, her tongue hot and wet. Clawing at my shirt, she tore it from my body. She was so small it was easy to forget how strong she was. This lithe body was deceptive. Nimble fingers worked at the buckle of my belt, and my pants dropped to the floor. She pushed me back until my knees hit the bed and I fell, pulling Henka with me. 
 
    Gripping her waist, I held her against me. Hot and slick Henka guided my hand to her breast, the nipple reacting instantly to my touch. My hands roamed, slid about her, touching everything to remind myself she was real, that she was mine. 
 
    She moaned deep in her throat. 
 
    So alive.  
 
    Her need crushed my doubts, made them seem foolish. She was my world, my everything.  
 
    She was my soul. 
 
    For thousands of years we stood together. Now, after millennia apart, we were once again whole. I was nothing without her. Rebuilding my empire, defeating the wizards, saving the world, none of that meant anything if we weren’t together. 
 
    She moved against me, slippery, and I entered her. Such heat. Fingers twined in my hair, she pulled me into a fiery kiss. I tasted salt and copper. 
 
    The wineskin. I’d been so distracted by her beauty, by her sinuous dance, I hadn’t thought about what she drank. Blood. She’d spilled blood all over herself. We were both slick with it. Blood lubricated us. 
 
    She bit me, sharp teeth puncturing skin. She clawed my back, sucked blood from her fingers. I kissed her and held her as she rode me to a screaming orgasm, my own wiping out all thought like lightning blinding a man staring into the night sky. 
 
      
 
    After, we lay panting and spent. Henka drew symbols in the blood painting my chest, licking her finger clean each time. 
 
    “Waste not, want not,” she whispered, and I wanted for nothing. 
 
    The second time we made love slowly, gentle, and soft. 
 
    I woke to a cancerous sunrise pushing its way through our stained portal. Sitting up, I was surprised to discover myself free of blood. I’d expected a gory mess and half-dreaded having to face what we’d done. Henka sat cross-legged at the foot of the bed, watching me. The dead don’t sleep. 
 
    Seeing my surprise, she grinned. “I licked you clean as you slept.” 
 
    I couldn’t decide if I was aroused or terrified. Henka had a way of creating both within me at the same time. 
 
    Seeing her, so small and vulnerable, so happy to see me after my days away, my doubt felt foul. I couldn’t confront her. To do so was an insult. She would do anything for me. It was odd how I often thought she knew me better than I knew myself. Yet I also knew her better than I knew myself.  
 
    She had reasons for not telling me of our shared past. Perhaps she feared I wouldn’t believe her. Maybe she worried that, out of ignorance, I’d blame her for my downfall. Someday I would find the shard that remembered her. She knew that. She knew she couldn’t hide forever, and so she must not be hiding. 
 
    She was waiting. It was the only explanation. Piece by piece, I would come back to her. She stood by me, protected me as I blundered through the world ignorant of who I was.  
 
    No. Ignorant of who I had been. 
 
    Nhil’s revelation that the Demon Emperor protected the world from outside threat—that many of those sacrifices had been carried out for the greater good—planted seeds of doubt. I still didn’t want to become the man I had been, but I’d been too quick to condemn him. Put in the same situation, how would anyone react to such choices?  
 
    There had to be a scale to such things. If someone saved millions of souls for each one sacrificed, who could look upon such arithmetic and call it evil? 
 
    Then I remembered that ancient and deserted town where I found the most recent piece of myself. Demons were bound to every street and door, to every wall. I recalled the millstone forever turning, a demon following its last command. What about those souls? What about all the souls spent in pursuits other than war and defence? Maybe I hadn’t personally sacrificed them, but it happened in my empire. It was my responsibility. 
 
    My pristine equation grew murky. 
 
    And how about the ultimate sacrifice. Killing others to save the world was a distant, impersonal theoretical. Though it stung to admit, if faced with death, I wasn’t at all sure I’d sacrifice myself to save the world. Particularly knowing there were other realities I could escape to.  
 
    Whatever my faults and flaws, I wanted to be honest with myself. 
 
    What if my actions hadn’t been about saving the world? What if every choice, every foul act, had been about saving Henka? That felt truer, yet still not complete. 
 
    I remembered my anger at discovering the wizards betrayed me.  
 
    Anger? No, this was endless rage. The Empire was mine and they took it! 
 
    I fought to save the world because it was my world. I owned this realty and every soul in it. If the old me saved this world, it was for purely selfish reasons. 
 
    I couldn’t decide if one’s reasons for saving an entire world mattered. Surely all that really counted was the end result. 
 
    And there I was, once again slipping between reasons and justifications. I imagined Nhil smiling back in his obsidian fortress, knowing he’d hit the mark. 
 
    It would be different this time. I would be a better man. Henka wanted the same. I would do anything for her. For my love, I would be a new man. 
 
    I knew my path.  
 
    I would not be the Demon Emperor. 
 
    I would do whatever was required to protect this world. Then, when it was all over, when this reality was safe, I would walk away. I would not rule. 
 
    I could not be trusted with the power. I was a man capable of making the kind of terrible choices that served well in times of war, but I was the wrong man to rule a peaceful world. 
 
    Excitement shivered through me. I would do the one thing the Demon Emperor never could: I would build this world to its former glory and beyond. I would make it a bright pinnacle of civilization. There would be justice and security for all. And I would leave it in the hands of whoever I deemed most suitable to rule.  
 
    I tried to imagine what I might do, after.  
 
    Travel the world. I’d seen almost none of it. Hells, I’d never even seen a real map! 
 
    Henka and I— 
 
    Henka.  
 
    She was a necromancer, dead. She would always need blood and flesh to maintain herself, to repair damage. There must be some way to cure her of this curse. Somehow, I would return her to life so she no longer fed off others. I’d once been immortal. Powerful wizards lived for thousands of years. It had to be possible. 
 
    I couldn’t tell Henka. Not yet. She’d think I wanted to change her, that I didn’t love her as she was. She’d think I was disgusted by the fact she was dead. 
 
    My gut twitched. 
 
    Peeling flesh from young women. Pulling their eyes out. Carving them like raw pig. 
 
    Someday, I promised, I would see her whole. We’d be together as living lovers.  
 
    Forever. 
 
    Henka decided I wasn’t ready to know the truth of us and I would trust her judgement. Confronting her was foolish, though not for the reasons Nhil gave. It would amount to declaring I didn’t trust her. I would not hurt her like that. I would keep her secret until I found the shard that remembered her, or she decided to tell me. She more than earned that trust. 
 
    Henka rose from the cot. Donning a form-fitting silk dress that clung and accentuated her perfection, she cast a critical eye over herself before turning to me. 
 
    “Are you going to get dressed,” she asked, “or lie there watching?” 
 
    “Do you ever wear anything befitting your environment?” I asked. 
 
    “If I did, it would be so much more difficult to bend you to my will.” She spun, the dress flaring to show perfect legs. “Would you rather I find a baggy pair of pants, a thick sweater, and a pair of those silly big boots the sailors like?” 
 
    She was incorrigible.  
 
    She filled every crack in my soul, fit me perfectly. 
 
    “I’d rather be bent,” I admitted. 
 
    Henka took a new pair of pants and a fresh shirt from where they sat, folded on the dresser, and tossed them to me. Flashing a mischievous grin, she said, “I may have torn your old shirt last night.” 
 
    “Worth it.” 
 
    I pulled on the new clothes and strapped Mihir, the demon sword, to my hip. 
 
    Henka took my hand. She led me from the cabin and up onto the deck. 
 
    I felt light, better than I had since crawling from my grave.  
 
    I knew my purpose. 
 
    And a purpose is everything. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Once on deck, the sun’s warmth returned me to life. The ocean wind scattered my remaining worries, whisked them out to sea where they could no longer haunt me.  
 
    Save the world. Build a civilization of justice and equality that didn’t rely on the harvesting of souls. And in the end, I’d walk away from everything I built and be with the woman I loved. 
 
    I grinned into the salt breeze. With little to my name but the clothes I wore and the sword at my side, it was purest madness. 
 
    The weight of doubt lifted from my shoulders, and I laughed at the ocean. 
 
    Henka leaned against me and didn’t ask. 
 
    I’m not sure I could have explained.  
 
    Whatever our crimes, we were together. That mattered more than anything. Until I could make her truly immortal, I would get her what blood and flesh she needed. Until then, I would protect her from all harm, ensure she needed as little blood and flesh as possible.  
 
    She put an arm around me. 
 
    Together, we made for the stern. I wanted to look north, to see the great expanse of ocean between myself and Taramlae and the wizards. Out here I felt free. No one stared at me, no one glared hatred. The crew ignored us. 
 
    A swarm of gulls followed the ship, wings wide, gliding on the breeze. Sometimes one dropped into the water, reappearing with something wriggling in its beak. A squabble would break out as the birds fought, mid-air, over the meal. As often as not they ended up fumbling the fish, dropping it back into the ocean. 
 
    The sky to the west grew leaden and dark, heavy clouds low to the horizon. A massive storm brewed there. With the wind out of the east, I wasn’t concerned. 
 
    Spotting us, the cabin boy jogged across the deck. He dipped a quick and unskilled bow, curly black hair falling in front of his eyes. He’d grown in our weeks at sea, his shoulders filling out. Despite his size, he seemed boyish.  
 
    “Captain says I’m supposed to be your guide. Get you whatever you need.” 
 
    “And keep us from touching anything important,” joked Henka. 
 
    He glanced at her. “Ma’am.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. He’d introduced himself when we boarded, but I’d forgotten. 
 
    “Brenwick, sir. Brenwick Sofame.” 
 
    “Call me Khraen.” 
 
    He dipped another quick bow. “My friends call me Bren.” 
 
    “Brenwick,” I said, “stop bowing.”  
 
    “How old are you,” I asked. 
 
    “Eighteen, close as I can figure.” 
 
    Though we were maybe a year or two apart in physical age, I felt ancient compared to the eager youth. He carried himself with such brash energy. 
 
    The sea foamed in our chop, the wind moving us at a good clip. 
 
    Shading his eyes with a callused hand, he said, “It’s still there.” 
 
    “What is?” I too gazed out to sea. 
 
    Brenwick pointed. Following his finger, I spotted a distant white sail, hugging the horizon.  
 
    “Spotted her this morning,” he said. “Captain says I spend too much time daydreaming at the rails. I suppose it’s my one flaw.” 
 
    I couldn’t imagine having only a single flaw. 
 
    Brenwick drew a small and much-dented brass eyeglass from a loop in his pants. He handed it to me with great care and reverence. “It’s the captain’s,” he said, explaining. “I carry it because he keeps banging it into things.” 
 
    I studied the distant vessel through the glass. Warped by imperfections in the lenses, it was difficult to see clearly. The way it caught the sun, the smear of white, I thought it might be a wizard’s vessel. “It’s a long way off.” 
 
    He nodded. “She’s getting closer.” 
 
    “It’s a Guild war galley,” said Henka. 
 
    I hadn’t realized her eyes were that good.  
 
    The boy darted a nervous glance toward the ship. “They almost never come out to sea. Too dangerous.” 
 
    “Wizards will take the same chances anyone will,” I said, “if they want something bad enough.” 
 
    Brenwick sketched an intricate symbol over his heart with a single finger and said, “I’ve had run-ins with wizards before.” He darted a nervous look at the that distant storm. “The ocean is still awake, still unsettled. Not as bad as it was, or so I hear, but sometimes she still rages.” 
 
    The wizards turned the elementalists against me, drove them to rouse the ocean. Nothing could control an elemental so ancient, so powerful. Three thousand years later, the world still suffered for their treachery. Even if I gave them the benefit of the doubt, was willing to believe they rebelled to save humanity from what they perceived as evil, they failed. I’d seen the abandoned cities of my empire. They were glorious. The world of the wizards was shabby and filthy and full of loathing. 
 
    I squinted through the looking glass. The ship was too distant to make out much detail. I couldn’t see her crew. If it was wizards, they’d have no difficulty sinking this vessel. 
 
    My heart caught. 
 
    Shalayn. 
 
    Had she chartered a boat and followed me south? Would she approach in the night, cut my throat as I slept? I swallowed a grin at the thought. Henka didn’t sleep. She watched over me. 
 
    Perhaps Shalayn intended to catch me once we made harbour, gut me in the street as I had her sister. Had she seen Henka? Did she hate me for having replaced her? Did she want to murder me in front of what she likely thought was my new woman?  
 
    For all Shalayn’s rage, I couldn’t imagine her hurting Henka. The reverse wasn’t true; Henka would kill her in a heartbeat. Shalayn wasn’t like that. Or was she? What did I really know of the woman? She wore armour, carried a sword, and certainly knew how to use it. It didn’t matter. I wouldn’t let her hurt Henka, and Henka wouldn’t let her hurt me. At least not if we saw her coming. 
 
    “My gram used to talk about your kind,” said Brenwick, breaking me from my thoughts. 
 
    “My kind?” 
 
    “True dark. Midnight souls. She used to tell stories passed on from her gram’s gram. She said way back, before the wizards, us darkers were respected. She said we didn’t get spit on back then, that we didn’t get all the most dangerous jobs. Before the elementalists woke the ocean, we ruled the seas.” He glanced over my shoulder, frowning at the distant storm. “She said the Demon Emperor led us out of the islands and we conquered the world.” 
 
    Though not as dark as I, the boy was much darker than the pale northerners. I’d been so alone for so long I hadn’t stopped to consider that I might not be the only one suffering under their hate. I had no memory of the events he mentioned. Had I led the southerners, conquered the northern continent? How long ago must that have been? 
 
    “Are you a demonologist?” Brenwick asked. 
 
    Here, far south of the wizards, I no longer felt the need to hide who I was. “I am.” Though I wasn’t about to tell him everything. 
 
    He nodded. “Thought so.” 
 
    “You aren’t surprised? I was told there were no demonologists left, that the wizards killed them all.” 
 
    “There are a few,” he said. “Naghron is probably the most powerful. He’s conquered several islands, carved out a little empire. But even Naghron stays far away from the wizards.” 
 
    The name felt oddly familiar, like I should know it. 
 
    Brenwick nodded at the sword on my hip. “Is that a demon blade, like in the legends?” 
 
    I wondered what legends he’d heard. Did he know of Kantlament? Probably not. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, deciding a little fear might buy us some security. “It cuts through flesh and bone with ease. It will never grow dull, never rust, and never break.” 
 
    I returned the looking glass to him. 
 
    Almost managing not to bow again, Brenwick took his leave, jogging to the Captain’s side.  
 
    I stood on the deck, enjoying the salt wind in my hair. Henka leaned against me, eyes closed, a peaceful smile gracing flawless lips. Though still warm, she’d lost last night’s heat. 
 
    Voracious, in so many ways. 
 
    I closed my eyes, listening to the call of my obsidian heart. The volume grew the farther south we travelled, and I’d been away in Nhil’s bubble-reality for days. I sensed many shards of myself out there, scattered about the world. Some were larger than others, but none were as large as the one I believed to be on distant PalTaq. Two were closer than the others, the farther one larger than the nearer. 
 
    “We’re getting close,” I said. 
 
    Henka looked content, relaxed and peaceful. I wanted to be that for her. I wanted to be the one that put that smile there, that kept it there. 
 
    “There are two shards nearby,” I said. 
 
    The smile faltered. “Two?” she asked, eyes still closed. 
 
    “There’s one to the south-east. It’s the closest.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “But there’s a slightly larger one to the south west. It’s a little farther away.” 
 
    Opening her eyes, Henka looked west. “There’s a storm to the west.” 
 
    The sky there grew black, stretched tentacles like some foul deep-sea creature. Rain shredded the underbelly of the clouds to tattered ruin.  
 
    The larger shard would contain more of me. Memories. Knowledge. 
 
    “I want the bigger one,” I said. “We can skirt the edge of the storm.” 
 
    Henka’s brow crinkled. “We should get the smaller first. The bigger the shard, the more dangerous it will be. Get the smaller first, and you’ll be more able to take the second.” 
 
    Take. That is how it would have to be. Violence and murder. No part of me would sacrifice himself for another piece. I laughed, remembering my earlier thoughts on sacrifice. I’d wondered whether I would sacrifice myself to save others. The truth was, I wouldn’t sacrifice myself to save myself. 
 
    Each time I took on a piece of my heart I remembered more of the man I had once been. Strangely, the memories of the man I took the piece from were lost. When I claimed the shard from the Khraen living in that demonic village, I learned nothing of his life. All those fragments of me littered about the world, and only one would survive to the end. The rest would die. They’d be consumed and forgotten, their lives meaningless.  
 
    I had to be the consciousness that continued. Of course, all the fragments of me felt the same. 
 
    Months ago, Henka planted an idea: Influence the man I became by controlling the order in which I regained my memories. It wouldn’t work the way she envisioned; there was no way to know what each shard remembered. But I was the one shard who wanted to be something different, who wanted to be someone better. By being the consciousness to remember this life, I would shape the outcome. I was sure the other shards would be all too happy to become the Demon Emperor. The world might need that man’s power to survive whatever threatened, but it didn’t need his reckless willingness to sacrifice souls. 
 
    Henka was right about one thing, though. The larger shard would be more dangerous. I probably should gather more of myself before facing it.  
 
    Perhaps patience was not one of my virtues. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, and some of that contented smile returned. “But I want the larger shard.” 
 
    The smile fell. 
 
    Henka studied me with dark eyes, onyx gems in pale flesh. Real beauty, I decided, lay in contrast. The black of my skin against the parchment white of hers. Her fragile beauty, and the terrible strength of character she possessed. Her love of life, and her defining need to take it. I remembered how she hid that from me, ashamed she must kill to survive.  
 
    I almost cracked. 
 
    Instead, I waited, arms crossed. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, nodding her acceptance. She wasn’t happy with the plan but understood my hunger. “I’ll retire to our cabin. This wind is murder on my skin.” 
 
    She murdered to achieve that skin. I swallowed the thought, let it sour in my gut. 
 
    “I’ll inform the captain of the change in plans,” I said. 
 
    Watching her return to our cabin, the cling and fall of that ridiculous silk dress, I wanted to follow and apologize. Or at least explain, defend my decision. Turning away, I went in search of the captain. I found him on the bow chewing a damp and unlit cigar. Coils of greasy black hair joined coils of greasy black beard and became one, hanging to the brass-bedecked leather belt at his waist. Storm cloud eyes sunk deep in a weathered face, the whites salt-stained yellow, followed my approach. 
 
    “Brenwick says there’s a ship following us,” he grumbled, voice whiskey harsh. 
 
    “Aye,” I agreed. “It has nothing to do with me.” 
 
    Cigar clamped in his teeth, he grunted doubt around its soggy ruin. “Bet if I toss you overboard, they stop following.” 
 
    I rested a hand on Mihir’s pommel. The demon stirred, hungry for blood. “If you try, your crew will be looking for a new captain.” 
 
    “Speaking of crew,” he said, removing the cigar, spitting flecks of sodden leaf at the deck, and returning it to his mouth before continuing, “there’s one missing.” 
 
    I thought of last night, the wine skin full of blood. Henka’s ravenous heat. 
 
    “Probably got drunk and fell overboard,” I said. 
 
    Yellow eyes narrowed. “Prolly,” he grumbled around the cigar. “When we make port, you’re gone. Find another ship.” 
 
    I shrugged. If I saw a better ship, I’d take it. If not, I’d remain upon the Habnikaav. I believed in neither fate nor destiny, but this barely sea-worthy carrack, named after the greatest ship of my fleet, was an omen I couldn’t ignore. I didn’t want to leave her. 
 
    “There’s been a change of plans,” I announced. “I want you to change headings a few degrees.” I pointed south west. 
 
    The captain scowled at the storm. “Too dangerous.” 
 
    “I’ll double what we’re paying you.” If we didn’t have enough coin, I’d raid the castle in the floating mountains for valuables. 
 
    “Southwest it is,” he agreed. 
 
    Spinning on my heel, I returned to the cabin to find Henka had changed from the silk dress to rugged pants and a heavy cotton shirt. She wore boots I’d never seen before. While still fetching, I missed the slinky sexiness. 
 
    Seeing my attention, she said, “A silk dress is hardly appropriate attire for a boat like this.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. 
 
    In all our travels, she never once gave thought to the appropriateness of her attire. She wandered the brutal north in a dress. 
 
    “Why the change of heart?” I asked. 
 
    “Best not to distract the crew or draw attention.” 
 
    “Bit late for that,” I said, pulling her into my arms. 
 
    We sat together on the sunken cot, chatting about the nothings couples chat about. The length of my beard. Should she change her hair. I told her it was perfect. What was the first meal I wanted when we left the ship. The room darkened as we talked, the temperature falling quickly.  
 
    The gentle sway of the ocean changed, became more violent. 
 
    “I’d better take a look,” I said, standing.  
 
    The ship lurched alarmingly, throwing me back onto the cot. I landed awkwardly atop Henka. Everything loose in the room tumbled to the far side and then back as the Habnikaav righted herself and then tipped in the other direction. 
 
    “You hurt?” I asked, lifting myself off her. 
 
    She shook her head, eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “Wait here,” I said. 
 
    Wrestling the cabin door open, I made a stumbling charge up the steps to the deck. The swaying of the ship slammed me off the walls, bruising my shoulders. 
 
    A black sky greeted me, barbed forks of blue lightning leaving jagged purple afterimages in my vision. Sails filled tight, seams stretched and tearing, the wind drove us south east. Cold rain smashed the deck, stinging my face. The horizon rose and fell as the Habnikaav crested a wave and plummeted down the far side. 
 
    For a moment, I saw only a wall of churning ocean, the white-frothed crest reaching over us like a mighty god about to crush an ant. The ship tilted down and now I looked deep into an abyssal churning dark. A sailor at the rail lost his grip. He fell, body tumbling for an impossibly long time before disappearing with the tiniest splash. If he screamed, I heard nothing over the roar of wind and water. I struggled to comprehend the scale. How tall was this wave, how deep the trough? The ship topped the next colossal wave, teetering for a moment before plunging down the far side. 
 
    The winds had changed direction since I was last on deck, the squall blowing in impossibly fast. The result of awakened and enraged elementals, or of some other malignant power. This was no natural storm. I felt it in my blood, the sick twisting of nature. 
 
    I spotted the captain clinging to the main mast. Eyes and throat bulging from effort, he screamed at his crew. I couldn’t hear a thing he said and doubted anyone else could either. Waving frantically, I got his attention. I’m not sure what I planned, but when he spotted me, he drew the long-knife hanging at his side and threw it. With the raging wind and the ship tossing like a wine-cork in a tornado, he didn’t have a chance of hitting me. Still, he made a good show of it.  
 
    We watched the knife spin off into the ocean. With a look of annoyed disappointment, he returned to shouting at his crew. 
 
    Wedging myself into the doorway, I looked out to sea. Lightning smashed down, over and over, stabbing at the great waves rising up to claw at the sky. Torrential winds shredded sound and thought. Though I couldn’t hear it, I felt the tortured groan of timbers through my feet. The Habnikaav was being wrenched apart by the titanic pressures arrayed against it. My Hab, the original war-galley, demons bound to every plank and nail, would have laughed at this storm. This one, however, was going down. 
 
    The ocean roared in pain and rage. Another wave lifted high like the fist of a god and crashed down upon the ship. Leaning as far out as I dared, I squinted into the hammering rain. The storm seemed to be centred on us. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I said, my words stolen by the wind. 
 
    The ocean was awake and angry, and we were the object of its hate. Had we somehow drawn its ire or had an elementalist turned it against us? If the latter, they’d been insane. It was impossible control something as huge and ancient as the ocean for long. 
 
    We were no longer heading toward the larger shard of my heart.  
 
    Was that ship following us the source of our problems? With some guilt I hoped it carried an elementalist rather than Shalayn. For all she would kill me if ever we met again, I couldn’t wish her harm. She deserved at least a chance at her vengeance. 
 
    The wind changed again as we crested another wave, spinning the ship. The main mast broke with a crack I felt in my bones. With the next wave, it and the captain disappeared over the railing. The ship ran loose and uncontrolled, twisting and turning with the churning ocean. 
 
    Broadsided by the next wave, the Habnikaav rolled. 
 
    Upside-down, I hung from the doorframe, fingers slipping. When the Hab completed her roll, I was suddenly falling headfirst down the steps. In the dark of the hull, with no horizon to give me bearing, the world spun and tumbled. A wall slammed into me and became the floor as the ship lurched. Reaching toward our cabin door, I was thrown against the far wall hard enough to take my breath and leave my head ringing. A spiralling rush of salt water crashed down the steps and tried to sweep me away. Inhaling a lungful, I gagged, losing my grip. 
 
    Again the world turned, slamming me off walls and ceiling and robbing me of all sense of direction. Disoriented, trying to heave up ocean water, half-stunned from several blows to the head, I couldn’t tell which cabin door was mine. 
 
    The sun and sky gone, the claustrophobic hall became tumbling madness. 
 
    A savage crush of ocean water filled the hull, pulling the Hab down into the depths. In a moment of clarity, I saw the steps and knew I had a choice: swim out now before I drown or die here trying to save Henka. 
 
    Roaring defiance, I picked the nearest cabin door, praying it was the right one, and threw myself against it, trying to fight it open. 
 
    The enraged ocean squeezed me in a frigid fist.  
 
    Crushing cold.  
 
    Reality smeared murky as the Habnikaav sank. I fought the door, screaming, until my lungs filled with water. 
 
    I would not give up, would not fail her. 
 
    Strength left me, my body kicking with the need for air. 
 
    I lost the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Pain brought me back, the bones in my wrist grinding in a grip of terrible strength. 
 
    Henka dragged me up the steps toward the deck. Walking with deadly purpose, she didn’t swim. Corpses and debris hung suspended in the water, turning in slow grace like dancers. Far above I saw the raging surface, a dwindling hint of light. My lungs burned and yet she moved with perfect calm. Pulling me to a secondary mast, she tangled a length of rope around my waist, lashing me to it. She snapped the mast like it was nothing and the wood’s buoyancy jerked me upward.  
 
    My love sank into the black. 
 
    I was still screaming, still fighting the crudely tied ropes, when the mast burst into the air. Sucking desperate breath, I puked a lungful of ocean and clawed at the rushed knot. Shattered ship littered the sea, though nothing recognizable. Far above, the clouds roiled in turmoil. Bodies bobbed in the water. Here and there sailors struggled to remain afloat, clinging to fragments of wood. 
 
    Freeing myself, I exhaled all the air from my lungs, and dove. 
 
    My eyes burned as I descended, but I dared not close them. Though I made out little detail, I spotted the sinking bulk of the wreck. I didn’t care whether I survived; I would not surface without Henka. This was the second time she sacrificed herself to save me.  
 
    My doubts were gone. Nhil was wrong. 
 
    I understood Henka’s fear. She dreaded the thought of fish devouring her flesh as she lived on in perpetual dark, sinking deeper, year after year, into the ocean floor. 
 
    I would not let that happen. 
 
    Closing in on the ship, I spotted Henka wrestling with the carrack’s third mast. Somehow, she’d managed to snap it off near the base, but one of the rigging lines was tangled with other wreckage. Drawing Mihir, I sank to her side. She started, twitching away. Recognizing me, her eyes widened in surprise. I don’t know why she didn’t think I’d come. Maybe she’d thought I wouldn’t be able to make it down. Maybe she thought I wouldn’t try.  
 
    Seeing the sword, she understood my intent and wrapped her arms around the mast. Demon-sharp, the blade passed easily through the rope. Once freed, mast rose toward the surface, carrying us with it. We passed wreckage and corpses, eyes wide and sightless. I recognized one. Seeing us rise past him, Brenwick thrashed in a mad panic. In some dark recess of memory, I recalled being amused at how few sailors knew how to swim. He fell away beneath us, kicking and reaching desperate hands toward me. 
 
    We broke the surface, me gasping for air only to take a wave full in the face and swallow most of it. Henka tried to speak but only drooled water. When she slipped, I grabbed her by an arm to haul her back up and was stunned by her weight. Water filled her belly and lungs. 
 
    Brenwick’s young eyes haunted me, the desperate hope with which he looked to me as if expecting me to save him. 
 
    As if reading my thoughts, Henka shook her head. 
 
    Dunking my head, I searched the depths and found no sign of the youth. 
 
    I ran a hand through my tangled hair, pushing it back from my eyes. “Fuck.” 
 
    Henka’s eyes locked on mine. 
 
    “Can you hang on?” I asked, swallowing more water as another wave hit me. 
 
    Straggled and miserable, she nodded. Abraded to muscle and bone, the flesh of her arms was a mess of wood slivers. A jagged chunk of spar stuck up over her left shoulder, impaling her back. She didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “Back in a moment,” I promised. 
 
    Releasing the mast, I searched for Brenwick. 
 
    I dove three times before I found him floating limp and lifeless. If Henka had been heavy, he was stone. Happily, at some point I’d learned to swim. Rolling onto my back, holding him under the arms, I dragged back him to the mast. When I got close, Henka grabbed the collar of my shirt and bodily hauled us the rest of the way. She helped me pull him over the spar, slapping him hard on the back until he twitched, and coughed up a lungful of water.  
 
    The storm abated soon after, clouds fleeing in every direction as if fleeing a crime. I was certain someone turned the ocean against me. The white-sailed ship following us was the obvious suspect. Shalayn once told me the elementalists, like the sorcerers and demonologists, all died in the last great war. It was easy to believe the wizards lied about that, keeping the general public ignorant, and brought elementalists long sea voyages. Though I couldn’t remember details, I was sure the mages had means of enslaving victims. 
 
    Each time a swell lifted us high, I scanned the horizon for sails, finding nothing but the shattered ruin of our ship. 
 
    Henka looked sodden and miserable and beautiful, and I loved her. 
 
    Brenwick came around, blinking in confusion, and then vomiting up the contents of his stomach.  
 
    He gaped at me in wonder, face drawn and somewhat green. “You…You saved me.” 
 
    Uncomfortable with the worshipful awe in his eyes, I said, “We’re probably still going to die.” I hadn’t seen the other ship, but I also saw no land. 
 
    “I owe you my life,” he swore. 
 
    It felt horrible and it felt right, like having people swear obedience—vow servitude before the gods—was something to which I was accustomed. 
 
    The ocean calmed by the time the sun kissed the horizon. We rode gentle swells, floating toward nothing. 
 
    Helping Henka atop the mast, Brenwick and I struggled to keep it from rolling while she tilted herself to empty the ocean water from her lungs and belly. Seeing the jagged and splintered wood jutting from her back, he looked to me for guidance. I shook my head and said nothing. He nodded as if we’d made some silent agreement.  
 
    Less than a day ago I vowed to protect Henka from damage. Already she needed to harvest women to repair herself. I studied her, half hoping to find some way her victims might survive. She would kill and skin at least one beautiful woman. Probably more. She would never be happy with anything less than perfection. 
 
    I shuddered at the thought, my insides twisting. 
 
    Finally, Henka slid off the mast to join us in the water. Her shirt shredded, exposing the flawless flesh beneath, Brenwick made a point of examining the horizon. 
 
    “You said your name was Khraen,” he said once she hung beside us. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Are you really… Are you him?” 
 
    Out here, lost at sea, I saw no reason to lie. I nodded. 
 
    “My gram told me stories. I signed onto the Hab because of her name. All my life I dreamed of being part of something bigger, doing something that mattered.” He studied me in the dying light. “You’re not the first to claim to be the Khraen reborn,” he said.  
 
    The Khraen? Had my name somehow morphed into a title over the centuries? 
 
    “Island kingdoms rise up,” he continued, “try to rebuild something of what we had. But each time, the wizards come south and burn it to ash and sludge. There hasn’t been a southern kingdom worthy of the name in hundreds of years. Even Naghron’s is only three little islands.” 
 
    Were these shards of my heart, or pretenders? I had no way of knowing, and certainly this youth wouldn’t. 
 
    Hope and doubt warred on his features. “Are you really him?” 
 
    Henka reached over her shoulder and pulled the long splinter of wood from her back. Ragged bloodless flesh clung to it. Expressionless, she tossed it into the ocean. “What do you think?” she asked, voice raw. 
 
    Brenwick took in my sodden state with narrowed eyes. “I thought you be taller.” 
 
    “Do you know these currents?” Henka asked. 
 
    He nodded. “This should carry us southeast. There are thousands of unmapped islands out here. If we’re lucky, we’ll wash up on one.” 
 
    “If we’re unlucky?” I asked. 
 
    “We’ll miss land and die.” He turned a complete circle, squinting at the endless horizon. “Good chance we’ll get eaten first.” 
 
    We floated on in silence. 
 
      
 
    The last of the clouds blew away as the sun disappeared. Stars came out, a vast ocean to mirror the one below. No birds wheeled above us and, aside from the gentle slap of water against the mast we clung to, all was silence. 
 
    Something bumped against my leg and I kicked at it in a moment of panic. Peering into the water, I couldn’t even see my own legs. 
 
    “Are we far enough south for sharks?” I asked Brenwick. 
 
    “Sharks. Ocean dragons. Things we don’t even have words for. The word most used to describe these waters,” he said, “is infested.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Whatever it was, it left me alone, disinterested in my stained flesh. 
 
    Sometime later, Brenwick’s gagging and sputtering woke me from the edge of sleep. 
 
    “This won’t work,” he muttered, spitting water. “Drifted off and almost drowned.” 
 
    I felt a stab of guilt. I hadn’t noticed him slipping away.  
 
    Using what remained of the rope, we lashed ourselves to the mast. 
 
    “We should take turns sleeping,” he suggested. “You first, Lord.” 
 
    “I’m not a Lord.” 
 
    He winced. “My Emperor.” 
 
    “Not yet. Safest to just call me Khraen.” 
 
    “Khraen it is then, my Lord Emperor, Ruler of all the World,” he said, winking. 
 
    He looked ragged and exhausted.  
 
    I didn’t feel much better, but said, “You sleep first.” 
 
    Nodding, he closed his eyes and was snoring in a score of heartbeats. 
 
    After checking Brenwick to be sure he slept, Henka whispered, “We should leave. Use the ring.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can,” I answered. “I’d have to carry you both.” 
 
    I hesitated to tell her of my promise to collect only the souls of the foul and evil. Not knowing when I’d find someone deserving of sacrifice, I didn’t want to spend the few in my stone unnecessarily.  
 
    “We could leave him,” she suggested. 
 
    “No.” I left no room for argument. “Anyway, there’s only a few days of food there. Where would we go after, back to my cabin in the north? I doubt it still stands.”  
 
    I decided not to mention the Dripping Bucket, where Shalayn and I stayed. It was unlikely I could get us there anyway. The chances of the room remaining unchanged were slim. 
 
    All my truths were to the south. The call of my heart grew in volume as the ocean carried us closer. I wouldn’t flee to the floating mountains unless I had no other choice. I wanted my heart, and I would have it. 
 
    I couldn’t explain my reasons for being unwilling to abandon the young sailor. Not in a way Henka would understand. Or not in a way she’d agree with. I needed something good, something I could be proud of. I needed to do something not wholly rooted in selfishness. This lad was innocent, naïve.  
 
    I would not abandon him to die out here alone. 
 
      
 
    The current swept us south and I thanked the god I couldn’t remember we’d come far enough the water was warm.  
 
    When Brenwick woke, I took my turn sleeping. 
 
    The rising sun roused me, and I knew the irony of thirst. 
 
    Again, something nudged my leg and I flinched in terror. After a few moments, my heart once again slowed. 
 
    “I’d kill for a pint,” said Brenwick. “I’d murder an entire village for sausages and fried onions and a pint of dark ale.” 
 
    Not wanting to think about food and cold beer, I moved the conversation in an altogether darker direction. “You ever kill a man?” 
 
    “You work the trade routes, best know how to fight.” 
 
    It wasn’t quite an answer, but I let it slide. 
 
    “Where you been?” he asked. “If you’re really him, where were you for the last few thousand years?” 
 
    “Dead,” I answered. “Dead and buried.” 
 
    Brenwick grunted a laugh. “They spit on us. Call us darkers. Stained souls. Won’t let us into the nice taverns, no matter how much money we have.” Dark eyes, blood shot from the salt water, studied me from under thick brows. “They treat us like we’re filth.” 
 
    “That will change,” I swore. 
 
    He shrugged, a slight lift of one shoulder, like it didn’t matter. “My friend, we are going to die out here.” 
 
    I stared out across the ocean, endless water. How long would it be before I lost my mind and drank. “Ever feel like the whole world is against you?” 
 
    “The world will lose,” said Henka, 
 
    I didn’t answer. I felt the weight of fate working against me. All the world wanted me dead. From the wizards to the common people, not one of them would lift a finger to save my life. 
 
    That wasn’t true, I chided myself. Shalayn helped me. And she wasn’t the only one. 
 
    I pushed the thought away. I’d die out here and Shalayn would be robbed of her vengeance. I felt strangely bad about that. She deserved it. She deserved the joy of feeling her sword slide in my flesh the way I gloried in cutting down the wizard Tien, her sister. 
 
    Stirred by the storm, we floated on an ocean of impenetrable murk. Something brushed against my leg again and I kicked it away. 
 
    What would happen if I drowned, the shard in my heart sinking to the ocean mud? Would it feed off whatever life was down there like it had in the north? Would it awaken, only to drown and die moments later? I imagined that happening over and over for thousands of years, an endless cycle of life and death. 
 
    And what of Henka? She couldn’t die. Unless this mast circled the oceans forever, there was a fair chance she’d survive, even if Brenwick and I didn’t. 
 
    I saw her drifting for months or years, our decaying corpses lashed at her side. 
 
    Would she raise me from the dead? 
 
    I shivered in horror at the thought. I’d be hers, a slave. 
 
    Much as I often thought of her as mine—as the other half of my soul—that was different. 
 
    Pushing the thought away, I imagined another version of me searching for the sunken shard of me, sailing the sea above, frustrated at his inability to reach it. Maybe Henka would be with him. She’d tie off a long enough piece of rope and sink down to fetch the piece for the other me.  
 
    Though Henka had been adamant that I be the consciousness to survive, she was ever the pragmatist. In some way, much more so than I. It was, I supposed, a part of what she was. Harvesting people for thousands of years to maintain yourself would kill anyone’s delusions. None of us can think of ourselves as evil. We do what we must. Henka was no different. 
 
    If I failed, would she seek out another shard? 
 
    I knew the answer, and it stung. 
 
    I was both immortal and yet so terribly vulnerable.  
 
    One thought always lurked close by, scratching at my thoughts, demanding answers I didn’t have. I killed myself three times, taking on new pieces of my heart. With each shard I remembered more of my ancient past and learned nothing of the man I murdered. Why? Did my stone heart only store new memories when whole? I supposed that made some sense. 
 
    “Hey,” said Brenwick, interrupting my thoughts. “Seeing as we’re going to die out here, tell me about your life. Make it interesting. Lie, if you have to.” 
 
    He put on a brave face, but I saw his fear. 
 
    “I woke up buried in a shallow grave,” I began. 
 
    Leaving out Shalayn and Tien and the fact Henka harvested women for limbs and flesh and blood, I gave Brenwick an abridged version of my life since waking in the far north. I told him how Henka found me, and that she was a necromancer. I told him about my shattered heart and how I searched the world for the fragments of myself.  
 
    Brenwick nodded along, laughing at the right parts, occasionally asking questions either for clarification, or just to prolong the story. 
 
    I talked until my throat felt like I’d gargled an ocean’s worth of salt water, which wasn’t far from the reality. 
 
    “That was a good story,” said Brenwick. “Even if most of it was purest horseshit. Thank you for taking my mind off how thirsty I am. Although that part about the first time you tasted ale didn’t help.” 
 
    I croaked a laugh. 
 
    “I don’t have your way with words,” he said, “but perhaps I can repay you with a little distraction of my own.” He wiped cracked lips with the back of his hand. “This will be about as true as yours.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 BRENWICK TELLS A STORY 
 
    And so Brenwick Sofame, self-proclaimed adventurer, told us his story. 
 
    My father, Captain Sofame, was a pirate and owner of the Dragon Queen, the fastest ship in the islands. He was successful enough to be known and feared but not so successful as to draw the attention of the Guild. He stayed well clear of any ship flying the mage’s white. Now, you might be thinking this meant he preyed upon his own kind, but you’d be wrong. The world is a bigger place than the wizards pretend. Anyone daring enough to wend their way through the southern islands will eventually find themselves once again in open water. Keep going south, and the temperature again begins to drop. Eventually you hit land. But that wasn’t where Captain Sofame sailed. Though the wizards claim to have wiped out the sorcerers, demonologists, elementalists, and shaman, all they’ve really done is chase them off the mainland.  
 
    There’s a land of impenetrable jungle far to the east. It’s said the sorcerers built an empire there to rival that of the wizards. I have no idea if that’s true. But every now and then you run across a ship with a sorcerer on board. You’d think that out here in the ocean an elementalist would be more dangerous, but for the most part they’re too smart to mess with such power. Sorcerers, however, are a rare breed. I met one once. He was maybe seventeen years old and looked closer to sixty, face and limbs sunken and wasted. He burned himself to nothing serving one of the many island kings. The boy spent his life scampering about the world in search of various ancient artefacts. Each time he found something of value, he returned to the islands to give it to his master. I remember being jealous of his devotion. I didn’t want to be the object of such loyalty, but rather craved something to be loyal to. Even at a young age, I wanted to be part of something bigger, part of something important. Probably on account of all the tales my gram told me. 
 
    My father was dead by then, not that he'd been much interested in my loyalty. Truth be told, he only noticed me when I became old enough to climb a rigging, tie ropes, and fetch his ale. On those rare times when he was home for more than a few days, he liked to joke about how he was vaguely aware of ‘some short people in the house.’ Anyway, he died when his ship tried to raid a vessel with a sorcerer onboard. At least that’s what I was told. Fuck knows. Maybe his crew mutinied and tossed him into the ocean. I never much cared beyond the fact I didn’t get to inherit the Dragon Queen. 
 
    I was thirteen and desperate when I first signed onto a ship. My gram had died and my elder sister—not much interested in raising a young thug who was always in trouble—left the next morning. No idea where she went. Never saw nor heard of her again. 
 
    With no skill beyond scampering up masts, tying off rigging, and fetching pints, I hung out in the taverns near the docks, stealing scraps and looking for a captain willing to take on someone with almost no experience. That’s where I met Captain Vaira. Gods, she was fantastic. Taller than most men, strong as four oxen, covered in a swirling storm of black tattoos inked into her sun-darkened skin. Tits that went on forever. Tits a man could lose himself in. Tits a boy wanted to lose himself in. She stole my heart and I never got it back. Never wanted it back. I’ll remember her to the day I die. 
 
    When I fall in love, I fall all the way. It might be my one flaw. 
 
    The second time we sailed together, we got caught by a storm. Not as strong as the one that sank the Habnikaav, but it lasted for days. The ship survived but suffered serious damage. The main and mizzen masts were gone. After the storm blew itself out, we floated dead in the water for near a week before spotting an island. Mostly rock, there were enough trees along the coast we thought might be able to form a makeshift mast. It took us two more days to row there with what remained of the oars. We saw no smoke nor signs of civilization as we approached. I figure the island couldn’t have been more than a few miles wide and maybe twice that in length. 
 
    We rowed into this little inlet and dropped anchor. Captain Vaira picked a half dozen men from the crew, along with me, and we went ashore in one of the rowboats. I was too small to be useful in felling trees. I figured she wanted me for the company—even back then I understood that, for the most part, people liked me. That said, what I really hoped was that she planned on doing terrible things to me. She was a woman of wants and hungers and not much interested in delayed gratification. She liked her orgasms, and she liked to have at least three a night. ‘Why the fuck else be captain,’ she always used to say. 
 
    After setting the men to work, Vaira suggested the two of us take a look around the island. I hoped we’d go far enough into the trees no one could see us and then she’d make me a man. She must have read it on my face because she laughed, tousled my hair, and said I needed to be at least two years older before she’d consider rolling me.  
 
    Never had a boy been so heartbroken.  
 
    Instead, she said we’d go looking for fresh fruit. If we found enough, we’d share it among the crew and maybe make wine in the empty rum kegs below decks. I may have only been thirteen, but I already loved a good fruit-wine buzz almost as much as I loved my Captain. 
 
    The trees were strange, with sharp reddish orange leaves. Broken and rocky ground left me wondering how the hells anything grew here. We picked our way through the brush, taking the path of least resistance. Everything here was hard and jagged. The grass left long welts on my bare legs that immediately became puffy. More careful than I, and wearing long pants, the captain seemed unconcerned. 
 
    Concentrating on the ground, looking for low-hanging fruit, I was startled when Vaira grabbed my collar and yanked me backward so hard I landed on my ass. Pointing up into the branches, she said don’t walk under those. It wasn’t until I squinted up into the canopy that I realized what I’d taken as hanging creeper vines were snakes. Thousands and thousands of snakes. After that, I kept tripping on rocks because I was always looking for snakes above me.  
 
    Captain Vaira spotted a trail and led me to it. While happy not to be shoving through the bush, constantly terrified a nest of vipers was going to drop out of the sky, the path bothered me. That hardy and annoyingly sharp grass was crushed flat. So was the scrub and several smaller trees. It looked like someone had rolled a huge man-sized boulder through here. I worried that maybe there were people after all. Seeing as they’d apparently rolled this monstrous rock uphill, I also worried there were either thousands of them, or they were incredibly strong. 
 
    Young imagination fired up, I started suggesting all kinds of strange possibilities to Vaira. There was an underground city beneath the island. Khraen the Demon Emperor fled there after the war and was rebuilding his demon armies. Yeah, even then I was fascinated by history and the idea that us stained souls might have once been worth something. Vaira laughed and said she wanted to find out what made the path. 
 
    We followed the trampled vegetation for a few hundred strides and found a coconut grove. Picking out a tree with several large coconuts and no snakes, she sent me up to fetch a couple. I hacked them loose with my knife and the captain caught them. By the time I got back down, she’d cut holes in two of them. Fetching a flask from somewhere within her shirt, she upended it into hers. Seeing me hold out my coconut, eyes wide and pleading, she laughed and tipped in a quick splash. 
 
    I shit you not, rum and fresh coconut milk is the food of the gods. Or the drink of the gods. Anyway, I’d never tasted better. Except maybe that barmaid in Hellmartan, but that was two years later and a very different story. 
 
    We were standing there drinking, me trying to see into the shirt she left hanging open after retrieving the flask, her scanning the trees for fruit and snakes, when a pebble rolled across my foot. Startled, I looked for whoever tossed it. Seeing no one, I turned to watch it tumble past, neither gaining nor losing momentum. It stopped for a moment in an indentation in the ground, bumping about as if trapped. Then, gathering itself, it rolled back and forth until it was able to climb free. After turning a complete circle to get its bearings, it bumbled off into the trees.  
 
    I tugged on Vaira’s sleeve as another rock rolled into our little coconut grove. We watched it slow as it noticed us. Turning away, it headed off in another direction. 
 
    That was the first and last time I saw fear in my captain’s eyes. 
 
    Run, she said. Fucking run. 
 
    When I opened my mouth to ask why, she slapped me so hard I thought she knocked my eyes out of my head. Then she shoved me down the path and kept screaming at me to run faster. 
 
    You know, I wasn’t afraid of anything in that jungle. Not really. The snakes didn’t bother me. The weird sharp grass that made my cuts swell up was a mild inconvenience. Rocks rolling around as if they were out and about on errands was funny at best. But I was fucking scared shitless of my captain. She’d gut a man as soon as fuck him and she hit me hard enough I’d actually stopped thinking about blowjobs for a moment.  
 
    I ran. 
 
    At first, all I heard was her behind me. Booted feet on rocky ground. Long legged and taller than I, she could have passed me if she wanted. I hadn’t a fucking clue if she was chasing or following me. All I knew was if she hit me again, I probably wouldn’t remember my name.  
 
    I’d seen that before, you know, someone get hit in the head so hard they’re different after.  
 
    I still wanted to be me, so I ran. 
 
    Another sound grew, the rumbling thunder of rolling stone, and I thought understood: Something must have triggered an avalanche and we were fleeing for our lives. Ignorant tit that I was, I was wrong. But even with that ground-shaking roar of rock and earth coming up behind us, Vaira didn’t pass me.  
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I realized just how wrong I was. One huge stone followed us. Maybe fifteen feet at the longest and shaped like a potato, it crashed after us in this wild ungainly roll, awkward like a drunk sprinting down a steep and slippery hill. The shape should have sent it veering off course, but it kept correcting.  
 
    It gained fast.  
 
    Vaira said something about going right and cuffed me on the left side of the head like she was driving a donkey. Probably not far off the truth. It worked, and I fled right. Checking to see if she was still following, I saw her throw her knife at the boulder and head off to the left.  
 
    It roared. The fucking rock roared! It screamed like a landslide, and damn it if the thing didn’t veer off in pursuit. 
 
    I was thirteen. I didn’t understand. All I knew was that I wasn’t going to get squished. 
 
    I made it back to the beach where the men were still cleaning the bark off the tree they felled. I was sobbing and couldn’t breathe, and I’d pissed myself. No one understood a word I said. When the jungle parted and an army of rocks varying in size from pebbles to castles came thundering onto the beach, they threw the tree on the rowboat and we fled into the ocean. 
 
    The rocks rolled, roaring in rage, and stopped at the edge of the water. They wouldn’t come in. In fact, when one got caught by a bit of wave, it screamed in agony and fled back into the jungle. The water around it frothed and bubbled and the next wave splashed further up the beach than it should have, sending more rocks retreating to the trees. The rest gathered beyond the reach of the waves. I know it’s insane, but I swear they were glaring at us. 
 
    After waiting a few hours for the captain to reappear, we rowed back to the ship, everyone quiet. No one spoke out against me or called me a coward or a murderer, though I felt like both. It was a good crew. We waited for Captain Vaira until, the sun went down and then we waited longer. I stayed on the deck all night, a lantern lit to guide her to us. 
 
    When the sun rose, the rocks were gone and the beach clear. I suggested we go ashore and look for her. First mate Lough—now Captain Lough—asked for volunteers. My hand was the first up, but no one else was willing.  
 
    They were a good crew, but not that good. 
 
    I got angry. I yelled and threatened these grown men and women, each and every one of them fully capable of shoving my head so far up my own ass I could fart out my nose. I saw their shame and fear and I tried to use their emotions to bend them to my will. But I was thirteen and a snotty little asshole. Finally, Captain Lough offered me the rowboat.  
 
    Take it ashore, she said. We’ll wait. 
 
    Standing on that deck, the whole crew gathered around watching me, I learned what shame felt like. I was all bluster and talk, too scared to go alone.  
 
    Captain Vaira saved my stupid ass. She led the rocks away so I could escape.  
 
    I repaid her with cowardice.  
 
    To this day I wonder if she was still alive out there, wounded. Maybe the rocks chased her up a tree or she found somewhere to hide and was cornered. Maybe I could have saved her, led the rocks away as she did for me. Maybe she watched her ship set sail, cursing me for being her death. I’ll never know.  
 
    I’ve done a lot of things since then. I’ve drunk and whored across the islands. I’ve fought in tavern brawls and I’ve robbed and pillaged. I served a season on a corsair from the Crags and wintered in Aeolik, the frosted sphincter of the civilized world. I’ve killed men, and I’ve left behind the wounded, their screams following me.  
 
    I’ve never regretted anything the way I regret failing my captain. 
 
    You know, you can tell when someone has never had a defining moment. You can tell when they don’t know who they are, when they aren’t sure how they’ll react in a difficult or dangerous situation. Abandoning Vaira was mine. I will never again let fear stop me from doing something that needs doing.  
 
    Cowardice will not define me. 
 
      
 
    Brenwick Sofame grinned at Henka and I. “Instead, I shall be defined by my love for strong women with huge tits.” 
 
    Henka rolled her eyes. “No matter where you go. No matter how dire the situation, boys will still find a way to work breasts into a conversation.” 
 
    Something nudged my leg, probing, and I kicked it away, praying we’d find land before the sharks found us. 
 
    Brenwick gave me much to think about. Had I had a defining moment? Was it the first time I killed myself? Or was it the moment I understood what Henka was, what she did to maintain herself, and decided to help? 
 
    If so, these weren’t flattering moments. 
 
    Could I have missed it? There were so many moments, so many difficult choices I’d made. Deciding to kill Tien, and then murdering her in front of her sister. Deciding not to kill Shalayn even though I knew she’d seek vengeance.  
 
    Who was I that I didn’t know my defining moment? 
 
    Or was it the first time I took on a new piece of my heart and began to understand my place in the world? Was it the decision to hunt those other shards and claim them, though they each had lives of their own? 
 
    Maybe I was wrong about all of this.  
 
    Maybe the idea of a single moment defining a person was juvenile horseshit. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    We rode swells, making no noticeable progress in any direction. It felt like we sat motionless, pinned to the world like a dead insect, as clouds raced free above us. Time became malleable, an illusion.  
 
    Stare at a knot in the wood for hours only to discover the sun hadn’t budged an inch.  
 
    Blink, and suddenly it was night, the sky a diamond blade of stars. 
 
    Days passed.  
 
    Hunger.  
 
    Thirst. 
 
    After the third night, I dreamed we ate Henka. She peeled strips of flesh from her arms, feeding them to us one at a time. It was sensuous, like a woman shedding the last layer of filmy underclothes. She tasted like pork fried in butter and was delicious. I woke to a belly full of saltwater and puked it out. 
 
    Henka’s skin changed from taught and flawless porcelain, to sagging grey. Her silken mane of sable hair came out in clumps, left patches of mottled flesh. Milky eyes, yellowing with rot, avoided me. Water-logged, sodden to the core of my soul, I shied from thinking what was happening to beneath the concealing waters. 
 
    Brenwick, ever the gentleman, said nothing. 
 
    At first, we talked, Brenwick regaling us with increasingly unlikely stories of sea monsters, beautiful women, and city-wide tavern brawls. I loved listening to him speak. Deep and melodious, he had the voice of a much wiser and older man. He said it was because of all the whiskey he drank.  
 
    He had a strange way of telling a story that I found interesting. He was never the hero, even when he did heroic things. He never broke the hearts of the many women he claimed to have bedded. Instead, he staggered from each relationship a drunken wreck broken by loss. Unlike me, Brenwick took glee in his heartbreaks. I swear he pursued women more for the emotional devastation sure to follow. 
 
    “It is,” he admitted, “probably my only flaw.” 
 
    With few recent stories I was willing to share, I spoke of my memories. I told him of riding mountains to war, of summoning mighty demons and binding Lords of Hells. Brenwick was strangely easy to trust. I found myself telling him of the tower carved in the floating mountains, though I had to explain what a library was. I described the crimson armour and the fear it set in me and he sagely agreed with the wisdom of not touching it. I talked of wandering halls thick with dust, the torches bursting to life and doing their strangely synchronized dance. I left out Nhil, made no mention of the demon. Someday, I’d have to tell Henka of him. But here, lost in the middle of the ocean, likely to starve or drown, was not the time. 
 
    Henka, unwilling to speak of her past, conscious of her decaying state, said little. Brenwick never pestered her for stories and acted as if her reticence were not only natural, but wholly deserved. She was a queen, an empress, and he treated her with deference.  
 
    He had a word for what he was, I learned as we floated lashed to our mast. He called himself a gentleman pirate. He admitted one night that his life’s dream was to someday open a tavern called the Gentleman Pirate. He said he’d do it when he was old, when he’d worked the need to travel and adventure from his blood. He thought that would likely happen in his thirties. 
 
    We floated on in silence, too thirsty to talk.  
 
    I made a promise to myself: I would make sure young Brenwick achieved his dream. I’d been fixated on my own future for too long. It felt good to think about someone else. Someday, when I was Emperor and the world was safe, and the wizards had been put in their place, I would see Brenwick got whatever he wanted. If he wanted a tavern, it would be the biggest and best. If he wanted to rule over some island, I’d make it happen. King Brenwick Sofame. I liked the way it sounded. 
 
    That evening the sky turned bloody with the sinking sun. 
 
    “Red sky at night,” I croaked, “sailor’s delight.” 
 
    I slept and dreamt sharp fragments of a shattered past. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    He was not yet the Demon Emperor. The savage boy the golden goddess visited had grown into a man. Features chiselled from granite, deep lines carved an angular face I almost recognized. Where time gentled some men, left them rounded and soft, it honed this one to an obsidian edge. Whip lean and hard, black hair shot with grey falling to his waist in tangled braids, he’d spent decades conquering island after island, binding them under a theocracy centred in PalTaq. Though his fleets had clashed with those of the northern kings, he had yet to set his eyes on conquest beyond the tropics. 
 
    Theocrat. I had only the dimmest recollections of calling myself that. The Theocrat of PalTaq. 
 
    Hair snapping in the wind, he flew northwest on the dragon, Saath. The length of an ocean-going carrack, wings stretching twice that on either side, she owned the skies. Her harem of males, each capable of razing cities to ash, followed in tight formation. Though she was the queen of the Theocrat’s tamed menagerie, there were feral dragons beyond Scoden twice her size. 
 
    Demon-bound robes, red like arterial blood, protected the old man from the cold as they would from swords and arrows. He gloried in the freedom. After years of constant war, decades of planning and manoeuvring, it felt good to be alone. Responsibility was a burden one slung around one’s own neck. Each person cared for, each object cherished, each ideal clung to, each goal strived toward, every choice and every carefully considered decision: all added to the weight. 
 
    This moment, this slice of time between the decision and the burden, was a rare moment of peace. 
 
    It wouldn’t last. 
 
    It never did. 
 
    There was always another hard decision to make.  
 
    The ocean flashed past below. He felt alive, the salt air reminding him of days long forgotten. He’d been a savage when the goddess found him, wandering the jungle in a loincloth. She gave him the greatest gift ever: purpose. 
 
    He remembered thinking that feeding his tribe, protecting them from invaders and raiders, was all the purpose a man could desire. So limited was his scope, he dreamed of nothing more. When old men talked about the pinnacle of their life, it was always a particularly large animal they brought down, or a moment of bravery in fierce battle. 
 
    His god gave him more. She showed him civilization, a concept he barely understood at the time. Rules and laws, and not those of the shaman. She showed him cities—more people than he dreamed lived in all the world crushed together—striving toward a shared purpose. She showed him that one man with a purpose was nothing, but that one man directing the intent of thousands was unstoppable. 
 
    Like anything of worth, purpose, too, was a burden. 
 
    The Theocrat left PalTaq yesterday, making the journey to Kniedekuur, which would have taken the fastest non-demonic ship two weeks, in less than two days. The world was huge, bigger than that ignorant savage ever dreamed. Lands stretched to the east, far beyond the Scoden Jungle and the impassable Azark Mountains. Strange creatures lived there, twisted and foul, the result of ancient magics gone wrong. 
 
    The coastal city of Aszyyr, ruled by an enclave of sorcerers, flashed past beneath the Theocrat, gone in a heartbeat.  
 
    Then, endless jungle.  
 
    Man and dragon flew north-east, a tangled canopy of riotous life beneath them. Strange creatures lived in the dark damp of the jungle. Winged snakes stayed low, rising from the foliage to witness the dragons, and then fleeing back to the safety of the trees. Tribes of shambling blue-backed gorillas, thousands strong, swarmed the lower branches. Hooting and calling threats, a few of the braver ones foolishly climbed to the higher reaches and threw rocks and crude spears. With a smoky grunt from Saath, one of the males broke formation and went back to raze several acres of jungle. The stench of burnt meat and vegetation fell behind.  
 
    For a score of hours, they flew over jungle. Sometimes the Theocrat caught sight of buried ruins and made note of their location in the hopes he might one day return. This was an old world and had seen the rise and fall of many civilizations, some human, some not. He’d plundered the wreckage of cities dead a thousand years before his earliest memory. Most were home to wild animals nesting in shattered pottery, the walls adorned with faded and incomprehensible hieroglyphs depicting impossible creatures and long dead gods. 
 
    The horizon changed from endless green to the grimmer cloud-enshrouded black of the Krsak Mountains. The Mines of Azal Sil lay at the base of the range. The mine boss had reported finding a vein of strange metal previously unseen. Once forged, it held an edge better than any steel or iron.  
 
    And like that, the moment between making the decision and bearing the weight of it, ended. 
 
    Seeing the mines ahead, Saath belched smoke and her harem of males swept out to flank her. Dropping low, they fell from the sky to bring death to the miners camped there. They burnt them to ash. The few survivors fled deep into the mines where dragon-fire couldn’t reach them. Bringing Saath in for a landing, the Theocrat dismounted. Pulling demon-bound robes tight, he lifted the cowl into place and drew his demon sword. 
 
    Cold purpose. 
 
    Entering the mine, he searched them out, slaughtered them in the dark where they cowered. Husbands and wives. Their children. Generations of families who served him working these mines. 
 
    He killed them all. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
    I woke to the sound of gulls. 
 
    My eyes crusted shut with salt, I forced them open. The sun had yet to rise, the needle-sharp stars above hard in the dark. Something bumped against my ankle and I kicked it away, too tired for fear, too thirsty for thought. 
 
    Brenwick hung loose in the ropes lashing him to mast. I wasn’t sure if he slept, had lost consciousness, or was dead. When I lifted my head to look around, Henka noticed I was awake and turned curdled milk eyes in my direction. Grey flesh hung sagging on bony features, her lids drooping. The sea and salt air had murdered that flawless curtain of sable hair. A patchwork of thin strands and bald skull, she looked like what she was, a week-dead corpse left to float in the ocean. 
 
    “Gulls,” she said, voice shredded raw. 
 
    It took a moment for the word to sink past my thirst and hunger. I felt sodden, water-logged to the bone. 
 
    “Gulls,” I repeated, my own voice no better than hers. 
 
    Brenwick cracked an eye open, lifting his head. He looked surprised, like he hadn’t expected to wake tied to a chunk of wood floating on endless ocean. I wondered for a moment where his dreams took him. Had he been off drinking chilled ales and dining on lamb pies with one of those big women he liked so much? I felt bad for waking him, for taking him from whatever better place he’d made for himself. 
 
    “Gulls?” he wheezed. 
 
    When Henka and I nodded, Brenwick scowled at us like he thought we lied. 
 
    Head cocked, he listened. “Gulls!” He coughed and spat with a grimace. “Gulls mean land!” 
 
    Ahead, the sky grew brighter. I hadn’t realized the current swept us east. The rising sun lit the sea red. In the distance I saw the green of jungle canopy. 
 
    “If the current takes us past that land,” Brenwick said, “I’m going to untie myself and swim for it.” 
 
    I heard death in his voice, the sure knowledge he was too weak to succeed. 
 
    What would I do? I was no stronger than he and I had Henka to worry about. She’d sink like a stone. I couldn’t leave her. I wouldn’t. I felt her hand on mine, cold and dead, frayed skin showing the rotting meat beneath. 
 
    “If we get close,” she said, “swim with him.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.” 
 
    Brenwick looked from Henka to me. “Fuck.” He squinted at the distant land. “Then I stay too.” 
 
    “Save yourself,” I said. “Now is not the time to be the hero.” 
 
    He coughed a sputtering laugh, cracked lips seeping blood. “That’s what makes it the right time.” 
 
    I blinked at him, unable to decide if this was juvenile bravado, or the wisest thing he ever said. I needed him. I needed someone like this in my life. The old me would have ignored Brenwick or used and cast him aside without thought. This youth would play an important part in saving me from myself; I knew it in my blood. 
 
    We watched the island grow closer and my hopes soared. The current would toss us onto the beach like a so much tidewrack. Then, as the jungle trees grew in detail, the land slid sideways. 
 
    “Kick,” said Brenwick, voice thick with dread. “If we kick like our lives depend on it, maybe… just… fucking kick.” 
 
    There was no way.  
 
    The current accelerated as it swung around the island. 
 
    I kicked. Weak and hungry, I drove my legs to move. That same iron discipline allowing me to crush demons beneath my will served me well.  
 
    I kicked until my water-logged muscles felt like they were filled with molten iron.  
 
    Teeth bared in effort, a low growl built in Brenwick’s chest. It grew in volume as he pushed through his own exhaustion. I found my own feral snarl joining his and we roared like savage wolves, howling our defiance at the ocean. He grinned at me, eyes bright with madness, and we howled louder. 
 
    When the surf washed us up on the sandy beach, tumbling us over and over, I was too weak to stand, too tired to think. Clawing fistfuls of sand, Brenwick pulled himself out of the water and collapsed, unconscious. Grabbing one of Henka’s wrists, I struggled to drag her from the breakers. Though she was lighter than expected, I was so weak it took the last of my energy. When I felt sure the tide wouldn’t steal her from me, I surrendered to exhaustion.  
 
    Sand and rock never felt so good. 
 
    The crash of waves became the beating of a mother’s heart.  
 
    Mother? The thought slid away.  
 
    The raucous cry of gulls softened to a soothing lullaby.  
 
    The sun, now far above, baked me dry, rough clay in a kiln. Heat. Finally. Gone was the constant damp cold of the far north. This was the best welcome home I could imagine. 
 
    I dreamt of endless catacombs wormed into the volcanic rock beneath the palace. Not a speck of dust marred their geometric perfection, a constant flow of clean air sighing through the halls. I’d summoned and bound an elemental, set it to patrolling the halls with a single task: keep them free of dust. Was it an air elemental? No, that wasn’t right, though perhaps that’s how it started life.  
 
    Hadn’t Nhil said something about this during my last visit? 
 
    Down. Deeper into the guts of the world. So deep even stone eyes needed light. Down. Damp millennia of neglect. The heat of the tropics faded, a chill puckering my flesh. I walked in perfect dark, muscle memory carrying me forward, bone-deep knowledge of my path. Things watched, bore mute witness. Demons locked in stone. Earth elementals awaiting my command, ready to rage from the walls and crush intruders to bloody meal. The catacombs were one big trap, an endless grave. So many dead hung trapped in rock, inhaled by the very walls. 
 
    I found the room I searched for. Ancient demons, recognizing their master, allowed me to pass. Those tiny unnoticed lives clinging to me—insects and smaller—died as I entered, slain by the ward-demons. A colossal chamber opened before me. The air in here was different, no hint of damp. A mausoleum of souls. Nothing would rot here, the air dry and mummifying.  
 
    The fire elementals bound to the torches lining the walls burst to life, danced in perfect synchronicity. The hall reached beyond my sight, so great was its length and breadth. Granite pedestals lined the floor with enough room to walk between them. Each bore a name carved into stone. The top of each pedestal was a shallow bowl. In each sat a blackened thing of dried gristle.  
 
    This was mine. All of it was mine. The Palace and all PalTaq were mine. The world was mine.  
 
    The room was mine, but what lay upon the pedestals was not.  
 
    Not really.  
 
    Except for that one pedestal at the far end of the chamber, separated from the others. 
 
    Fear of loss. Distrust of motivations. Control was everything. 
 
    I bent to read the name carved on the nearest pedestal and woke on the beach. Making a retched croaking noise, I rolled onto my back and stared up at the sun. Had I been here hours or days? 
 
    “After all that,” groaned Brenwick, “can you believe I need to piss?” 
 
    Rolling my head, I saw he lay beside me. He grinned with cracked lips. Our days in the water had turned his curly mop of hair into a matted rat’s nest tangle. Though thirst and hunger hollowed him, left protruding ribs and sunken cheeks, his eyes remained undaunted. He carried in his heart a joy for life I envied. He had none of my history, none of my apparent immortality, and yet bulled through life unafraid. 
 
    Rolling onto my stomach, I levered myself to my knees. My arms shook with the effort. The jungle began a few hundred strides up the beach. Impenetrable canopy stretched in either direction. I remembered Bren’s story of tree snakes and rampaging rocks. Was this the island? Why had I assumed it was an island? I had seen no maps, had no real idea what the world looked like. My memory was shattered, shaky and unreliable. It was impossible to know fever-dream from recollection. 
 
    Right now, none of that mattered. Foliage meant life. It meant animals and insects—all of which I’d devour without hesitation—and it meant water. 
 
    “My love.” 
 
    Henka’s broken voice pulled me from thoughts of thirst. Like a shambling bear, I turned on all fours. She lay sprawled in the sand, the remnants of her shirt pulled tight around her upper torso. Caked in sand, decayed flesh flaking away. I understood why she seemed so light as I dragged her up the beach. 
 
    In our days at sea, the fish had been at her.  
 
    I remembered all the times I felt things bumping at my legs and how I kicked them away. Not once had I thought of her. Dead and without blood to give her the semblance of life, she’d been unable to feel what happened beneath the surface. From the hips down, she was denuded bone, skeletal legs, only the toughest gristle remaining. Her guts hung open and tattered, coils of rotted organs hanging exposed. In pulling her up the beach, I’d done further damage. A loop of intestine, encrusted with sand and sun-baked black, trailed back toward the water. 
 
    “Are you alright?” asked Brenwick, pushing to his feet. Seeing Henka, he bent double, retching and puking the last of the sea water he swallowed. 
 
    Helpless, she closed decaying eyes. 
 
    Guilt crushed me. She was only here because she followed me, because I was unwilling to turn from my path. We could have stayed the wizard-ruled lands, moving from city to city whenever Henka’s predations and the number of missing women drew notice.  
 
    No! It was too easy to slide into old ways. I’d promised to return her to life, to make her immortal. I had promised myself I would limit the number of women she harvested to the absolute minimum. Yet here she was, a wreck. How many would die to make her what she had been? How many women did it take to achieve that perfection? 
 
    Was that perfection necessary? If I told her she need not do it for me, would that be enough? I thought not. Much as she enjoyed my appreciation, I couldn’t fool myself that she did it all for me.  
 
    I pushed the thought away. I would never stop looking for the pieces of my heart, and Henka would never be satisfied with mere earthly beauty. My promise to limit the number of women she harvested had been foolish. Maybe it wasn’t mine to make anyway.  
 
    Sometimes happiness seemed like something neither Henka or I were capable of achieving. At least not a lasting happiness. We wanted too much, were too demanding of ourselves. In our own ways, completion and wholeness were forever in the future. 
 
    When Brenwick regained his composure, he staggered to Henka and knelt at her side. “Sorry,” he said. His attention followed the twisted intestine back toward the ocean. “I couldn’t understand why he was with someone so helpless. You seemed an odd pair; you, so pale and vulnerable, him the long dead emperor.” He made a dry coughing sound that might have been a laugh. “This makes more sense.” 
 
    “He told you I was necromancer,” said Henka. 
 
    Brenwick gave her a look of confusion. 
 
    “All necromancers are dead,” she explained. 
 
    “Oh. I had no idea.” 
 
    Henka huddled the remains of her shirt about her chest, hiding away the terrible stapled scar between her breasts. The necromancer who made her had split her open, cut out her heart and left a gaping wound, all part of the necromantic ceremony that created necromancers. 
 
    Brenwick accepted this as if discovering one’s travelling companion was a corpse was no great surprise. Though, after learning I was the long dead Demon Emperor, perhaps it wasn’t. 
 
    He rose to his feet, stood on unsteady legs. “I’m going into the trees,” he announced. “Going to see if I can find us something to eat. Maybe water.” He bowed to Henka. “My Lady, is there anything I can fetch for you?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    Darting a glance at me, Brenwick headed for the treeline. 
 
    “My love,” said Henka, waving me closer. “I am ruined. Useless. In this state I cannot protect you.” 
 
    Decaying eyes failed focus on me, and I realized she’d gone blind. “Then I shall protect you,” I promised, kneeling in the depressions left by Bren’s knees. 
 
    “These islands are dangerous,” she said. “They’re a dumping ground for those the wizards would kill or enslave. Demonologists. Elementalists. Sorcerers rule the lands far to the east. Unlike wizards, they dare to travel.” A hint of smile touched her lips. “Spending yourself to fuel magic leaves you unafraid of storms and monsters, I suppose. There are probably even some necromancers left, cowering in jungle ruins, feeding off the local savages.” She waved a hand at the ocean and jungle. “Pirates. Cannibals. A thousand tiny island empires ruled by priests spilling blood to primal gods.” 
 
    “None of that scares me,” I told her. “In time, we shall bend them all to my will. They will do as I command. Someday, they will be the army I lead north to Taramlae.” Purest bravado, I meant it. 
 
    “The world isn’t what it was,” she said as if she hadn’t heard me. “Without a single strong will to hold it all together, civilization splintered apart. The wizard’s greatest city pales beside the ruins of even the crudest town of the old world.”  
 
    Milky eyes seeing nothing, I heard her longing. She’d been there with me. She knew what humanity could achieve, and this wasn’t it. 
 
    “With every passing century,” she continued, voice wistful, “we fall further from what we were.” 
 
    Breath held, I waited for her to mention the ancient threat from beyond our world that Nhil told me about. 
 
    “In another hundred years,” she said, “the rule of the wizards will crumble. They’re too insular, cling too desperately to power. They’ll never accept the islanders as equals and that dooms them, dooms the world.” 
 
    That couldn’t be what Nhil meant. Warring tribes was hardly a threat to all existence. 
 
    She fumbled for me with a gaunt hand of sunken flesh. She’d lost several fingernails clinging to the mast. Catching my wrist, she pulled me closer. Even now, falling apart, she was frighteningly strong. 
 
    “Kill the boy,” she whispered. “I will harvest him. Do it while my arms still work, and I can speak.” 
 
    I stared at her in horror. 
 
    “I’ll make myself whole enough we can travel.” 
 
    Pulling my arm free of her grip, I opened my mouth, said nothing. 
 
    Bren. All my promises, unspoken as they might have been. 
 
    “We’re too vulnerable,” she pleaded. “I can’t protect you like this!” 
 
    Mihir hung in its scabbard. Killing Brenwick would be easy. Demon-bound, it remained razor sharp, and would never rust.  
 
    He’d return with whatever food and water he found, split it among us. He’d make sure I got the bigger share despite him being a larger man. I knew he would. 
 
    I’d kill him and help Henka harvest him, and she’d be unhappy with her appearance. He’d die and then we’d murder and harvest women until she was once again flawless. Though where we’d find beautiful women with porcelain white skin in the islands, I had no idea. 
 
    He was more than a handy sacrifice to get Henka back on her feet. I needed him. 
 
    “No,” I said.  
 
    Rotting eyes narrowed. 
 
    Was this the first time I’d refused her something? It couldn’t be.  
 
    I winced, torn between Henka and my only friend. She needed me. It was within my power to make her whole, and I’d refused. It hurt like a betrayal. And yet to help, to do as she wished, I’d have to betray Brenwick. 
 
    “We need him,” I explained. “I need him.” 
 
    She waited, silent. 
 
    “He swore to serve me,” I added. “Is this how I repay such an oath? Is that the kind of man I am?” 
 
    Henka said nothing. 
 
    “He’s going to help me be different,” I said. “Just… Listen to him! That youthful exuberance. His hope. I need him to keep me from becoming the Demon Emperor. We need him.” 
 
    Henka sagged, and then nodded. “You’re right.” She flashed a fractured smile in my general direction. “You’re a good man.” 
 
    A good man? Startled, I said nothing.  
 
    Why had she agreed so quickly? I’d expected argument. I’d expected her to point out that she was infinitely more useful, more powerful, than some cabin boy. Even if he was large and muscled. 
 
    I sat in the sand beside my love. Propped up, she leaned against me, a cold weight of dead flesh. Drying in the sun, she stank. Flies buzzed about her, crawled in her hair, mobbed her spilled guts, gathered in the corners of her eyes. She didn’t notice when I waved them away. They returned immediately. 
 
    Just when I was starting to worry he might not return, Brenwick exited the tree line carrying several strange-looking fruit. Reddish-orange, they were covered in what looked like vicious barbs. Though he moved slowly, some of the pep had returned to his stride.  
 
    “I ate two already,” he said. “Wanted to be able to carry these back for you.” 
 
    Cracking one open, he handed it to me. The barbs were softer than they looked. Stinging citrus filled my mouth, brought tears of joy to my eyes. Taramlae had nothing like this. I would have said I’d never eaten this fruit before, but it tasted of home. I remembered a flash of jungle, black-skinned men stalking a massive sable cat with fangs like daggers. Dressed in nothing but a loincloth, my hair hung past my waist in matted braids. 
 
    I swallowed the pulp, and the vision was gone. It was old. Very old. That scrawny youth, wrapped in hard ropes of muscle and feral-eyed, was no demonologist.  
 
    “I found a creek,” said Brenwick. “It’s maybe a thousand strides into the trees. I had nothing to carry water.” 
 
    Water.  
 
    “We’ll carry Henka to the trees,” I said. “Get her out of the sun.”  
 
    Brenwick and I lifted her between us. Never heavy, she weighed nothing. Her bowels hung beneath her, tangled around the gnawed bone of her legs, crusted in sand and filth. A wriggling white worm fell from somewhere in her bowels. Realizing one or both of us would trip on the mess, I hesitated, wondering how to broach the subject. 
 
    “Put me down,” said Henka. 
 
    We lowered her gently to the sand. 
 
    Though blind, she scowled at the coiled guts spilled about her. “You’re going to have to cut that free.” 
 
    Brenwick puffed out his cheeks and looked away, decidedly ill at the thought. 
 
    Henka lifted the tattered remnant of her dress, exposing the rot of her belly. “Do it,” she said.  
 
    I drew Mihir, and hesitated. 
 
    Fumbling blindly, she found my hand. “I feel nothing. It won’t hurt.” 
 
    I severed her intestines, spilling foul rot into the sand. From the corner of my eye, I saw Brenwick wander off to vomit a short distance away. 
 
    So much for the fruit. 
 
    “The legs too,” she said. “These are damaged beyond salvage.” 
 
    I did as instructed. 
 
    Bren returned when I finished, and the two of us hefted her. Still weak, we stumbled toward the jungle treeline. 
 
    Tripping over something in the sand, I laughed, a choked cough; I was forever on the verge of starvation, staggering exhausted and hungry from one terrible situation to another. 
 
    “You alright?” Brenwick asked. 
 
    “I’m tired of being hungry,” I said. “When we find civilization, I’m going to eat and drink everything.” 
 
    It was Bren’s turn to laugh. “Civilization? Good luck! These islands are home to all manner of nasty tribes. We’re more likely to be eaten than eat.” 
 
    Reaching the jungle, we carried Henka into the shade before propping her up against a tree. She listed to one side. The ripe rich smell of jungle life gave me new energy. At the least, fruit and water would keep us alive. With some luck, there might be animal-life here as well. I wanted meat. 
 
    Brenwick gestured into the trees. “A thousand strides or so that way is the stream. You go first. Drink your fill. I’ll go again when you get back.” He shrugged with a sheepish half-grin. “After days in the water, I’ve worked up a thirst.” 
 
    I understood. My throat felt raw and caked in sand. If the water was deep enough, I might even try bathing. Black hair fell about my shoulders, a greasy and tangled mess. My body odour was enough to kill a dragon, and my legs had been liberally splashed with Henka’s blood and decaying entrails as we carried her. 
 
    “You can both go,” said Henka. “I’m well-hidden and can keep any animals who may come to investigate at bay.” 
 
    Brenwick looked to me for guidance, and I nodded. She was deceptively strong, and I had no doubt she possessed some means of protection. Wanting her to have a weapon, I hacked a branch from the nearest tree, sharpening one end to a point. When she accepted the makeshift spear with a raised eyebrow, I remembered how impaired her vision was. 
 
    With some promise of being sated, my thirst screamed rage, became something I could no longer ignore. If I didn’t have water soon, I would surely crack and lose my mind.  
 
    “We won’t be long,” I promised Henka.  
 
    “I’ll be here,” she said, the bone and gristle ruin of her staining the sand. “Not much in the mood for a beachside stroll.” 
 
    Impatient to be moving, I gestured at Brenwick to lead the way and followed him into the trees. 
 
    We staggered through the jungle, pushing through tangled vines, falling often. After checking that the treetops weren’t thick with snakes, I gave our surroundings no more thought. Water. Nothing else mattered.  
 
    I don’t know how long it took to reach the river. It couldn’t have been more than half an hour but felt like years. The knee-deep creek, run-off from the higher ground further inland, ran fast and clear, bubbling over rounded stones. It was the most beautiful sight I had ever seen. Falling to my knees, I scooped handful after handful of cool water into my mouth. When my belly finally filled, I dunked my head, revelling in the sensation of water through my hair. Working my hands into the tangles, I clawed at my scalp. Rising for air, I splashed more water on my face, scrubbing the filth from the tangled scruff of beard I’d grown over the last weeks.  
 
    I wanted to shave, feel the air on my cheeks and chin. Sharp as Mihir was, I hesitated to attempt it. My arms, still weak from hunger, shook. One wrong move, and I’d cut my own throat. 
 
    Brenwick loosed a long, satisfied belch and lay back on the shore, gazing up at the blue sky through a gap in the canopy. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready,” he said, “I’ll show you where the fruit trees are.” 
 
    Crawling from the river, soaked through and not caring, I collapsed at his side. Thirst sated, my thoughts cleared. Still ravenous, a different hunger demanded my attention. The smaller shard of heart I’d sensed when we were on the Habnikaav was near. Very near. The ocean current must have swept us south-east. Eyes closed, I examined the feeling, trying to gauge the distance. 
 
    “This is an island?” I asked Brenwick, certain I knew the answer. 
 
    He grunted an affirmative. “It’s all islands out here. Though some are large enough they would take a week or more to cross.” 
 
    “How big is it?” 
 
    “The women don’t complain.” 
 
    I looked at him. 
 
    “Fine. We might have crossed most of it already, or it could be hundreds of miles long. There are more islands out here than anyone bothered mapping.” 
 
    Frustrated, I lay in silence. The shard of my heart felt near, but more like a day’s travel rather than hours. If this island was large enough, it might be here. Or it could be on another island, in which case, I’d need to figure out how to get there. I had no idea how to either build a makeshift raft or steer one. 
 
    What would this shard of me be like? Was he a coward, like the Khraen hiding away in the demon village? I couldn’t understand any part of me not wanting to seek out and collect the other pieces. 
 
    I sensed two fragments closer than the rest. If I sensed them, then they sensed me and each other. How long had they been out here? Why hadn’t they tried to take the heart of the other? 
 
    Interesting thought. What if they had? No fragment of my personality would ever willingly subsume itself to another. Perhaps they’d already clashed and then retreated. The farther shard was larger, which meant it remembered more of our lost self than the smaller, but that told me nothing of what it remembered. If the smaller shard remained free, there must be some reason the larger hadn’t taken it. 
 
    Back on the ship, impatient to regain my past and my power, I’d wanted to go after the bigger piece. But maybe Henka was right, and it made sense to collect the smaller pieces before facing the lager. Because we could all sense each other, there’d be no chance of sneaking up on myself and murdering him in the dark. He’d know I was coming. 
 
    Was there some way I could use that, perhaps to set a trap? 
 
    I knew better than to underestimate myself.  
 
    My stomach growled. 
 
    “I’ll take that as to mean you’re ready for food,” said Brenwick.  
 
    Brushing the worst of the mud from our clothes, we set off into the trees, Brenwick leading the way. He moved with a confident sureness, balanced and aware of his surroundings. While hardly clumsy, I made more noise and tripped on more tangled roots. 
 
    We found a copse of fruit trees not far from the creek. The strange reddish-orange globes grew only in the upper branches. I hoped that meant there were animals devouring the lower fruit. 
 
    Brenwick scampered up the first tree with practised ease. Plucking one, he tossed it down to me.  
 
    “We call them dragon eggs,” he said, climbing higher to reach another. 
 
    “Brenwick,” I called up to him. “I can climb. You don’t have to do everything.” 
 
    He frowned down at me, youthful face framed in a mad tangle of dark hair. What had been little more than a thin fringe of stubble when we left Nachi was quickly becoming a respectable beard. In a few weeks, he’d put my own facial hair to shame. 
 
    “Seems wrong,” he said. “The emperor scrounging about in trees.” 
 
    “I’m not the emperor,” I pointed out. “And I’ve done much worse to survive.” 
 
    He grunted a laugh. “Call me Bren. Only my gram called me Brenwick, and then only when I was in trouble.” 
 
    And just like that, he was a boy again. 
 
    He climbed another tree. Twisting fruit free, he dropped them down to me. Caught somewhere between youth and manhood, he’d likely be capable of pulling me apart in a fight within the year. He was at that age where young men are desperate to belong, willing to swear horrendous oaths and keep them no matter the cost. I knew his kind. They’d made up the majority of my hand-picked priesthood. Those with the will and talent were taught the arts they were most suited to. Typically, demonology or sorcery. Some few possessed the mental maturity to commune with the elements. Most I steered away from wizardry. Even then, the Guild sank its claws into my every plan, twisting good people into power-hungry fools.  
 
    Those without such talents became proselytizers, travelling the world to spread the word. Or soldiers. Even with armies of demons, there was always need for warriors capable of keeping my peace. 
 
    Take them young, before they’re old enough to question, and they’ll be yours for life. 
 
    Brenwick was older than I usually accepted into the ranks. By the late teens, most people already had their parent’s beliefs, foolish or otherwise, carved into their soul. It was hard to cut out such faith. People hate change. They fear being forced to think—or rethink—more than they’re afraid of being wrong or looking stupid. 
 
    Unfortunately, the muscled youth was my only— 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    This was the old me, the Emperor.  
 
    Brenwick wasn’t something to use, a handy tool custom-designed to serve a purpose. Not like those malleable souls I once collected. 
 
    Earlier he said his friends called him Bren. I’d ignored it, called him Brenwick immediately after. The Emperor didn’t have friends. At least none that weren’t ancient demons. 
 
    “Bren,” I whispered.  
 
    It made him more human, more real. 
 
    Yes, I was using the lad. I hoped his presence, his youthful innocence, would help me escape the man I could so easily become. But he would be richly rewarded. I’d make him a king! He’d have his own fleet of ships. Or a string of taverns reaching clear across the world. Hell, I could give him taverns in other realities. I could give him taverns in hells!  
 
    I thought about the Dripping Bucket, the first tavern I ever slept in. Even with all I’d been through, the name held a special place in my heart. 
 
    Shalayn and I stumbling drunk up the steps to our room. The brutal hangovers the morning after. The hangover sex which always felt like it would clear your brain of pain but never quite did. I’d give Bren the Dripping Bucket. He’d have as many Dripping Buckets as he wanted. 
 
    Bren returned to the ground after dropping a dozen dragon eggs to me. We stood among the bent trees, devouring fruit, sticky juice pouring down our chins, grinning at each other like idiots. 
 
    “You ever taste anything so good?” Bren asked around a mouthful. 
 
    Someday, I’d have to teach him some basic etiquette. Which was funny, because up until that moment I hadn’t realized I knew etiquette of any sort. 
 
    I shook my head. “Never.” 
 
    Saving several dragon eggs for later, we headed back toward the beach. The return journey was slower, more careful. We followed the path we left blundering through the jungle. Thirst no longer drove us. 
 
    Slowing, Bren raised a hand in warning. Seeing as he didn’t leap for cover or sprint off into the trees, I figured it wasn’t an immediate danger. Leaning past him, I saw the reason. A lizard the size of a small dog lay sunning itself on a boulder.  
 
    Snake. Lizard. Large insect. At that point, I would have happily eaten anything. 
 
    “Meat,” I whispered. 
 
    “Mountain dragon,” he answered. 
 
    Dragon? I studied the lazing creature. It shared few similarities with the majestic beasts of my dreams and memories. Elongated snout, hint of long teeth protruding past its lower jaw. Ridged reptilian flesh, similar to that of an alligator—though I had no idea where I’d seen alligators. There were even vestigial nubs where a real dragon’s wings would be. This stunted little creature would never fly. 
 
    All in all, I found it rather disappointing. 
 
    “Still meat,” I said. 
 
    “They get much bigger.” He made a gesture with his hands suggesting they got quite large without managing to convey any real information. “Even small, they’re dangerous. Surprisingly mean. Bites always get infected.” Bren shook his head. “Terrible way to go.” 
 
    “Breathe fire?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Spit acid?” 
 
    Again, a shake of his head. 
 
    Well, that was good. Though the jungle was wet enough a rampaging fire was unlikely. 
 
    Was I going hungry because Bren was scared of a sleeping dragon? 
 
    Nudging the lad aside, I stepped past him, drawing my sword. Wisely, he said nothing. Approaching the dragon, I heard the rumble of snoring from deep in its gut. It sounded a lot like the purr of a large cat.  
 
    Gripping Mihir in two hands, I swung at the creature’s neck. My demon sword beheaded the beast with ease, cutting several inches into the rock beneath. As I yanked the blade free, the boulder screamed, a roar of crashing stones, and fled into the trees. The headless dragon toppled off and was crushed beneath. 
 
    Bren and I stood frozen, listening to the carnage of shattering trees in the rampaging rock’s path. Realizing it wasn’t returning to flatten us, I breathed a sigh of relief. My demon sword might cut stone, but I doubted it could kill a boulder. 
 
    “Well,” said Bren. “I do believe that was the second time in my life I stopped thinking about oral sex.” He patted me on the back as if congratulating me on an impressive feat. “I may have also crapped myself a little.” Shifting position with a look of intense concentration, he added, “Nope. Just a sudden and violent fart.” 
 
    I examined the crushed dragon. There was, I decided, still enough salvageable meat to make it worth dragging back to Henka. Once there, we’d either build a fire and cook the beast, or eat the damned thing raw. I didn’t much care. 
 
    Each taking a limb, Bren and I hauled the carcass back to the beach. It slowed our progress, constantly getting caught in the tangle of roots and branches, but neither of us were willing to forgo the meal. 
 
    Exiting the jungle, we found nothing. For a moment I thought we’d lost our path and come out in the wrong spot. Studying the sand, I saw the fading imprints of our passage where Bren and I carried Henka. 
 
    She was gone. 
 
    The crude spear I’d hacked for her lay a nearby, the tip damp with blood. Days dead and rotting, she’d been bloodless when I cut her intestines free. Something took her, and she’d fought. 
 
    For a horrible instant I envisioned a massive jungle cat coming out of the trees and dragging her back to its lair. Some deep-buried memory handily coughed up the fact that cats would happily devour rotting meat were they hungry enough. 
 
    “Tracks,” said Bren, kneeing. “Hard to tell in the sand, but I’m guessing people.” He looked back over his shoulder. “They took her southwest, following the beach.” 
 
    The nearer piece of my heart lay in that direction. 
 
    “Then we follow,” I said. 
 
    Guilt and rage burned in me. Driven by thirst, I’d left her alone. I should have brought her with me. Or Bren and I could have gone one at a time. I could have done so many things differently. 
 
    My fault. 
 
    The bloody spear told me they took her against her will. They would die for that. 
 
    As we followed the tracks along the edge of the treeline, my imagination served up ever worse scenarios. They hacked her apart, damaged her so much she couldn’t repair herself. Last time, after the mage burned her with fire, she’d only rebuilt herself with my help.  
 
    She planned that, I imagined Nhil whispering in my ear. She made you complicit in the horror of what she is.  
 
    Crushing the thought, I refused to let his doubts poison me. 
 
    I’d never been sure if those incomprehensible songs she sang while working necromancy were part of the magic. What if they buried her where I’d never find her and she spent eternity alone, knowing I failed her, rotting to nothing, and yet never becoming nothing.  
 
    What if they burned her to ash? 
 
    I ran and Bren followed. 
 
    I’d find them. 
 
    I’d kill them all. 
 
    I’d drown this island in blood. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
    The sun high overhead, we followed the tracks south. The jungle remained an impassable morass of knotted life, vines and trees warring for survival. The coast curved westward. Looking back, I saw it carved a crescent shape. Ocean wind, blazing sun, and the damp scent of jungle life. I felt nearer to home than ever before. The sun, however, was never directly above us and the heat, while welcome, was less than I desired. My true home lay south of this tropical island. 
 
    Brenwick stopped, bending to study the sand. “They went into the trees.” 
 
    He was right. The tracks ended abruptly. Pushing our way through the tangled vines, we again entered the jungle. Years of hunting in the north left me a skilled tracker, and I took the lead. At first, we followed little more than bent branches, scuffs on stone, and crumpled tufts of grass. It was an easy path to track; I suspected Henka put some effort into marking their passage. 
 
    Arriving at a river that may well have been the same one Bren and I drank from, I spotted my first clear print in the muddy bank. Kneeling, I examined the spoor. Crude sandals, bare feet, monkey paws, and what looked like the pads of a very large cat intermingled. Touching the indentations, testing for age, I found they were all recent. Confused, I pointed them out to Bren. 
 
    “A man with trained pets?” he suggested. 
 
    It seemed a reasonable assumption, yet I hesitated to agree. Something felt wrong, the prints overlapping, too confusing to be easily read.  
 
    The trail led deeper into the jungle, and we followed. Unease built in me. They were too easy to follow. Jungle tribes would be more careful. There were always enemies, human and otherwise. Did they think Henka alone?  
 
    Catching the faint scent of rot, I slowed to a stop. Surrounded by heavy jungle, it was hard to see more than a dozen strides. Fresher, this wasn’t Henka’s decay I was detecting. 
 
    Nose wrinkled, Bren said, “Rancid fur. Smells like a dead dog.” 
 
    He was right. This was a raw animal stench. 
 
    Sword drawn, I stayed low, creeping forward. Parting the foliage, I spotted the source of the odour. An ink black puma, fur frayed and peeling, prowled through the undergrowth. When it stopped to test the air, my breath caught. A human head, stitched into place with thick twine, sat awkwardly atop the cat’s shoulders. The face, eyes watchful and alert, looked marginally better preserved than the rest of the beast. 
 
    Struggling to understand what I was looking at, I waved Bren forward to see. He crept to my side and we watched it pace the jungle as if searching for something. 
 
    It was dead, and it wasn’t. Clearly a creature of necromancy, I’d never seen anything like it. Henka made no mention of such abominations, and I had no ancient memories of facing such things. I could easily imagine it being a terrible foe. The speed and strength of a hunting cat with the intelligence of a man and the untiring stamina of the dead. The only way to defeat the thing would be to sever its limbs. A task I felt sure Mihir was more than up to. 
 
    I smothered a laugh at the thought of the thing trying to bite an opponent. 
 
    Crouched at my side, Bren whispered, “What the goat-fucking hells is that?” 
 
    I guessed he’d never seen anything like this either. 
 
    The undead puma moved away, following the same tracks we were. Was this foul thing an enemy of whoever took Henka? I decided to remain hidden until I knew more. I needed to understand the players. If we’d walked into some kind of tribal skirmish, perhaps I could use one side against the other. While a demon sword would turn any one-on-one fight in my favour, Bren and I, still weak from our time afloat, were hardly an army. 
 
    Decision made, I crept after the puma, Bren close behind. 
 
    The creature followed the creek for a few hundred strides and then veered off, heading deeper into the jungle. Low to the ground, it passed easily through the foliage. Forced to move slowly, we lost sight of it. We caught up when the beast slowed to check tracks.  
 
    I struggled to imagine such an existence. I felt bad when Henka raised Chalaam. The man was miserable from the moment she raised him from the dead to when we abandoned him in a field. But he’d still been human. Even dead, he retained his personality—what little he had—and understood the horror of his situation. He complained often about how terrible it felt to rot.  
 
    Did the man whose head sat atop this decaying puma carcass retain his own memories and personality? How horrible would that feel? No hands. A head necromantically attached to a quadruped’s body.  
 
    Could it talk? 
 
    Slowing to a stop, the puma let out a sharp whistle. In response, a slim woman with the arms and legs of an ape, strangely hairy on her hairless torso, swung down from a nearby tree. She too showed signs of decay, though was in better condition than the cat. Patches of fur had been worn to the dark flesh beneath. Standing close, the two conversed in hushed whispers. 
 
    Having not previously noticed the ape-armed woman, I studied the treetops. If the cat had continued on its path, we would have passed directly beneath her. Thick jungle, the trees could easily hide an army of undead monsters. 
 
    “Uh oh,” said Bren, putting a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    Turning, I saw all manner of shambling horrors exiting the trees to surround us. The puma and apewoman joined them, cutting off our retreat. At a quick glance I counted twenty or more. Monkeys and gorillas. Jungle cats and massive snakes. Most had human heads atop rotting animal bodies, a mismatch of limbs and shapes. Some were even stranger combinations. A writhing constrictor dragging itself through the undergrowth on powerful simian arms, the skull distended and mishappen, the eyes horrifyingly human. Ten paces long, and reeking of reptilian decay, a mountain dragon shoved stunted trees from its path. A human head, in an advanced state of rot, protruded comically from between its shoulders. The dragon head remained, the eyes empty sockets of writhing maggots. 
 
    Thinking back to the mess of human and animals tracks back where we left the beach, I cursed my stupidity. They knew exactly where we were, had been following us the entire time. 
 
    “We walked right into it,” muttered Bren. 
 
    I drew Mihir and the creatures slowed their approach. They knew enough of their past to fear a sword. Watching them spread out, I knew they remembered more than that. These abominations possessed human intelligence. Sheer numbers meant they had us, but I’d butcher many before I fell. 
 
    “When the killing starts,” I whispered to Bren, ignoring the fact our enemies were already dead, “I want you to run. This is—” 
 
    “No time to be a hero?” he interrupted. “You know my answer.” He stood at my side, fists clenched, ready to fight to the death. “You run. I’ll buy you time to escape.” 
 
    “I’m not going to leave you,” I growled. 
 
    “Good. I didn’t actually want to fight all of them on my own.” 
 
    The ape-armed woman approached us. “You cannot win,” she said with an oddly lilting accent. Her voice sounded wrong, lungs and throat not meant for human speech. “Surrender your weapon and you shall not be harmed.” 
 
    “I’d prefer to see how many I can cut down first,” I answered. 
 
    She shrugged. “The dead fear no death. Cut us apart and we shall be repaired.” 
 
    This was no bluff, simply a statement of fact. Even if they were not undead brutally strong apes, massively fanged dragons, and bone-crushing constrictors, I could not defeat so many. 
 
    “The Master didn’t say there’d be three,” the puma said to the apewoman. 
 
    “Master?” I asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    “Master Khraen.” She studied us with narrowed eyes. “Which one does he want? Is it you?” she asked Bren. “Or you?” she said to me. “Or the corpse we already have?” 
 
    Khraen. These were his people. He sent the dead to collect me and bring me back to him. Of course, being the careful man he was, he hadn’t told them why. 
 
    He must have his own necromancer, much as I had Henka. Since he could only sense me, he had no idea who I travelled with; I knew how easy it was to underestimate Henka. Though I wasn’t sure what she could do in her current state.  
 
    I was surprised the apewoman hadn’t recognized me. How different was this other Khraen? 
 
    When neither Bren nor I answered, she said, “Doesn’t matter. He’ll have the one he wants. The others will go to the harvest.” 
 
    Seeing these patchwork creatures, I knew what that meant. 
 
    I could not win here. A fight gained me nothing and could only end with one or both of us wounded or worse. Dead weight would overpower us. 
 
    Bren stooped to collect a branch from the ground, hefting it like a club. “I’d rather die than be harvested.” 
 
    “You can do both,” she answered. 
 
    I considered surrendering, handing this undead woman my demon sword. It might prolong our lives, maybe even save Bren’s, if the other Khraen found some use for the lad. 
 
    “Fine,” I said, sagging. “We’ll come peacefully.” 
 
    When she reached for Mihir, I cut her in half. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    I cleaved the ape-armed woman from left shoulder to right hip. Her top half slid to the side with a wet sucking sound, her legs toppling in the opposite direction a heartbeat later.  
 
    Bren leapt past me and caved in a panther’s skull with his branch. The creature blinked at him in surprised and he swung again, taking the poorly stitched head off, sending it spinning into the jungle. The headless remains of the beast stumbled into a tree and fell over, twitching and kicking. 
 
    The woman I’d cut in half must have still had at least one working lung, because she started bellowing orders. 
 
    Undead monkeys and gorillas, all with human heads, swarmed out of the trees in eerie silence. An ape with the head of a woman dove at me. I ducked low, disembowelling her as she passed. Foetid guts spilled over me, draping my head and shoulders, landing at my feet. Spinning, I cut the arms off a gorilla as it lunged. Unhindered by the loss, the beast crashed into me. I staggered back, trying to keep it at range with the sword. A bad habit, I learned, when fighting the dead. It charged, impaling itself on Mihir, and grabbing my arms. 
 
    Bren fought somewhere behind me, his grunting and cursing echoing my own. The dead fought without sound. No gasps of pain or deep-lung breathing. No rage or fear. No bragging or pleading. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one to learn a lesson. The gorilla learned that impaling yourself on an unnaturally sharp demon blade was unwise. I tore the sword free, passing it through the creature’s spine. This one had been dead for some time. Guts and maggots burst forth, a black fountain of rot and gore. Back severed, the thing fell, still clawing at my legs. Surrendering all pretence of skill and finesse, I hacked one of its arms off. 
 
    The distraction cost me. Something struck me from behind, a hard blow shattering my right clavicle with a wet snap. 
 
    I spun, trying to cut whatever it was down. With its remaining arm, the gorilla at my feet caught hold of an ankle, spilling me into the guts. Pain exploded through me as I landed on my broken shoulder. Mihir tumbled from my hand.  
 
    As I scrabbled for the blade in a panic, another gorilla caught the wrist of my working arm, wrenching it behind my back. I screamed in rage and agony, kicking at the beast holding my leg, flailing at the other with my broken arm. 
 
    They pinned me, ignored my futile attempts. 
 
    Moments later, they held Brenwick helpless too. 
 
    An ape with arms like tree trunks, massive fangs, and grey fur coming out in damp clumps, shuffled through the gore. Stopping, it hefted the top half of the apewoman. 
 
    She glared down at me. “That’s just fucking great. I fucking told you there was no point in fighting.” She used her remaining arm to gesture at the rest of her body. “See what you’ve fucking done?” she demanded. Looking over at the gorillas holding Bren she said, “If either one of these idiots does something stupid, pull their fucking arms off.” 
 
    “You’re in need of more than just an arm,” quipped Bren through clenched teeth. He was in pain, his face swelling. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, “not to worry. I’ll get more. I’ll—” 
 
    The bigger ape slung her carelessly over its shoulder, holding her by the wrist. Judging from the sound, at least one of the bones in her arm broke. It stood staring down at me with dead, uninterested eyes.  
 
    “Turn around so I can see,” she snapped. “You fucking thoughtless oaf.” 
 
    With a shrug, it turned. 
 
    She watched as they lashed our wrists behind our backs with hemp rope.  
 
    Bren bore the abuse with a look of sour defeat I understood. Such treatment stung my pride; it would not go unpunished. 
 
    A pair of gorillas lifted Bren and I to our feet. 
 
    “Decent condition,” she mused, her mood improving at the thought of gaining a fresh human body. “It was good we were able to take you without doing much damage. Search them.” 
 
    We were relieved of what little we carried. They took my rings and my Soul Stone. There would be no quick escape to the floating mountains. 
 
    Turning her attention to the other dead, she barked orders to those still functional. Any wounded to the point they couldn’t shamble along on their own were hacked apart. Limbs in good shape were harvested for later use. Heads were chopped free of broken bodies. 
 
    We left behind a scene of butchery, one head propped up on a stump, wide eyes watching us go. 
 
    “I always hated him,” the dead apewoman said over her remaining shoulder. 
 
    She leaked guts and congealed blood down the back of the gorilla carrying her. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Untiring, the undead gorillas walked for hours, their pace never slowing. When Bren or I staggered, they shoved us forward. Hands bound behind our backs, we fell often, tripping over roots and vines. 
 
    Head down, hair hanging over his face, Bren stumbled with exhaustion. 
 
    “I have an important question,” he said, glancing sideways at me. 
 
    One of his eyes had swollen shut. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “What kind of food should I serve in my tavern?” 
 
    I stared at him, uncomprehending. 
 
    “I’ve never been to a good one,” he admitted. “They won’t let me in.” 
 
    Thinking back to Shalayn and I at the Dripping Bucket, I said, “Lamb pie in flaky pastry. Lots of butter. Those small potatoes. Perfect and round. More butter, salt and pepper.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” he said, nodding. 
 
    “Different ales,” I added. “Some red as copper. Some dark as coal. Some gold like wheat.” 
 
    “Ales,” he agreed. “Lots of ales.” 
 
    “And whiskey for the mornings.” 
 
    He looked at me like I’d lost my mind and I shrugged. “Hangover whiskey.” 
 
    “Gods,” he muttered. “I desperately want to try that.” 
 
    One of the apes cuffed Bren and he crumpled to the ground, moaning in dazed confusion. They hoisted him back to his feet and shoved him back into motion. 
 
    “I’m going to break you apart,” I told the ape. “I’m going to bury your head in mud. You’ll spend eternity watching worms—” 
 
    The beast hit me so hard I lost consciousness. When I woke, I was being carried, slung over the shoulder of some rotting gorilla. My face in its fur, the stench was incredible. I puked all over its back and was ignored. 
 
    We saw no sign of Henka. 
 
    Hours passed with me floating in and out of consciousness. At one point, I noted that Bren, too, was being carried. Had he struggled and been beaten? I tried for rage and found only exhaustion. 
 
    The ground changed, becoming rocky and broken, sloping ever upward. Tangled vines and tropical trees gave way to more sparse vegetation and the undead increased their pace. Here and there I saw the crumbled ruins of civilization, fallen pillars of carved stone, worn round from millennia of wind. Some lay shattered, dragged down by the jungle. Segments of vine-wrapped walls cut lines through the thinning foliage, hinting at what once must have been a great, if rather primitive, city. Fat statues of oddly lumpen and crudely misshapen men and women peeked from the tangled canopy. Most were barely visible, long grown over with moss, strangled by stunted trees. 
 
    Bren woke, looked around groggily, and remained silent. I wanted to tell him I’d been in worse situations, but worried it was a lie. We were going to face a piece of Khraen, and he had us helpless. Things couldn’t get much worse than this. 
 
    The detritus of a long-fallen civilization became more common until we weaved through the crumbled remains of collapsed pyramids. More undead animal-human monstrosities joined our little party, forming a reeking honour guard. Most shambled on uneven limbs, flesh flaking away, exposed bone furred with mould or fungus. Many looked to be in the final stages of decay, about to succumb to rot. A single milky eye, the other a hollowed pit of putrescence. One or more limbs damaged beyond use. Some dragged themselves along the ground, leaving smeared stains behind. Horrific amalgams of creatures surrounded us. A puma torso with gorilla arms and no legs, the head human hanging on a broken neck. Everywhere I saw mismatched mongrel monsters. Ape fingers on a man’s hand. Cat or reptilian eyes in human skulls. 
 
    They studied us with a hunger that had nothing to do with food. 
 
    Deeper into the ruins we found ourselves among squat stone homes, half-buried and ancient, but still standing. The dead were everywhere, hustling about their tasks, holding conversations, and being surreal in their normalcy. Human-headed apes and monkeys worked at rebuilding fallen structures, lugging impossibly heavy stones with undead simian strength. 
 
    Scattered ruins became a bustling necropolis. Most of the buildings looked to have been excavated decades ago. Teams of undead worked on the rest, digging and carting away dirt and stone. Those populating the city-centre were better maintained, showed signs of recent repair. Increasingly, I saw fresh limbs and bright eyes untainted by rot. 
 
    A colossal pyramid, easily fifty times the height of a man, sat at the centre of this ancient necropolis. Weathered and grey, vines and moss snaked the structure. The steps, once crisp and sharp, were rounded with time. A flat area, large enough to hold twenty or more people, claimed the apex. The remnants of once decorative pillars stood at each compass point. A squat stone altar sat in the middle, stained black with ancient blood. Even at this distance I recognized its sole purpose. This was a centre for public sacrifice. Seeing the cleared area around the pyramid, I envisioned the long-gone population—back when this was a living city—gathering to watch the priest open a man’s chest. 
 
    We passed fenced pens patrolled by muscled jungle cats with human heads. Crude stitches aside, they looked alive. Men and woman lay bound within. There were a dozen corrals, each holding a score of people. Many had been partially harvested, the wounds seared to save them from bleeding to death. Empty eye sockets roughly bandaged. I understood immediately: this was the best way to preserve parts; the living didn’t rot. More cages followed, these containing captured animals, also showing signs of harvesting. 
 
    Seeing the number of undead populating this city, the lives it must cost to maintain them staggered me. Suddenly, Henka killing a few women to repair herself seemed an insignificant crime.  
 
    Why maintain all these undead creatures? Did they work at some vitally important task? Or was all this a tribute to one man’s psychotic need for power and worship? It could, I supposed, be both.  
 
    The gorilla carrying me dumped me on the ground, jerking me from my thoughts. Dragging upright, it shoved me into motion. Bren regained his feet without help, glaring at the ape who dropped him before he too was pushed after me. They herded us toward the pyramid. While happy we weren’t be thrown into one of the crowded harvest pens, I wasn’t sure we weren’t heading for a quick sacrifice. 
 
    “Do you think there’s a pub around here?” Bren asked from behind. 
 
    He joked, but aside from the wretches in the pens, I had yet to see a single living soul. 
 
    A monkey knuckle-shuffled past, dragging Mihir behind it. I had memories of ancient demonic weapons that would devour or possess any other than their master who dared touched them. There must be enough of those old demon-bound items still out there that people still feared those demonic towns thousands of years later. Funny, as those villages and cities were probably the safest in the world. Any demon bound in such a setting existed with strict orders so as not to be a threat to the common man. 
 
    The skill and power to bind truly terrifying demons lay further down my path. Given enough blood and souls and time, however, I could make for myself an array of weapons and armour. With the tools in my floating mountain and the blood and souls of even fifty mortals, I could have been armed and armoured enough to butcher the dead who took us. I would have scattered their severed corpses through the jungle, all but untouchable to their pathetic weapons. 
 
    I wanted to laugh at where my attempts to be a better man had landed me. 
 
    Fifty. 
 
    Fifty people bled dry, throats cut. 
 
    Fifty souls fed to demons. 
 
    My Soul Stone had sixty facets, which Nhil said meant it could hold sixty souls. At my best guess, after binding Mihir, there might be half a dozen left in there. There could also be two. 
 
    The Demon Emperor wouldn’t have hesitated to spend fifty lives to protect himself and those he loved. Having seen the old towns, I knew he wouldn’t hesitate to spend souls on mills or anything else he deemed useful. 
 
    I had decided I would save the world from whatever threatened it. I’d decided I would rebuild civilization to something worthy of the name. I couldn’t do that on half a dozen souls. I would need more. A lot more. More, I suspected, than there were truly evil men and women in all the world. 
 
    I flinched from the math. 
 
    I could change the wizard’s filthy little world of hate into something better. I could build a civilization where all were equal. I could be the saviour Nhil claimed the world needed. 
 
    I could do all of these things. 
 
    Or I could be a good man. 
 
    Philosophers said that evil only triumphed where good men did nothing. What a pathetically simplistic view. How many would a good man kill to make a world where all lived free? And how many innocent souls would a good man spend to save that world from an outside threat? 
 
    These were the terrible decisions a truly good man could never make. 
 
    For all my promises to do better, I knew my truth. I was not a good man. Such choices came all too easily. 
 
    Turning as much as I could, I saw no sign of Henka among the dead. Not worth harvesting for parts, they might try and make use of her talent as a necromancer. Or perhaps the necromancer who made all these undead would see her as competition and destroy her. 
 
    The thought of losing her terrified me. She was a more than a link to my past. Nhil aside, Henka was the only person who would know if I slipped into old patterns of behaviour. I tried not to think about how few people I cared about or the fact that at least one of them would kill me on sight. 
 
    I would save the world because Henka, while dead, was a bright spark of life. I’d save the world because, hopefully, Shalayn was out there somewhere. Foolish as it seemed, I would save the world so Bren could own his tavern. That was enough. I felt sure that was more selfless than the old me had ever been. 
 
    Lost in thought, I must have slowed. The gorilla shoved me again. This time, hands lashed behind my back, I fell forward. Turning, I was able to take the brunt of the landing on my unbroken shoulder. The impact winded me and I lay gasping, groaning at the pain. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I saw a cleared area previously hidden by a stone building. Man-high pillars with holes cut for chains to run through stood in neat rows. The floor was shaped, a deep bowl carved into the stone. I recognized its purpose. Sacrifices had been made here, blood spilt and collected. 
 
    Now, it served as an abattoir. A woman, torso tied to one of the pillars, screamed in agony as a squat monkey with a man’s head flayed her flesh in long sheets. Utilizing a shaped wedge of flint, he worked with practiced ease, hanging each strip of skin over the outstretched arm of a waiting woman. Her robes, black, and reaching to the ground, were made of some gossamer material that clung and swayed with the damp jungle breeze. She looked human and alive, bright eyes watching the harvesting. If dead, she was well-preserved.  
 
    The monkey sliced away another length of flesh, handing it off. 
 
    Beyond the screaming woman, something caught my attention. A hacked-up corpse hung from another pillar by one arm. The other arm was gone, a length of splintered bone protruding from the shoulder. Both its legs were missing. Strings of twisted and rotted intestine hung from its waist. 
 
    My heart caught. 
 
    Thin strands of sable hair.  
 
    Patches of pale skin contrasting dark rot. 
 
    Here, among the apes and southern islanders, the light skin of the northerners stood out like a beacon. 
 
    “Henka,” I said, struggling to regain my feet with my arms tied behind my back. 
 
    Seeing my distress, Brenwick turned to look. “No,” he said, voice cracking with horror. “No!” 
 
    Spinning, he kicked the legs out from under the nearest corpse monkey, stomping on its head when it fell. With a roar he charged another. Head lowered, he slammed into it with a shoulder. They both went down in a heap. A gorilla struck him from behind with a length of wood and Bren went boneless limp. 
 
    Henka. 
 
    Stripped naked, she hung from a single manacled wrist. 
 
    They’d hacked apart her already horribly damaged body. 
 
    She didn’t move, the stringy remnants of once beautiful black hair covered her face. Had they somehow ended her existence? I had no idea if a powerful necromancer could do that. 
 
    Seething rage drove me to my feet and I rushed the gorilla as it raised its chunk of wood to strike Brenwick again. Easily sidestepping my mad charge, it tripped me. I fell, landing hard and rolling, screaming as the bones in my broken shoulder ground together. It stomped on my back as I tried to rise, crushing me flat. I roared and fought until blinding white pain took the world away. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    I woke to perfect darkness. 
 
    No stars flickered overhead. I saw nothing, not even moon-limned clouds. 
 
    The damp air, cool, and stinking of rancid oranges and rotting meat, hung stale and still. I felt the hard grit of cold stone against my ass. 
 
    The first step in breaking a man is peeling away his armour, real and imagined. Lay a man bare, and he understands the balance of power. I said that, though I couldn’t remember when or to whom. 
 
    I realized I knew a lot about torture. I knew terrible things and that knowledge shamed me because I had done those things. I had carved people to nothing. I broke all they were to expose some hidden truth. Each time I did so, there’d been a reason. It was never torture for entertainment. For the victim, however, torture for a purpose is no more forgivable than torture for fun. 
 
    “Not me,” I whispered in the dark.  
 
    I hadn’t done those things. 
 
    It was him. 
 
    I couldn’t be held accountable for his crimes. I smothered a laugh. An inability to remember your crime hardly absolves you of sin.  
 
    Clicking my tongue, I listened to the stuttered echoes. Each breath felt compressed, crushed by the weight of stone.  
 
    My head hurt, a dull ache reaching through the back of my skull and down my spine. My shoulder pulsed with bone-deep pain. When I reached up to massage my throbbing temples, iron manacles stopped me short. 
 
    I sat in silence, breathing and thinking. A few gentle experiments told me my wrists and ankles were manacled and chained to the floor. Feeling about, I found the chains attached to a large iron plate bolted to stone. Though flaking with rust, they were heavy; I’d never break free. 
 
    I had enough memories of dungeons to recognize one. There were even memories, older than most, of being held somewhere similar. I was reasonably certain I was under one of the stepped pyramids. 
 
    I heard a low groan of pain and the clank of chains from nearby. 
 
    “Bren?” I asked. 
 
    “I guess I should be happy to have solid ground under me,” he said. “Though I can’t help but think we’ve traded the pot for the fire.”  
 
    “I don’t think they plan on cooking us.” 
 
    “I saw the pens. What they plan is much worse.” 
 
    I listened to him test his chains.  
 
    “Rusty,” he said. 
 
    I heard him grunt and heave as he threw his weight against the restraints over and over before finally surrendering. 
 
    “Had to try,” he said, breathing hard from the effort. “You never know.” 
 
    “Are you hurt?” I asked. “Nothing broken?” 
 
    “My head feels a tad soggy,” he admitted. “No great loss. Gram always said I wasn’t the sharpest spoon in the drawer.” 
 
    “You had sharp spoons?” 
 
    “What? No.” 
 
    Since he seemed not to be seriously injured, I dropped it. Moving as much as my manacles allowed, I checked myself for wounds. I don’t know how or why I healed so quickly, but the broken shoulder was already getting better. I swung the arm experimentally. It ached, but manageable. A few score bruises and pounding headache aside, I was unhurt. 
 
    “You know,” Bren said. “Parents really are full of shit.” 
 
    Unable to remember mine, I waited.  
 
    “All my life my gram told me I could be anything I wanted.” 
 
    “And?” I asked. 
 
    “I want to be drunk in a pub.” 
 
    “Your gram was right,” I said. 
 
    “You think there’s a pub in this jungle?” 
 
    “No, but there are sharper spoons.” 
 
    He grunted a pained laugh. “You’ve discovered your sense of humour just in time for someone to harvest it.” 
 
    “I think if we were to be used for parts,” I said, “we’d have woken up in one of those pens.” 
 
    “Ah. Great. They’ve set us aside for special treatment.” 
 
    A light off to my left saved me from contemplating what that special treatment might be. A shambling monkey corpse with the head of a woman held a candle clutched in one paw. I recognized her as the one I’d cleaved from shoulder to hip. Guttering and flickering, the candle looked like it might wink out at any moment. She dragged something behind her, leaving a long, smeared stain of gore. The rich stench of death filled my nostrils, closed my throat. The monkey was in rough shape, fur thin and patchy, but not bad enough to explain the stink. 
 
    As she drew close, I realized she hauled a corpse, dragging it by the arm. I caught the flash of pale flesh, abraded to the muscle, and my heart fell. 
 
    Lifting Henka’s remains by the arm, the dead monkey-woman held her up as if for display. Gone from the waist down, curls of putrescent intestine hung limp from the gaping wound. The fish-gnawed curl of her tailbone protruded from the wreckage. Milky eyes, wide and staring, saw nothing. Swinging limp in the monkey’s grip, she showed no hint of life. 
 
    With a grunt, the monkey released Henka. She fell to the ground, skull ringing off stone like a bone bell.  
 
    The dead monkey stood motionless, candle raised, studying us. “My other body wasn’t great,” she said. “But it was a fuck of a sight better than this.” 
 
    Reaching for Henka, I ignored her. The chains stopped me short. “My love,” I said. “Are you…” Staring at the ruin of her, about to ask if she was hurt. So stupid. 
 
    “You think because I’m dead I’m nothing,” said the monkey-woman.  
 
    “We don’t think you’re nothing,” said Brenwick. “You’re still a person. What’s your name?” 
 
    She turned dead eyes on Bren. “Karrie. Like you fucking care.” 
 
    “We care,” he said. “We can help you, Karrie.” 
 
    Attention back on me, she said, “You think because I’m dead I don’t know pain.”  
 
    “There are many kinds of pain,” said Bren. “Physical is the least of it.” 
 
    Ignoring him, Karrie glared hate at me. “You hurt me.” 
 
    “You attacked us,” I pointed out. 
 
    “The dead obey. We had no choice.” Karrie looked from me to Henka. Nodding, she dripped melted wax onto a flat section of floor and jammed the candle there, so it stood on its own. “I have orders.” Hands free, she knelt at Henka’s side, brushing aside thin strands of hair from her face. “But they’re somewhat vague. Tairese is busy.” 
 
    Henka didn’t move, didn’t react. 
 
    “Who is Tairese?” asked Bren, voice calm, inquisitive. 
 
    Again, Karrie ignored him. 
 
    “Leave her,” I said. “Your grievance is with me.” 
 
    “Orders,” she said. “I can’t hurt you.” Her lips twitched. “Not physically.” 
 
    This thing was Khraen’s creature. It had to be. I could use that. 
 
    “Do you not recognize me?” I asked. 
 
    Levering Henka’s head back, Karrie peeled one eyelid open with a thumb. She studied the milky eye, poking at it with a blunt monkey finger. 
 
    “Leave her,” I repeated, softer. “Please. She’s suffered enough.” 
 
    Digging in, she tore out Henka’s right eye. 
 
    Holding the eye for me to see, Karrie said, “Garbage,” and tossed it aside. 
 
    “If you—” 
 
    She ripped out the other eye, lobbing it carelessly over a shoulder. “Useless.” 
 
    Cold rage. The kind only possessed by a man who stripped worlds of life and felt nothing. 
 
    Reaching into Henka’s mouth, Karrie pulled her jaw down, hinged it wide, and looked at me. “Does this hurt you to watch?” she asked. “Yes. Yes, I think it does.” 
 
    Deathly calm, reptilian cold, filled me. “You’ll spend an eternity screaming in silence. I’ll—” 
 
    “You’ll do what?” Karrie asked, a hand still resting in Henka’s mouth. “She’s your necromancer, but you love her.” She grunted a harsh laugh. “Just like the Master. Loves them but needs to control them. He makes them love him. Did you do that to this one? That’s not real love, you know.” She put pressure on the jaw until the bones groaned. 
 
    My mind reeled, trying to put together the disparate hints of information. The Khraen here obviously had one or more necromancers of his own. Did he love them? Could there be another woman like Henka in the world? I couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Or was there something wrong with us, a deep and shared character flaw? Could there be some part of us who only loved women we could make into whatever we desired? 
 
    I hated the thought, loathed my dark need for control. 
 
    Henka hung limp and unresponsive. I prayed she was still in there, trapped in the rotting flesh. 
 
    “Just a corpse,” I said, bluffing. 
 
    “Right,” Karrie said, flashing rotting gums and yellow fangs in a foul grin. Yanking down hard, she broke Henka’s jaw. It hung loose.  
 
    Brenwick hurled himself against his chains, screaming in rage. 
 
    I tucked my anger down deep where it could not be used against me. Henka was already dead, I told myself. She felt no pain. This was a defilement, nothing more. I would see her repaired, no matter how many had to die. But such defilement would not go unpunished. A master torturer knows true torture is more mental than physical. Somewhere, there was something that this necromantic monstrosity loved. I would find it. I would hurt it. I would destroy anything and everything this woman cared about. I would bring her entire world crashing down and she would have an eternity to consider the consequences of her actions. 
 
    Monkey fingers fumbled about in Henka’s gaping mouth, Karrie never breaking eye contact with me. Finding the tongue, she gripped it, testing with a few tugs. 
 
    “The Master has many where you have only one,” she said. “Does that mean you love her more?” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    Karrie ripped Henka’s tongue out, hefted her putrescent prize for me to admire. 
 
    “No,” I whispered. 
 
    Henka sang every time she worked necromancy. She sang heart-breaking dirges as she harvested flesh. She sang quiet songs of infinite misery every time she repaired herself. I’d never known if the singing was part of the necromancy or Henka expressing her own deep sadness at what she was, at what she must do to survive.  
 
    Blinded. 
 
    Jaw broken. 
 
    Tongue torn out by the root.  
 
    Focus! I scolded myself. 
 
    Karrie had said she was here following orders. 
 
    This must be something necromancers did to ensure others of their kind couldn’t repair themselves. 
 
    Karrie dangled the tongue before me. “Now you hurt too.” 
 
    Dropping it on the floor, she plucked out the staples closing the wound in Henka’s chest. Karrie dug her fingers into the wound and cracked the ribs open wide. She peered within, searching. For the first time I saw inside the gaping cavity where my love’s heart should have been. 
 
    “Nothing,” Karrie said. “Where is it?” She looked to me. “Do you have it?” 
 
    I shook my head. I had no idea where Henka’s heart was. She must have hidden it somewhere safe many thousands of years ago. 
 
    Leaving Henka’s chest splayed, Karrie stood. With one last look around, she disappeared into the dark. She left the stub of candle behind. 
 
    Bren said something I didn’t hear. 
 
    I’d find a necromancer, force them to heal her.  
 
    Would that work? 
 
    I cursed my ignorance. 
 
    It must! Somewhere in this necropolis there’d be someone capable. Of course, I needed to be in a position of power and not chained up awaiting death and dismemberment. 
 
    Khraen would take my heart, but the dead wouldn’t let my body go to waste. 
 
    All things distil down to power and control. You either have it and rule or are a victim. 
 
    In the candle’s dim, flickering light, I searched for some means of escape. I examined the manacles for weakness, searched each link in the chain in the desperate hope one would be decayed enough to break. Brenwick did the same. He growled in low anger, straining against his restraints when he found none. 
 
    One question haunted me: Where had I gone wrong? 
 
    Should I have fled to the floating mountains with Henka, abandoning Bren? That felt foul. The youth was important. Betraying him was betraying myself, betraying the me I wanted to be. If I left him to die, there could be no hiding from who I was. The Demon Emperor would have sacrificed or abandoned Brenwick without thought. It might not be much, but I clung to that difference. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I told Henka, hoping she heard. “Someone will come with a key to these chains. When they do, I will fight my way free. I will get us out of here.” 
 
    “If they get close enough,” said Bren, “we’ll do it together. At worst, maybe we can hold one hostage.” 
 
    I didn’t think that would work. I would sacrifice an entire army of undead to attain even the smallest shard of my heart. 
 
    Henka moved. Empty sockets turned in my direction, jaw flopping loose and broken as she shook her head. Dipping a finger, sunken flesh stretched on bone, into the ruin of her intestines, she wrote a single word in brown gore: Wait. 
 
    I blinked at the word as she smeared it to nothing with the palm of her hand. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    “Wait?” I asked.  
 
    Sinking back to the stone, she lay still. 
 
    She heard me. I knew she heard me. But why wait? Did she worry for my safety, or did she know something? 
 
    “Wait?” demanded Bren, incredulous. “Wait? They’re going to butcher us! They’ll harvest us for parts!” 
 
    How could I wait? The only two people I cared about in all the world were going to die because of my failures. I couldn’t lose them.  
 
    “I can’t be one of those people in the pens,” whispered Bren, eyes round with horror. “Partially harvested. Wounds cauterized so I can’t die. Watching myself dwindle, cut away, day by day.” 
 
    “Wait?” I repeated. 
 
    Henka didn’t react, showed no sign of having heard. 
 
    “Wait for what?” I demanded. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    “We can’t wait,” said Bren. “We have to do something!” 
 
    I stared at Henka and understood my choice: I could try and fight my way free, risking whatever she had planned—and if she was telling me to wait then surely, she must know something—or I could trust her and do nothing.  
 
    The choice seemed simple. She was helpless. With only a single skeletal arm, she could barely drag herself, much less walk, run, or fight.  
 
    And yet…wait. 
 
    “We wait,” I told Bren, desperately hoping I made the right decision. “We trust Henka, and we wait.” 
 
    He blinked at his huge hands, made fists. “Really? Wait?” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    Drawing a long, deep breath, Bren exhaled with a low growl. “Fuck. I hate waiting. Nothing to do but think. Think about being skinned. Think about some corpse sawing off my fingers.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a score of heartbeats. 
 
    Bren cleared his throat. “Two or three months after we left Captain Vaira behind on that island of living rocks, I got drunk in a tavern in Hellmartan. The crew left without me. Honestly, I don’t know how much they looked. I’d been a miserable, self-pitying fuck for most of that time.”  
 
    He looked at me, eyes unfocussed, looking back into the past. 
 
    Some people couldn’t abide silence. While I didn’t share the need to fill empty moments, I understood. And Bren was my only friend. If he wanted to talk, he could talk. 
 
    “You’ve mentioned Hellmartan before,” I said. “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    Flashing a grateful smile, Bren told me of his time in the Crags. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 BRENWICK TELLS A STORY 
 
    Needing distraction, and uncomfortable with silence, Bren told Henka and I of his time in the Crags of the icy north. She neither moved nor reacted, but I knew she listened. Worried I’d lose my love, the other half of my soul, my attention drifted. 
 
      
 
    Far to the west of Taramlae the land turns to a rolling ocean of sand that would take three weeks to cross, if you didn’t die first. Beyond the sand, lies a jagged range of snow-capped mountains that would take months to traverse were they not impassable. Finally, beyond those mountains, the Crags. Like a shattered hand, fingers broken and splayed, the Crags reach out into the northern ocean. It’s a hard land, home to hard people. You’ll not find the soft fat women of Taramlae there. No, these are strong lasses, shaped by harsh lives. 
 
    There are maybe half a dozen cities in the Crags worthy of the name. Bleak places of grey and stone and ice. Though in truth, nothing unifies them, all agree that Hellmartan is the capital. Just like everyone agrees that Maz Arkis is the Queen of all the Crags. They do as they will, raiding the south, raiding each other, and generally pillaging everything everywhere, but if Maz puts out the call, all ships sail for Hellmartan. 
 
    I remember Captain Vaira once telling me that every single family in the Crags was in the import/export business. They exported piracy, rape, pillage, and theft, and imported the spoils of their constant raiding. It seemed an exaggeration, but having been there, having seen that nothing grows on that rocky land, I believe it. 
 
    If you’ve ever wondered at the fortified cities along the Taramlae coast, RiverWatch, EastWatch, WestWatch, and the others, that’s why. Every now and then the Wizard’s Guild will get annoyed and burn a few ships to a floating ashen sludge, but mostly they ignore the norther pirates. Once every hundred years the Guild will get really angry and try to burn them all out.  
 
    Fleets of bright white ships hugging the coast for fear of the ocean’s rage. They call fire from the skies, shatter mountains dropping entire cities into the ocean.  
 
    The raids will stop for a while, but eventually some king or queen tires of whale fat and they come south again.  
 
    I only share this, so you understand the kind of place this was and what I, a dark-skinned southern lad, was to them. Don’t get me wrong. The Crags don’t hate stained souls like the folks inland do. Probably on account of us being the bottom of the proverbial shit bucket. But I stood out. Islander ships will port in the Crags on rare occasions. It’s a good place to sell the kind of things that raise awkward questions on the mainland. This is a world of ruins. There are more remnants of cities than there are cities. There are always treasure hunters willing to risk the dangers. Demand for ancient artefacts is high. Yeah, everyone loves a demonic sword capable of cutting through plate armour, but a mug that instantly chills whatever liquid you put in it will set you up for life if sold to the right buyer. The first might be more useful to many, but the latter is a lot less likely to suddenly devour your soul. For the most part, that means selling to someone off the mainland. Wizards are fiercely protective of their power. Getting caught peddling that kind of contraband is a death sentence. 
 
    The Crags, on the other hand, is full of men and women who have made their fortunes taking risks. Their simple stone fortresses might not look like much, but I swear half the wealth of Taramlae is hidden away there. 
 
    Anyway. You get what I’m saying. To a young man in love with the sea who grew up on tales of his pirate father, the Crags was a dream. Or at least it started that way.  
 
    If I have one flaw, it’s my boundless optimism. That, and my desire for adventure. 
 
    Abandoned in the Crags, I decided I was going to sign on to a ship with a great big, beautiful captain tired of pale-skinned redheads and fuck my way to First Mate. Silly, I know, but that’s the way I saw it. I didn’t have the years or experience, but I learned early that women liked me. Though I was never sure if it was because of my winning personality, my physical endowments, or the fact I absolutely will not rest until she’s had a half dozen whole-body orgasms and forgotten her name. 
 
    Ship after ship turned me away. They might not hate darkers like the mainlanders do, but many still considered it bad luck to sail with a damned soul. Eventually, when I’d all but given up hope, I stumbled across the Kalas, a rundown barkentine in her last days. Captain Ulrike, a mean old lady who was aunt to some feisty queen who’d chased her from the keep, wasn’t what I’d hoped for, but I was desperate. Though the Kalas fell well-short of what I’d call sea-worthy, she floated. I figured there was a fair chance she’d get me back to the islands before sinking.  
 
    I should probably mention that by that point I had hefty tabs at most of the taverns and pubs in Hellmartan and more than a few husbands looking to cross swords. For the most part, that last bit wasn’t a euphemism. Much as I loved the Crags and their women, I didn’t want to winter there. It was early fall, and I could already see my breath. The first time that happened I thought I’d become a dragon and was breathing smoke! They thought I’d hit my head. Even at noon, the damned sun was this insipid little thing low on the horizon. I knew in my southern bones I wouldn’t survive the months of night, the lung-freezing cold, or my bar tabs. 
 
    Captain Ulrike hired me because I was a darker. She’d come across this utterly insane shaman by the name of Shreyas. He belonged to some nomadic hill tribe in the Rift Valley before the wizards wiped them out for disrupting trade along the river. The mages killed them all, every man woman and child. He was the last of them. The dead of his tribe haunted him, or so he claimed, following him everywhere. They wanted vengeance, he once told me. One thing I do know, I never saw him sleep in our weeks at sea. I don’t think he even blinked. He looked like rancid cat shit left in the sun and smelled worse. Really, his one saving grace was that everyone hated him more than they hated me. 
 
    We had this absolutely brain-broken shaman who claimed he could talk to all the ignorant dead of his tribe, and a Crags captain down on her luck and desperate for a score. Keep in mind, they didn’t share all this up front. It took weeks of plying Captain Ulrike with drinks, laughing at her jokes, and rubbing her feet before she spilled any of it. 
 
    So, there was Shreyas, Ulrike told me, staggering about the corpses of his tribe, the last of his people. He was about to kill himself from grief and madness, when one of the dead stepped forward. ‘I have the path for vengeance,’ she said. ‘Avenge us and be freed of this curse.’ 
 
    At that point he’d have happily cored his cock with tree branch if it earned him a minute of sleep, so he agreed. 
 
    She told him there was this city far to the south left over from a fallen empire. She said it still stood, and that not a single living man had set foot on it in thousands of years. She said the tribe’s vengeance on the wizards lay on that island, though she either wouldn’t or couldn’t tell him exactly what it was. She did, however, draw him a map in the dirt. Shreyas told Ulrike he’d memorized it. 
 
    Captain Ulrike thought this was the steamiest load of goat shit, but Shreyas had money—gods know where he got it—and a badly drawn map on the back of a bar napkin. On top of the upfront payment, the shaman promised an ancient city ripe for looting. He claimed the dead were still with him—I’m guessing maybe that was the stink—and that they’d show him exactly where this thig was when we made land. 
 
    Ulrike also let slip to me the possibility that even if we did find this thing, there was no real need for Shreyas to get it. It’d be just as easy to toss him overboard. A mercy, even, she said. He’d finally rest. 
 
    I didn’t much like the idea. To me, when you make a deal, you honour the deal. If you make a bad deal, you learn from your mistakes, and try to make a better deal next time. But Ulrike was my Captain, and as my pa always said, Your Captain is your god. 
 
    Ulrike wanted me along in case we needed to make land for supplies or to weather a storm. She wanted someone who knew islanders, knew the local customs and prices, who would make sure the pirates weren’t getting robbed. I lied and said I’d travelled almost every island and I would make sure she got the best deals. All I really wanted was passage back to the islands. I figured I’d jump ship at the first decent-looking port and disappear into the crowd. 
 
    Turned out, it didn’t really matter. Everyone had their plans and schemes, and absolutely no one got what they wanted. 
 
    We sailed south and ran straight into a Guild picket ship flying the white. We weren’t what they were looking for, but they saw Urlike’s flag and decided they wanted to inspect the Kalas’ hold. The captain ordered us to run for it, hoping we could get out of range of whatever nasty the wizards had ready. We didn’t get far. The sheets and ropes lit like they’d been soaking in lamp oil for months. The mast burned, and the crow’s nest turned into something like a screaming torch what with Urlike’s cabin boy who always hid up there to nap. 
 
    They boarded us. I will always remember the old man standing on the prow of the wizard ship. Huge white eyebrows reaching to each side like wings. A long white beard, perfectly plaited with gold, hanging to his waist. Robes so white they hurt to look at. He leaned on this gnarled staff of black iron, watching us. I felt like a bug, like something he might crush beneath those fastidious white shoes if I had the temerity to annoy him. 
 
    Unfortunately, Captain Ulrike had the temerity.  
 
    Ulrike, Shreyas, and I were brought onboard the wizard ship to be questioned. She told him not only that the Crags accepted neither wizard rule nor Guild law, but also that he was a pompous shrivelled testicle, smelled like onion farts, and that not all the white in the world would hide the stain of Guild sins. 
 
    He turned her inside out right there on the deck. Didn’t twitch. Didn’t say a word or move his fingers in gestures or anything. Just a slight narrowing of those bushy eyebrows, and she did this wet bursting belly flop. I stood there staring at her, watching her heart beat and her veins pump blood and her lungs sag and inflate and she made this kind of wet whimpering sound that might have come out of her ass. I don’t know. When it’s all flipped around like that, everything looks the same. The wizard crew continued with their tasks, running rigging and hoisting the sails, like it was nothing. I stood there frozen, staring at her until someone came along with a shovel and scooped the burbling mess over the rail.  
 
    After, I heard the mage grumble about how he’d meditated hundreds of hours to save up that power. He said ridding the world of one more redheaded scum was worth it. 
 
    After the wizard questioned Shreyas, they tied several stone weights to his ankles and tossed the shaman overboard. He laughed the whole time, thanking them. 
 
    The Kalas was stripped of supplies and anything useful, the crew left unharmed. The wizard ordered his crew to sail for RiverWatch and we left them there, floating dead in the ocean. Not a thimble of water. Not a crumb of food. Unless they were incredibly lucky—and let’s face it, they signed on to crew with Ulrike and then ran smack into a wizard ship—they were dead. Drowning them would have been a mercy. Sometimes I have nightmares I was left with them. I dream that we all stripped naked and tried to sew our clothes into sails without needles or thread. I dream about hunger and thirst. I dream about how you always eat the stranger before turning on your friends. And I dream about Captain Ulrike. Still alive. Bubbling on the deck. Organs quivering in agony and horror, struggling to breathe. 
 
    “Bad as things are right now,” said Bren. “At least we’re not inside out.” 
 
    The candle flickered and winked out, plunging us into darkness. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    We sat in silence.  
 
    We slept, uncomfortable on the stone, rusting manacles chafing our wrists bloody. 
 
    Time passed in numb tedium at odds with the horror of having my heart cut from my chest and my body harvested for parts. My shoulder went from an aching throb to a mild discomfort. 
 
    I sensed him out there, so near. His patience was more terrifying than anything. I couldn’t have done that. I couldn’t have waited. 
 
    Then they came for us. 
 
    Three of the human-headed gorillas carried torches, lighting the way for the rest. The others spread out to encircle us. They carried no weapons. Having felt their strength, I knew they needed none. They’d have no trouble subduing us. 
 
    Hands clenched in meaty fists, Brenwick rose as much as the chains allowed. Growling through his teeth, he stood hunched and ready, waiting for one of the gorillas to come within reach. 
 
    “Don’t,” I said. “Save your strength.” 
 
    I prayed there was something to save it for, that I hadn’t somehow misunderstood Henka’s intent. 
 
    Bren sagged, defeated, eyes wounded. He looked like I stole something from him and maybe I had. Maybe I stole his chance to die heroically, fighting against all odds. 
 
    “Trust me,” I hissed. 
 
    He nodded but I saw doubt. 
 
    Two gorillas held each of us by the wrists. They pulled our arms straight hard enough to let us know they could tear them from the sockets if they desired. Another undid the rusting padlocks, removing our chains, letting them fall with a careless crash. The rest stood around looking menacing, an unneeded show of strength. 
 
    A hulking gorilla with the head of a middle-aged woman stooped to lift Henka, cradling her in arms as if she were a baby. The humanity in the gesture jolted me. These weren’t mindless apes. They were people. Or they had been people. I couldn’t imagine the hell of being torn from life only to have your skull attached to some creature because it suited a deranged necromancer’s whim. 
 
    As they escorted us up the long sloping stone floor it occurred to me that perhaps I should be thinking less about how to destroy them, and more about how to save them.  
 
    The thought struck me. Would the Demon Emperor have seen enslaved people and thought to rescue them? More likely, he’d have plotted ways to take them for his own. Which, I hated to admit, was a far more appealing plan. Enslaved undead monsters were useful. Free undead monsters might choose to rip my arms off. Was I suddenly going to embrace stupidity just to prove I wasn’t him? That raised an interesting question. The Demon Emperor hadn’t been a stupid man. For the most part, I suspected his choices were both intelligent and well-thought. Pragmatic. But did that make them the right choices? It was easy to see how a selfless act would look foolish to a selfish man. 
 
    I laughed at the futility of plotting to free these necromantic creations and one of them cuffed me on the head from behind. The weight of dead meat staggered me. 
 
    They hauled us into the blinding sun, Bren cursing behind me. After the cool of the dungeon, the heat hit me like a maul. Between the salt water, fighting undead monsters, and my time below ground, my clothes were mouldering tatters. My shirt fell apart as I walked, and I tore the remnants from my chest, tossing it aside. The damp air stank of rotting vegetation and sun-warmed death. 
 
    I stank worse. 
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I caught sight of Bren. He walked tall, smouldering rage lurking behind proud eyes. If it came to it, he would not go quietly. Neither would I. If whatever Henka planned failed, we would fight to the last. 
 
    The bustling necropolis ground to a halt, all the city’s dead gathering at the base of the largest pyramid, an ancient and colossal edifice choked with moss and vines. Shambling corpses of monkeys and gorillas, great rotting snakes, all with human faces. Many were a blend of extra limbs from a horrific mix of animals. A massive constrictor with the decaying bone and sinew front legs of a jaguar, pawed to the front of the crowd to get a better look. The human skull, stitched to the snake’s back with rusting steel staples, wide-eyed and insane, looked like it was about to fall off. 
 
    Far above the jungle treeline wisps of white cloud sprinted across the azure sky. They held my attention and I slowed, neck craned back as I stared. I wanted to be up there, mounted upon a mighty dragon or demon. I wanted to bring destruction to this wretched stinking ruin of a city. I couldn’t believe the Khraen living here chose this! Was he so desperate for worship as to surround himself with enslaved, living corpses? I may have considered raising armies of such, but I had plans for those armies. This appeared to be a fully functioning civilization with no purpose other than to make more dead. What was the point? 
 
    Annoyed at what they probably assumed was fearful hesitation, the gorilla shoved me into motion. We headed toward the huge pyramid.  
 
    An old man stood on the flattened apex, iron grey hair oiled into tight coils falling to his waist. He wore only a skirt of rough hemp. Half a dozen figures swathed in black robes gathered around him. Even concealed as they were, they looked more human than the rest of the city’s inhabitants. 
 
    Though older and carrying at least thirty more pounds of muscle than I, I knew the shape of him immediately. My heart kicked in my chest, excitement and fear. This Khraen was an old man. How long had he been hiding in this jungle? Years, I suspected. Likely decades. And what had he accomplished? This squalid necropolis was no mighty army of corpses. The wizards of my time would raze this city to ash in a heartbeat. 
 
    And what had I achieved?  
 
    I was outnumbered, out manoeuvred, and outclassed.  
 
    The apes hauled Bren, Henka, and I to the base of the pyramid and then up its stone-stepped side. The Khraen at the top looked down upon us. Upon me. He saw nothing else. Even at this distance I saw hunger in the set of his shoulders.  
 
    The shrouded figures arrayed around him were all petite. One stood out, curved enough even the voluminous robes couldn’t hide it. Like the others, she wore the hood raised, her face hidden in shadow. Was this his necromancer, Tairese, the one Karrie mentioned? 
 
    Step by step we drew closer, and he grew in detail. Deep set wrinkles in skin like sun-cracked black leather. Crow’s feet framed eyes that never laughed. Grey shot through with black, his beard was neatly combed and tied in a long braid that fell to his belly. 
 
    It hit me. He wasn’t simply aging, he was old! 
 
    The ramifications terrified me. In all my travels, I’d never seen anyone over seventy years of age. Though solidly built, this Khraen looked like he was likely into his late fifties or early sixties. 
 
    Could I die of old age?  
 
    The Demon Emperor had been immortal, but that hardly meant I was. I didn’t know how he extended his life. It might have been demonology, but he had access to mighty practitioners of every art. I had none of that. 
 
    In a strange way, the sight of this old man terrified me in a way that facing an armed and murderous version of myself did not. Realizing I didn’t have all the time in the world was a shock. Never mind this nebulous threat Nhil spoke of, I could die of old age before I regained enough of my memories to become immortal.  
 
    It raised questions I couldn’t answer. What would happen if I died, of age or otherwise? I already knew these shards carried only the memories of the original Khraen, from back when his heart was whole. If I died, even though the shard might grow another Khraen around it, leaching life from the very soil if needed, that Khraen would have no memory of me. 
 
    Three thousand years. 
 
    It was, I realized for the first time, too long. 
 
    How many times had my own shard clawed free from the soil and set off along this obsidian path? I remembered waking in the far north, the long-rotted corpse of a man in chain armour atop my grave. There’d been a pack of ragged wolves always watching from afar, Henka’s servants spying on me. Our meeting had been no coincidence. She’d known exactly where I was. Come to think of it, one of her undead creatures likely killed that man, dragging his corpse to my grave so I might feed off his blood. 
 
    Three. Thousand. Years. 
 
    What if this wasn’t the first time she guided one of my shards? Were the others failures, and I simply her current attempt? Henka was a driven and frighteningly intelligent woman. In three thousand years, there was nothing she couldn’t accomplish. What if she guided all these various shards to where they now were? I’d seen her change her appearance, harvesting new flesh and different eyes and limbs from countless women. These undead monsters, their blended ancestry, told me far more alteration was possible than I’d first realized. She could have looked like anything, changing her appearance for each shard, guaranteeing they wouldn’t know her later. 
 
    Until me. 
 
    For me she was the perfect woman, built from my dreams, from the ghosts of memories. 
 
    She knew this shard. She knew it didn’t remember her. There was only one way that could be true: She must have brought it to life, learned what it knew, what it remembered, and then killed it. When it died, those memories created during its brief life were lost. 
 
    Only my stumbling upon Nhil and the floating mountains ruined her plan. 
 
    Henka could accomplish anything in three thousand years, but I also understood the perversity of the universe. Three thousand years would undo even the most well-laid plans. The fact this old Khraen was about to carve my heart from my chest was proof. 
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I saw two brutish gorillas lift Brenwick, annoyed by his struggles, and bodily haul him up the steps. Behind them, another ape carried Henka. Her eyes yawning pits, her broken jaw swung loose. Tongue torn out. Her legs gone, dried twists of intestine hung black and foul from the gaping wound of her guts. The flesh of her face was sunken and cracked, her skull angular and sharp. Husked gristle and ruin, she wasn’t even a corpse anymore. She didn’t move, gave no sign of life. 
 
    Oh, my love, what have you done to me? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER – FIFTEEN 
 
    The gorillas stopped us two steps shy of the pyramid’s apex so the old Khraen could glare imperiously down upon us. Even his eyebrows, bushy and wild, were mostly grey. The robed figures at his side were all women. Up here, away from the death and rot, the air was better. I squinted, trying to see past the hoods to the faces within. If they were dead, I couldn’t tell.  
 
    The voluptuous woman at his side studied me, teasing hints of midnight eyes, full lips, and island skin wreathed in shadow. She filled those robes in ways Henka never would, all of them distracting to my twenty-year-old body. Where my love was everything beautiful and civilized, a flawless creation, a work of the finest art, this woman was raw, primal sexuality. 
 
    “Just a boy,” the old man said, voice gravelly. 
 
    Wrapped in thick muscle, he was physically powerful in a way I had never been. I felt like a child in his presence and hated him for it. 
 
    “Just a cowardly old man,” I said. 
 
    If I could get my hands on him, threaten his life, perhaps I could back them down. I jerked my arms suddenly, hoping to break free from the gorillas so I might tackle this Khraen. Their iron grip held me helpless.  
 
    For an obsidian heartbeat we stared at each other, both feeling the pull, both wanting. 
 
    Murder, brutal and bloody. 
 
    Hack a man’s chest open, carve free his heart.  
 
    Peel away the flesh, the useless dross. 
 
    Find the stone. 
 
    Nothing else mattered. 
 
    He grinned bright teeth and gestured at the sacrificial altar. “Lay him there. Hold his arms.” 
 
    I allowed myself to be pulled to the altar. Not that fighting would have achieved anything. Bren fought constantly, trying to pull free or kick one of his captors. He even bit one in the arm, coming away with a mouthful of fur and rotting meat and a marked look of regret. 
 
    “How long have you been here?” I asked, hoping to draw him into conversation. Anything to stall. The other Khraens had all wanted to talk, even if they planned to kill me. I couldn’t believe this shard would be different. 
 
    Henka hung limp in the arms of the ape carrying her. Nothing. Not even the slightest lift of the head. Did she know where we were, what was happening? Aside from the word wait painted in blood and rot, she hadn’t reacted to anything I said back in the dungeon. I worried her hearing might be compromised. Did she understand what was about to happen? 
 
    The gorillas forced me onto the altar, held me helpless.  
 
    The old man approached. Wrinkled and scarred fingers, blunted with time, toyed with the pommel of the dagger on his hip. “I woke here,” he said. 
 
    I stared at him in shocked confusion. “You never left?” 
 
    He looked southwest, toward that other shard. “You sense it too. It’s a large piece, bigger than you or I.” 
 
    That tightened my throat. I knew it was large, but not how it compared to my own. 
 
    “The bigger the piece,” he continued, “the more memories. The more power. The only shard larger is the one far to the south that never moves.” 
 
    I’d sensed that distant piece and was certain it lay somewhere in PalTaq. 
 
    “You never tried to take it?” I asked. 
 
    He ignored my question. “Every now and then he sends assassins. Mostly young sorcerers. He rules an empire greater than mine.” 
 
    “I’d hardly call this an empire.” 
 
    “I’ve sent my own undead assassins,” he continued, ignoring me, “but they always fail.” He growled, but it was habitual hatred and lacked true rage. “I realized my only chance was to build an army of dead around me. They never sleep, constantly scour the island for invaders.” 
 
    The largest shard, the one I thought likely on PalTaq, had been too far away for me to tell if it moved. The old man had been here his entire life, and much closer to it. He would have known. 
 
    “If the other shard never moves,” I said, “perhaps it isn’t alive. Have you not tried to get it?” 
 
    “I’ve sent servants. Boats and boats of undead. None return.” 
 
    “If you led them yourself,” I blurted, “they’d have more chance at success.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, with a familiar lack of humility. He examined me. “Ah, the stupid fearlessness of youth. If I left the safety of my island, Naghron would know.” 
 
    The name sent a jolt through me. I’d heard it before. Bren said Naghron ruled over several islands in the south. He was a piece of me, and he’d already started building an empire. It might be small now, but I knew he wouldn’t stop there. How many decades head start did these shards have on me? Perhaps I should have been fleeing rather than charging toward them. 
 
    “He’d come for me,” said the old man. “I might have an army of corpses, but he has sorcerers and elementalists. Lucky for me, spirit demons are unable to possess the undead.” 
 
    Spirit demons. Possession. 
 
    A whole new world of possibilities opened before me. If I could summon demons capable of possessing wizards, I wouldn’t need to trust a necromancer to enslave them for me! I would be in direct control. But if that was the case, why hadn’t I done that before?  
 
    For the first time I saw the Demon Emperor in a different light. I was so used to thinking of him as this cold and calculating ruler. I couldn’t imagine a man with stone eyes seeing the world with humanity. Maybe I was wrong. He loved Henka; I knew that to be true. Nhil had been his friend for thousands of years, if the demon was to be believed. What if he hadn’t enslaved the wizards, binding all the Guild to his purpose, because to do so would be irredeemably evil? 
 
    Yet it had been my first thought. An exciting one at that. If I was honest, I couldn’t completely convince myself it was a bad idea, evil or no. 
 
    “Why does he call himself Naghron?” I asked. 
 
    The old man’s stance changed from that of someone about to carve the heart from a helpless victim to someone having a casual conversation. I didn’t let it fool me. I was a man who could go from chatting to murder in a heartbeat. 
 
     “I think it’s our name. Our oldest name.” He shrugged, again staring off toward the other shard. “I remember things…flashes of savages hunting other men in the jungle. Skinning enemies alive, offering their pain up to her as a sacrifice. Except I’m one of the savages. I remember becoming the tribe’s shaman, and later uniting all the tribes of the islands. I remember the first time my priests brought me a ship of pale-skinned foreigners and realizing the world was larger than I ever dreamed. I remember deciding it must all be hers and only I could give it to her.” 
 
    Her. I didn’t ask. 
 
    “Maybe not today, but you’re going to die here,” I said. I couldn’t understand his willingness to stay, surrounded by corpses, living out his days as a master of squalor. 
 
    “It’s not so bad,” he answered. “You can be happy anywhere, as long as you have the heart of a good woman.” Glancing at the curvy woman, he laughed, the smug chuckle of an old man. “Or a few good women.” 
 
    His joke sank in. 
 
    I stared up at him. The heart of a good woman. “She’s your necromancer,” I said, nodding as best I could at the robed woman beside him. “You have her heart.”  
 
    Though I’d once considered doing that to Henka, now, the thought appalled and repelled me. All the women gathered here, hidden away behind their cowls, were necromancers. He had their hearts, a harem of perfect women enslaved to his will. 
 
    “Tairese,” he said, “say hello to our young guest.” 
 
    She pushed the hood back, an act of sensuous grace, exposing stunning beauty. She was perfect, no doubt built from the best pieces of scores of women. And yet, as beautiful as she was, she wasn’t Henka. This woman twigged every juvenile lustful thought my young brain had ever dreamed up, but Henka was my soul. I felt some small disappointment that this old Khraen would never get to see her in her glory, understand what I had, and he did not. Owning this stunning woman was nothing, it was the pathetic possessiveness of a small mind. This shard might remember hunting bugs in the jungle, but he’d never progressed beyond that. 
 
    “You aren’t going to ask what I remember?” I said, stalling. “You don’t want to know which summonings?” 
 
    He drew the dagger, made a show of testing the edge with a thumb. “I’ll know soon enough.” 
 
    “Don’t you think it strange,” I blurted, “that our hearts don’t hold our memories?” One of the other shards of me said something similar before I killed him. Had he been stalling too, desperate to purchase one more breath with weak distraction? “When you die here of old age,” I let him hear my scorn, “everything you’ve done will be forgotten. Your existence will have meant nothing. That shard calling himself Naghron will come. He will find your rotting heart and cut out the tiny stone buried there. He’ll be one step closer to what you were too cowardly to reach for.” Inspiration struck. “He’s younger, isn’t he. He’s waiting.” 
 
    The old man glared at down me, knife gripped in his fist, onyx eyes hard. “Perhaps you know something useful, something that will swing things in my favour.”  
 
    Dead eyed, carving out my heart was nothing. I knew that look, how it felt to be on the other side.  
 
    He was me. 
 
    Killer. 
 
    Murderer. 
 
    We were all the Demon Emperor, capable of the most terrible crimes. 
 
    “Hold him still,” he ordered the apes. 
 
    I fought then, kicking and thrashing, threatening, begging and promising death and vengeance and anything else I thought of. 
 
    One of the shrouded women cleared her throat. “You should probably hold off on cutting out this shit-stained soul’s black heart,” she said, tossing back her hood. 
 
    Petite redheaded Tien, Shalayn’s sister, stood atop the apex of this ancient jungle pyramid, pale northern skin in sharp contrast to the islanders. She showed teeth in a vicious grin. There was no humour in that expression. 
 
    She’d changed. Her hair, faded to an almost strawberry blond, had lost its rich lustre. Her eyes showed early signs of rot. One hand on a cocked hip, she examined the scene, head tilted to one side. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” demanded the old man, retreating. The other shrouded women moved to surround him protectively. 
 
    “Only one person gets to kill this asshole,” she said, dead eyes dripping hate. “And it ain’t you, old man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    While the sudden appearance of a new dead woman in the middle of his harem of gorgeous corpses didn’t please the old Khraen, he was hardly about to panic. Eyes narrowed, he assessed the situation. The only gorillas up here were those holding Bren and I, and he most definitely didn’t want us getting free. If I was right, and all the shrouded women up here were necromancers, and thus undead, they’d have no difficulty neutralizing Tien. Having seen Henka in action, I understood how dangerous even the smallest corpse could be. 
 
    What he couldn’t know, however, was that diminutive Tien was a wizard. 
 
    What neither of us knew, was how powerful she was. I’d never witnessed her work magic beyond some sparkling lights and tracing text on a beer-splashed bar table. She’d given Shalayn a magic ring, and me a magic dagger—which assassinated some mage she wanted dead, framing me for his murder—but I was reasonably sure she hadn’t made them herself. I suspected she purchased them off more powerful mages. 
 
    When Tien didn’t leap to attack, the other Khraen relaxed a little. “You want to kill him?” he asked. “I’m fine with that. But his heart is mine.” 
 
    “I do want to kill him,” she said, green eyes wistful. “But I can’t. Not yet.” She turned her attention on the old man. “And, unfortunately, I can’t let you cut his heart out either. Much as I’d like to.” 
 
    Anger built in him. Patience was never our strength. I saw hunger in the hunched set of his shoulders, the way his fingers twitched. He craved the stone in my heart just as much as I craved his. 
 
    “Ladies,” he said. “Pull this woman apart.” 
 
    The women advanced on the mage. 
 
    Tien pulled something black and shrivelled from within her shirt. She held it on display. It looked like beef jerky long gone bad. 
 
    “Tairese,” she said, cocky and confident. “Tell them to stop.” 
 
    “Stop,” commanded Tairese, and the shrouded women stood motionless. 
 
    Seeing the wizened strip of desiccated meat, the old man’s eyes widened in fear. “No! How? Tairese!” 
 
    The gorgeous necromancer ignored him. 
 
    “Khraen,” Tien said, glancing at me. “However old you are, wherever you’ve grown up, you’re still a predictable idiot.” She turned on the old man. “I know you because I know him. I knew you’d keep the necromancer’s heart close. It was pathetically easy to find. The only reason this Naghron you spoke of hasn’t done the same is because he, like you two fools, lacks the imagination. Tairese, tell your coven of necromancers to obey me.” 
 
    “Obey her every order,” the voluptuous necromancer ordered the other women. 
 
    “Release the two men,” Tien commanded. 
 
    One of the women spoke a terse order, and the gorillas holding Bren and I stepped away. 
 
    I struggled to piece it all together. 
 
    Tien was here, and she was dead.  
 
    I knew she was dead because I killed her, I drove a sword into hert back. I remembered the feel of it going through her, the sight of the tip punching out between two of her lower ribs in the front. The sudden weight on the blade as the light of her snuffed to dark. She’d said something as her knees folded but I hadn’t heard it. Maybe her sister’s name. 
 
    I recalled that night before we left Nachi. Wounded and exhausted from my fight with Shalayn, I lay on the bed in our cabin on the Habnikaav. Henka said she was going back into town to fetch the supplies we left behind.  
 
    She fetched more than that.  
 
    I remembered the Captain telling me some woman had booked another birth before we set sail. After making sure it wasn’t Shalayn, I hadn’t given it much thought.  
 
    All the weeks we sailed south, Tien had been onboard with us, locked in her cabin. 
 
    My heart broke. 
 
    Not only had I murdered Shalayn’s sister in front of her, but now she’d think I stole Tien’s corpse. 
 
    Nothing would stand between her and bloody vengeance. And I deserved it. My own need for revenge took her sister. It galled me that everything Tien had done, her double-crosses and betrayals had all been to protect Shalayn. 
 
    “You know this woman?” asked Bren, eying Tien. 
 
    “The fucker killed me,” the wizard answered. “Stabbed me in the back. You might want to rethink your choice of travelling companions before he kills you too.”  
 
    Bren said nothing. 
 
    My thoughts awhirl, it took a moment to understand. When I first met Henka and saw the raw wound in her chest, stapled closed with twists of steel, she told me that when a necromancer created another necromancer, they often took their heart. She said that a necromancer who possessed the heart of their creation could control them.  
 
    “That’s Tairese’s heart,” I said. 
 
    “Finally,” muttered Tien, “he catches on.” 
 
    I’d suspected that anyone who held the heart of a necromancer could command them, but this was proof. I set the thought aside for later. 
 
    “Have your apes hold the old man,” Tien ordered the gathered necromancers. 
 
    The older Khraen stabbed one of the gorillas, tried to leap past them. A heartbeat later he was helpless, just as I’d been. 
 
    “I’ll take this,” I said, plucking the dagger from the undead ape’s chest. It ignored me, unbothered by the wound. 
 
    Plain steel, no demon was bound to the weapon. 
 
    “I have something I have to tell you,” said Tien, “and this is even shittier than when you stabbed me in the back like a filthy coward.” 
 
    Her words stung. I deserved them. 
 
    Tien bared her teeth and looked away as if struggling to stay silent. “I have to obey your every command,” she growled. She gestured at Henka, still cradled in a gorilla’s arms. “She ordered me to tell you that. And she ordered me to protect you.” 
 
    I blinked at her, stunned. “You saved me without even using wizardry.”  
 
    I was disappointed. I wanted to see what she was capable of. I could, I realized, simply order her to tell me. Or even put on a display of power. 
 
    “Smart people don’t rely on such crutches,” she said. “Fuck, I see you thinking about how you can use a wizard. Look, before you get all power-drunk, I’m not terribly powerful. And remember, mages have to meditate to store power for any serious spells. You blow what I have stored on silly shit, and I’m not going to be much use.” She blinked dead green eyes at me. “Aside from being a fuck of a lot smarter than you.” 
 
    “I could order you to be silent,” I threatened. 
 
    “And miss out on all this wit?” 
 
    I glared at her. 
 
    “Anyway,” she added. “If you command me to silence, I might not be able to warn you of trouble. And I’ll be unable to cast most of the spells in my considerable repertoire.” 
 
    Shalayn once told me that skilled wizards didn’t need gestures and chants, that such displays were for theatre and the unskilled. 
 
    I grunted doubt. “First you’re ‘not terribly powerful’ and then you have a ‘considerable repertoire’ of spells. Get your story straight.” 
 
    “Your stinking corpse of a girlfriend said I had to obey you. She didn’t say anything about lying.” 
 
    “I command you not to lie to me,” I said. 
 
     “You’re even dumber than you look.” She flashed an innocent smile. “I’ll give that a moment to sink in.” 
 
    Annoyed this dead wizard still managed to get under my skin, I turned my back on her. She was Henka’s creation. While I hated what she’d done to the wizard, I wasn’t foolish enough to argue with the results. 
 
    I studied the old man hanging suspended between two undead gorillas. He looked pathetic, defeated. I hated him. He was a coward. I’d rather become the Demon Emperor than this wretch. I would never hide behind an army of corpses while my heart was out there. 
 
    Hefting the knife, I said, “Let’s find out what you know.”  
 
    Now that I wasn’t about to die, the hunger built in me. The stone in his heart screamed at me to take it, promised knowledge and power. Demons and ancient lore. Would this be the shard that remembered my wife or Nhil? I prayed it was. I wanted to be honest with her. This falsehood separated us like a wall. I wanted her to explain her decisions, to tell me what she’d been up to during the three thousand years of my absence. Nhil wasn’t entirely wrong; it would be unwise to confront her until I had at least some personal knowledge of our shared past. 
 
    Maybe the old man wasn’t the only coward. Henka left me strangely vulnerable. I felt defenceless in her presence. 
 
    Guilty, I flashed a look in her direction. 
 
    Dead. A ruined corpse. She was trapped in there, no doubt wondering at the state of her plans. 
 
    “Tien,” I said. “Does Henka still command you?” 
 
    “Are you rolling around on the floor screaming as your blood boils?” 
 
    An answer, I supposed. 
 
    “I mean, is she giving you commands right now.” 
 
    Tien dashed a pointed look at Henka’s sundered corpse. “I’m following the last commands she gave me. She’s a lot smarter than you’ll ever be, even if you find all the bits of your brittle black heart. She plans for everything, leaves no loopholes in her orders, and she doesn’t make mistakes.” 
 
    Was that true? If not for Tien’s timely arrival, I’d have been sacrificed on the altar. Henka couldn’t possibly have planned that so perfectly. The more I thought about it, the less I believed Henka was behind everything. Three thousand years. The choices and actions of countless thousands, not to mention all the various shards of me. The fact I found Nhil and the floating mountains told me that Henka couldn’t account for every possibility.  
 
    Life was chaos.  
 
    Had I caught up with Tien back in Nachi a few seconds later, I’d have seen her with Shalayn. I would have learned they were sisters. I wouldn’t have killed the wizard, and now she wouldn’t have been here to save me. Thinking Henka masterminded everything was madness. 
 
    “Have your gorillas pin the old man to the altar,” I commanded Tien. 
 
    She snapped her fingers, gesturing at the altar, and the apes dragged him there. He didn’t resist. 
 
    “Your girlfriend is a rotting husk,” Tien said, “and you stand here surrounded by necromancers who could repair her.” She spat as if trying to rid herself of a bad taste. “But oh no, let’s get you the next piece of your shit-stained heart first.” 
 
    Rejoinders leapt to mind: She’s dead, she feels no pain! This won’t take long! You don’t understand the pull of my heart, the hunger! 
 
    I swallowed them all. 
 
    She was right. The stone would wait. Taking it into my flesh would knock me out for a day or more. 
 
    Striding to the old man’s side, I stabbed him in the chest. Ignoring the blood and screams, I cracked his ribs, broke him open. Blood to my elbows, I sawed the heart free, cutting away the useless meat. Wrapping the obsidian shard in a shred of cloth torn from Bren’s shirt, I pocketed it. 
 
    “Fine,” I said, angry. “Tell your necromancers…”  
 
    Speaking through the thief was annoying. I hated that she had power, that I relied on her. She may have had her reasons for betraying me, but that didn’t change the fact she framed me for murder and left me to die.  
 
    I grinned at Tien. “Tell your necromancers to obey my commands.” 
 
    “Tairese,” she said with a complete lack of emotion, “you heard the stained soul. Tell your necromancers to obey his commands.” 
 
    “Tell them,” I said, “to obey only my commands.” 
 
    “Tairese—” 
 
    I silenced her with a raised finger. “Tell Tairese she, too, is to obey me and only me.”  
 
    Tien twitched, the slightest flicker of an eyelid. “Tairese, obey Khraen and only Khraen. Tell the others the same.” 
 
    The shapely necromancer commanded her coven of corpses, her voice smooth as silk, warm as melted chocolate. 
 
    They turned on me waiting. Six stunning dark-skinned women. Corpses, I reminded myself. They were all dead, though perfectly maintained. Judging by the flush of health they’d had blood recently. The old man treated his possessions well. 
 
    They were mine now. 
 
    Brenwick came to stand at my side. “They can heal Henka?” he asked. “Repair her?” he added, uncertain. 
 
    “We can,” said Tairese. “She will be perfect.” 
 
    Standing atop the pyramid, looking down at the necropolis sprawled below, I studied the cages where they kept the living waiting to be harvested. 
 
    How many would die to remake my wife? 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    After my sword, rings, and Soul Stone were returned to me, the gorillas carried Henka away, following the six necromancers. Tairese said it would take several days to complete the necromancy required. Part of me wanted to stay with her, to watch. I wanted to know if they sang as they worked, the way Henka did. But more than anything, excitement thrummed my veins at the thought of taking on this new fragment of myself. Henka didn’t need me. I’d be useless. I had no reason not to take in the shard immediately. 
 
    Tien stayed behind. Probably to bother me. 
 
    “I could drink an ocean of ale,” said Brenwick, “and still fart dust.” 
 
    I silently scolded myself for not thinking of the boy first. “Tien—” 
 
    “Fuck,” she grumbled, “here we go. Years of wizard training. Being murdered, resurrected, and enslaved. All so I can be a barmaid for a couple of stinking darkers.” 
 
    Bren sniffed at an armpit and said, “Gods,” wrinkling his nose. “I thought that was the dead people.” 
 
    “Get us tents,” I told Tien. “One each.” I wanted privacy for what would soon happen. “Bring us both food and ale. The best you can find.” I struggled to think past my screaming need to take the stone into myself, to revel in the agony as it clawed through my flesh to my heart. “Bren, you want…company?” I said, distracted and contemplating what the old Khraen might have known. New summonings and bindings? 
 
    Bren darted a glance at Tien. “No thanks.” 
 
    After we found him a tent, Tien led me deeper into the necropolis. 
 
    “I like him,” she said after we left him behind. “He’s better than you deserve. Shame you’ll kill him the instant it’s in your best interest.” 
 
    “How did you get here?” I asked, ignoring the jab. “You look relatively undamaged.” 
 
    “I’m a wizard,” she said. “And unbelievably clever.” 
 
    I didn’t care. Nothing but my heart mattered. “Show me to a tent. Now.”  
 
    I could wait no longer. 
 
    The dead parted before us, rotting eyes averted. Had the old man ordered them to do this, or had he given them reason to fear? He kept a harem of beautiful corpses, enslaved lovers maintained with blood and harvested flesh, all to do his every perverse bidding. Knowing the things Shalayn and I did while drunk, the blood slicked nights spent with Henka, I could guess what they were. 
 
    He was lonely, I told myself, as if defending his vile choices. He lived here surrounded by the dead, hiding from a dangerous enemy. He chose this, though. He wanted to be here. 
 
    “You know,” said Tien, “that other Khraen didn’t sleep in a tent. There are chambers in one of the pyramids. They’re spacious and clean. Comfortable.” 
 
    I didn’t want to see them. I didn’t want to remind myself he’d been a man with his own life, his own goals and plans. Everything he was, everything he hoped to achieve, was gone. 
 
    Murdered. 
 
    “Tent,” I said. 
 
    She led me to a large pavilion tent. 
 
    “Henka still has your heart,” I said, stopping at the entrance. “It’s hidden somewhere in her body.” The apewoman, Karrie, who broke her jaw, tore out her tongue and eyes, had searched behind the staples in her chest. It made sense. Of course a necromancer would want the hearts of other necromancers. If dried to a wizened husk, Tien’s heart could be anywhere within Henka. In a lung. Hidden behind patched flesh.  
 
    Tien nodded. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Shalayn was going to kill me anyway. I couldn’t give her back her sister without explaining everything to Henka. 
 
    Holding aside the tent flap, the wizard bowed low. “My most holy lord and emperor of all goat droppings, the greatest shit-stained soul to ever pollute the earth, bane of distracted wizards out for a pint with their sister, cancer in the bones of society, and all-around dung-heap of a human, I prithee enter and enjoy your stay among your dutiful slaves.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I entered and she dropped the heavy fabric back into place. I stood, listening to her depart, feelings mixed. I hated her for her betrayals, for coming between Shalayn and I. But I understood both her actions and her own hatred. Her cutting condemnation of who and what I was—or perhaps who and what I had once been—wasn’t entirely wrong. But she didn’t know me. All she knew was the Demon Emperor of the history books. Books written, no less, by the wizards who betrayed him and destroyed the civilization he spent millennia building. 
 
    I couldn’t blame her for not understanding that I wasn’t that man. 
 
    The Demon Emperor and I shared a heart. We shared a history. My life, however, followed a different path than his. I might not be perfect, but I would be better than he.  
 
    I would be a man Brenwick was proud to call friend, a man he followed because I’d earned his loyalty and not because I saved his life on a whim.  
 
    Friend. What a word. I felt foolish. Men like me didn’t have friends. Except maybe Nhil. And Henka. That was an uncomfortable thought. I loved her with every fibre of my being, she filled the hole in my soul.  
 
    But was she my friend? 
 
    “Yes,” I said to the empty tent. “Henka is my friend.” 
 
    How else could we have shared countless centuries together? 
 
    “Bren is my friend too,” I said, though obviously my feelings for him were different. 
 
    I liked Brenwick. 
 
    I wasn’t sure that was true of Henka. 
 
    Putting the thought aside, I studied the interior of the tent. A canopied bed with silk blankets and littered with pillows claimed one end. At first glance it looked welcoming, but everything was stained with rot, the sheets frayed with age. A dozen smaller cots lined one wall, bedding neatly folded and piled at the foot of each. 
 
    Was the tent for important visitors and their retinue? I couldn’t imagine dignitaries or wealthy merchants coming here. With most of the population dead, the necropolis had little need for food or supplies. Judging from the appearance of the citizens, they wore what they died in until it, or they, fell apart.  
 
    Lilting to one side on the uneven ground, the armoire looked out of place. A round table with three mismatched wood chairs took the centre of the room. The still air stunk of mould, rotting canvas, and damp earth. 
 
    Ignoring the beds, I chose a clean patch of floor. I sat cross-legged, drawing the wrapped fragment of obsidian from my pocket. Unfolding it, I lay it on the floor before me. Now I knew I would soon take it into myself, hunger screamed and raged, overwhelmed my senses, demanded sating. Reaching a shaking hand for the stone, I hesitated. 
 
    This desperate need bothered me. 
 
    Why the incredible urge to complete myself? 
 
    It was more than my desire for knowledge and power.  
 
    Did the heart possess some drive to be whole, or did an outside force push me? 
 
    Henka? 
 
    I couldn’t see how. She was a necromancer, and no doubt a formidable power in her own right, and I was a living man. Even if my heart was part stone. 
 
    Was it my god, somewhere out there, forgotten? Did she influence me? 
 
    I had no answers. 
 
    Setting aside my doubts, I studied the chip of obsidian. It was a thin flake about the size of a fingernail. Pathetic. Maybe that was why the old man hid here. Somehow, he understood how little he was. 
 
    I wished I could sense the stone in my own heart the way I sensed the others. If that other piece, the one who called himself Naghron, was a great deal larger, it might be wise to collect several other shards first. 
 
    “I’m an idiot,” I told the empty tent. 
 
    Here I was, sitting with this tiny nugget. Naghron wouldn’t know the old man was dead, but he’d sense the two pieces were near each other. When I took this shard into myself, made it part of my own heart, he’d know that too. I scowled at the rock, struggling to figure out if there was some way I might use this to my advantage. To our senses, a shard was a shard; we couldn’t tell if it was alive or just a piece of stone. I could send this little piece with someone I trusted, use it as bait, draw this Naghron out, and ambush him. 
 
    I couldn’t see how it would work. I’d either have to trust others to deal with Naghron—and I hated the idea—or I’d come for him myself and he’d know. 
 
    If I used the piece as bait, I risked him capturing it. I was unwilling chance that. 
 
    Snatching up the obsidian, I held it against my chest. 
 
    Stone burrowed through flesh and bone and I screamed in glorious agony, falling backward to sprawl on the dirt floor. Pain became my world, a raging inferno searing every thought to ash.  
 
    I welcomed it.  
 
    There should be a cost to power, and I paid it gladly. 
 
    For everything I had done and for everything I would do, I deserved to suffer.  
 
    Maybe I hated the man these memories would move me closer to. 
 
    Maybe I hated the man I already was. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Fire-hardened spear in hand, a young man with skin the hue of healthy loam crept through the jungle. Dappled light, pale green, seeped through the tangled foliage overhead. A riot of brightly coloured birds squawked, screeching at the monkeys climbing to steal their eggs. The air, still and crushing, stank of overripe mangos. Towering on stems thicker than a man’s waist, brilliant blue flowers turned to follow the youth, teased with dangled mock-fruit that looked like plums. He avoided them. 
 
    Though he moved well, silent and graceful, he carried the awkwardness of youth in his knees and elbows. The birds fell suddenly silent, and he slowed to a stop. Dark eyes scanned the impenetrable jungle. 
 
    A short skirt of tanned hide left lithe legs bare. His torso, lean and muscled, told his story in raised ritualized scars. 
 
    A hunter. A savage. 
 
    A warrior. 
 
    These were his tribe’s hunting grounds. An invader, something strange, lurked hidden from sight. Spear gripped tight, ready to attack or flee, the youth stalked closer. 
 
    A woman stepped from the tangle of vines, more graceful than a prowling puma, she glowed gold, hair a rainbow of oil-slick sable. Naked and fearless, she approached the young man, ignored the raised spear, and ran a finger down the centre of his chest. He retreated in confusion and she followed, voice silken, ruby eyes breathing in his every detail. 
 
    Stabbing with the spear, he growled threat, speaking in a roll of clicks and pops and whistles. 
 
    She took his weapon away, tossed it contemptuously aside, and pulled him into a soft embrace. 
 
    She held him and he could neither escape nor want to. 
 
    The goddess lay him down on the jungle floor, straddling him. She traced ridged scars with her fingers and tongue, spoke soft syllables he couldn’t understand. She bit him, left him bleeding and he let her for he could not dream of doing otherwise. Lapping up his blood, she owned him. 
 
    She lay a long object on the centre of his chest. Reflecting the sun, it was unlike any flint dagger he’d seen. He knew a weapon when he saw one, understood the cutting edge. 
 
    She bit his bottom lip, drank the welling blood, and licked his chin clean. When she took him into her, his body twitched, eyes rolling back so only the whites showed. Hands on his chest, she rode him with a languid rolling of hips. He reached up to cup a breast, and she broke his arm. Screaming, he made no attempt to escape. Entranced, the other hand rose as if of its own accord, as if he could do no less than keep trying. She broke that too, wrenching the elbow so it popped, bones grinding. He laughed and cried and screamed. 
 
    Sweat slicked gold skin. She ground harder and harder until he bared teeth in pain. When he orgasmed, she collected the dagger and drove it into the centre of his chest. The goddess sawed, unhurried, and he bucked beneath her, helpless. Twisting the blade, she cracked bone. 
 
    He twitched, sputtering blood, blinking up at her as she worked fingers into the wound and cracked him wide. It was nothing, effortless. 
 
    Pearlescent organs. Lungs heaving and quivering. Throbbing heart.  
 
    Exposed and vulnerable.  
 
    She caressed his heart, leaning forward to plant a kiss on it. Sitting back with crimson lips, the goddess licked her hands clean, sucked gore from each finger. Her eyes never left his. 
 
    She spoke, carved knowledge into the meat of his brain. She told him how to open gates between worlds. She told him how to call hellish spirits and shambling monsters from other realities. She told him how to bind them to his service.  
 
    She fed off gods, subjugated entire realities. She wrote pacts for this savage boy, promises of servitude. All those she had crushed over thousands and thousands of millennia would serve him.  
 
    He saw all this and more and it broke him. He would conquer this world in her name. He would teach others what she taught him. They would kill gods, leave worlds stripped of life. She showed him the size of his world and he understood his insignificance.  
 
    Then she showed him a multitude of realities and he understood his world, too, was nothing. 
 
    For she was not just a god. 
 
    She was the dream that held the universe together. 
 
    And she dreamed in blood. 
 
    She gave him a choice. He could be hers, share her dream or he could die here as nothing. 
 
    The youth’s mouth moved, made no sound. Each blink came slower, his eyes remaining closed longer. When he opened them one last time, she held a fist-sized chunk of obsidian in her hand. Gripping his heart with her other hand, she squeezed it until it burst. 
 
    She stood, and he slipped from her, limp and used. 
 
    Dropping the obsidian into his chest cavity, the goddess waited. 
 
    A stain spread from the midnight glass. The raw flesh around the stone blackened. Exposed ribs became onyx spears. Lungs and organs glistened like oil. His rich brown flesh became pitch. 
 
    The grass beneath him died, trees withering and crumbling to dust. The carnivorous plants twitched and screamed, crumpling as their lives drained away. 
 
    Chest again whole, the young man sat up. 
 
    He was hers. 
 
    Together they would dream in blood. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    I woke nestled in deep pillows and silk sheets. It was dark, a single candle the only light. 
 
    Nothing made sense. I recognized the tent, but everything had changed. This wasn’t the canopied bed. The cots were gone too. I lay on an oak-framed monstrosity that would have allowed half a dozen to share it with me and still leave room. It was his, the old man’s bed. Someone must have brought it here from wherever he slept. The rest of the furniture had also been replaced or polished. A bowl of fresh fruit and a jug sat waiting on a round pedestal-table surrounded by cushioned chairs. Clothes had been lain out, a shirt and pants of tan cotton. They looked new. 
 
    I was naked under the sheets. 
 
    “Henka?” I called. 
 
    No one answered. Beyond the fabric walls the scree call of countless insects echoed. 
 
    How long had I been unconscious? The last couple of times I’d taken on a new shard I’d been out for a couple of days. This felt shorter. I was hungry, but not ravenously so. Could the necromancers have remade Henka in that time? I’d seen her replace limbs and burnt flesh in a few hours, but this time the damage was much worse. Her organs were gone, guts and legs missing. Eyes. Tongue. 
 
    Karrie, the apewoman who inflicted the damage, would suffer. 
 
    I shivered at the thought of my love so ruined. The image of her desiccated corpse, jaw broken and gaping, sockets empty pits of rot, chest splayed wide, haunted me. 
 
    That wasn’t her. The woman I loved wasn’t the body, she was the soul within. 
 
    Rising from bed, I dressed. The clothes fit perfectly. 
 
    Washing a few pieces of fruit down with some lukewarm water, I decided I probably hadn’t been unconscious more than half a day. 
 
    Henka hadn’t undressed me. Someone else carried me to the bed, changed the furniture, and laid out these clothes. 
 
    Tien? Tairese? One of the other beautiful necromancers? 
 
    The thought left me feeling vulnerable. 
 
    Like the boy with his sundered chest. 
 
    Blackened through and through, from organs and bones to flesh. 
 
    Darker. Stained soul. 
 
    She Dreams. 
 
    That was an ancient memory. I was older than I knew. 
 
    “I was once a man,” I whispered to the empty tent. “Once mortal.” 
 
    This was my world. I was born here. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I felt about the revelation. Had I been granted a gift or had something been stolen? Certainly, that boy had been given no real choice. Serve, or die.  
 
    I had difficulty thinking of some long-forgotten savage as me. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    Maybe he wasn’t.  
 
    If the stone contained my memories, maybe I was the stone. Or in the stone. Perhaps whatever I am claimed that murdered body, subsumed the soul of the youth.  
 
    I ate more fruit, not tasting it. 
 
    Part of that memory was from before the goddess arrived. Something of the boy remained. 
 
    She Dreams in Blood. 
 
    Finally, I remembered my god. 
 
    Jagged flashes, moments in time, returned to me. She made the pacts I used to bind demons. I was the first demonologist. It was I who taught humanity the dark art. She was my god, and she was waiting.  
 
    I could call her now. I knew how.  
 
    She could return and bring her dream with her. 
 
    The wizards were nothing. Their precious Guild was nothing. She was hunger and rage. 
 
    Yet there remained holes in my past, gaping wounds in my memory. Entire millennia were missing. Did she abandon me, or had I betrayed her? I knew how to call but had no guarantee she’d answer. I did not own this god. This wasn’t some entity I could summon and bind. Quite the opposite. I was hers. She owned me blood and bone, soul and stone. 
 
    The Demon Emperor would have called his god without hesitation.  
 
    I did not.  
 
    What would she make of my shattered condition? What if other pieces had already tried communicating? Naghron was a larger shard than I. It was entirely possible she’d see him as more worthy than I. Even if she chose me, did I want her to return? 
 
    Nhil said there was some threat to this world that only I could stop. Was she that threat, had I somehow banished her? I didn’t know enough to risk it. The memories I did have, memories of abject servitude, added to my hesitation.  
 
    For all his faults and failings, the Demon Emperor had a vision for the world he wanted to make: Peace, prosperity, and justice. It was a vision not so different from mine. 
 
    She tore out his eyes and replaced that vision with one of her own. 
 
    I remembered the slow death of my dreams, the grinding erosion of will and self and sanity. 
 
    I would not be that man. I would rebuild my empire anew and it would be something different from what had fallen.  
 
    “I don’t need her,” I whispered. 
 
    My memories were wreckage at sea, scattered across the ocean by storms of time. Though I regained something of myself with each shard, I had nothing to show where it fit in the puzzle. I rode mountains, grinding from reality to reality. Sometimes I had one stone eye. Sometimes two. I’d been young and old and young again. I rode dragons and demons. I had loved and lost, won great wars, and been shattered. Some anchor remained missing, something to give it all meaning.  
 
    I was too old, there was too much of me. 
 
    Naghron possessed a larger piece of my heart than I. That shard far to the south that I suspected lay somewhere in PalTaq, dwarfed his. There were others, littered about the world.  
 
    How much of myself did I now have? 
 
    I feared it was a vanishingly small part. I felt more empty than whole. Searching my new memories, I found nothing of Henka, Nhil, or the floating mountains. 
 
    How could they be missing so perfectly? 
 
    I glanced at the bed. I couldn’t imagine sleep. I needed to move, to walk and think.  
 
    Pushing through the canvas flaps, I stood stunned. The dead city had come to life. Weird human/animal amalgam creatures strode everywhere, running unknown errands. Some carried boxes or sacks while others rushed past clutching tight rolled papers and parchments. 
 
    With the old man dead, I’d half-expected the necropolis to grind to a rotting halt.  
 
    Was Henka now functional enough to give orders? 
 
    I didn’t feel ready to face her. 
 
    The stepped pyramid, a wedge of black in the night, felt like a weight on my soul. It was older than my three thousand year-dead empire. Who built it and for which gods? Crude as it was, it would have taken mortals decades to construct it. Earth elementals could have managed it in a fraction of the— 
 
    “I know how to summon and bind earth elementals,” I blurted, surprised. 
 
    Distracted, I ran through the summoning and binding rituals for several types of earth elemental in my mind. Unlike demons, no sacrifices were required. No one had to die. No souls were spent. Binding an elemental was simply knowing there were ancient pacts between the elements and humanity and how to make use of them. Wards and symbols, strange runes sketched in chalk.  
 
    When I was trapped in the floating mountains with Nhil, I’d learned to bind the water elemental in the reservoir beneath the castle. I’d wondered at the pacts, created by unknown gods. I knew now that my god made some of them, but not all. Dying of thirst at the time, I hadn’t asked all my questions. The demon knew more than he told me. Of that I was sure. Someday I would return with years of food. I’d read all the books in the libraries. I’d ask all my questions and he would answer. 
 
    If elementalism required no blood, and no souls, how could demonology not be evil when held in comparison? 
 
    The earth elementals I now knew how to summon were relatively minor but were capable of great powers. I could make a stone warrior, all but impervious to mortal weapons. I could call sand creatures capable of sliding through the smallest cracks and could fill a man’s lungs and drown him in dust. Mud monsters. Even trees and plants fell under the domain of the earth elementalist, though such bindings were beyond my current abilities. 
 
    I wanted to test what I knew. I wanted to summon and bind a stone warrior to defend me. Alas, I would soon once again be at sea. Earth elementals in boats raised the ire of the ocean; something I wanted to avoid at all cost. 
 
    Later, I promised. Later. 
 
    Leaving the tent behind, I walked into the darkness. Stars like bright stiletto wounds stabbed holes in the night. I stopped, head craned back, staring up at the sky. The black space between, that was me. Hard nothing, an absence of light. My starlit flesh glowed inhuman ebony. People weren’t like me. That boy the god took had been brown. Maybe a shade darker than these folks, but nowhere near my perfect black.  
 
    That stain, creeping through his organs, through his bones, changed his flesh. 
 
    I kept waiting to see people like me.  
 
    It wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    There weren’t people like me because I wasn’t like them.  
 
    I wasn’t a man.  
 
    I wasn’t human. 
 
    I hadn’t been human for a long time. 
 
    I felt stupid. It was so obvious. My heart was obsidian. My corpse had fed off life and blood, draining the ground around me. Mine had been a ravenous grave. 
 
    A god tore my eyes from my skull, drove misshapen rocks into the sockets, and I’d continued to serve. I remembered the stink of burnt flesh, the bone around one stone eye charring as I used it to move myself and the mountain I rode from reality to reality. 
 
    I turned from the night sky. There were no answers there. 
 
    Two undead gorillas with human heads shambled past without a glance. Approaching one of the pens where the living were chained, they stopped to examine the pickings. Entering the pen, they moved from woman to woman, poking and prodding and squeezing. Selecting the two fittest and most beautiful, they dragged them away. Throat tight, I watched them head toward the stepped pyramid where I almost died. 
 
    I turned my back on that too, walked on. Where the sky offered no answers, the city offered ones I hated. 
 
    For all the bustle, the necropolis remained strangely quiet. It reminded me of Chalaam. A thief, murderer, and would-be rapist, it could be argued he deserved his fate. But he’d been a miserable corpse, shuffling and dejected. 
 
    A pair of dark-skinned women marched past, barking orders. Only the trailing hint of decay suggested they were dead. Corpses, more animal than human, leaped to obey. Messages were dispatched with fleet-footed monkeys or pumas. Patrols were doubled and sent into the night. There was definitely a caste system among the dead. Those more visibly human were better maintained, always the ones yelling orders. Those who were mostly animal were given the roughest tasks. Most were succumbing to rot, falling apart as they hurried about their duties. 
 
    A wild boar with chimp hind legs and the front legs of a jungle cat shambled awkwardly past. One of its rear legs, bent and broken, dragged behind it. The head of a woman had been sloppily stitched to the boar’s shoulders with rusting twists of steel. Her skull, dented and scraped, showed patches of bare bone. Peeling skin exposed joints, ligaments, and drying muscle. Only a single filmy eye, not of human origin, remained. 
 
    “Stop,” I said, and it immediately halted, grunting and bowing low. “Do you know who I am?” I asked, on a whim. 
 
    It shook its head, the eye swimming lazily in the socket. 
 
    “Where do the living come from?” I asked. 
 
    It blinked stupidly at me and I wondered if the woman this had once been had gone insane. 
 
    “The ones in the pens,” I added. “Where do they come from.” 
 
    “Local tribes,” she answered, voice reedy and thin. “We raid. Take captives.” 
 
    “The pens are full,” I said. “Why are so many of you in a state of such disrepair?” 
 
    She glanced longingly at the nearest enclosure. “The necromancers get first pick. They get the best parts, the freshest blood. The Master’s favourites are almost alive.” She spoke with heartfelt jealousy. “There are too many of us to maintain like that. He doesn’t care what most of us look like. We serve a purpose until rot takes us. In the end, we lay down and watch the world pass.” With the foreleg of a large cat, she gestured at the tangled jungle. “At least until our eyes rot to nothing. Then, I suppose, endless nothing. No sight. No sound.” 
 
    Squinting into the dark, I saw the pale white curve of naked bone. There were thousands there, heaped beyond the clearing of the necropolis. The jungle teemed with skulls and mismatched skeletons. 
 
    Henka didn’t fear death. She feared being broken, being helpless. She feared being trapped in a shattered body, unable to move or act. Necromancers, she told me, never die. Bury one, and it will go slowly mad with the passing centuries. The same was true of their creations; we left Chalaam to lie in a field and consider his sins. She said it was possible to end his misery but hadn’t because she was still angry with him. Which, now that I thought about it, said something of her ability to hold a grudge. 
 
    All those bones out there were people.  
 
    “Don’t the necromancers free the souls?” I asked. 
 
    “They can do that?” Misery crushed her decaying features. “Of course they fucking can.” She looked up, that one insane eye expressing loathing more eloquently than most did with two. “You don’t understand how shitty people are until you’re dead.” 
 
    I waved a hand at the corpses hustling about us and asked, “What is all this about?” to change the subject. 
 
    “The master is gone. The queen is risen,” she said. “We prepare for war. No longer will we raid for parts. Every living man, woman, child, and animal on this island is to be dead by the end of the week and undead by the end of the next.” 
 
    “War with who?” 
 
    “Whom. And how the fuck would I know? I’m front line. No one cares if I’m damaged beyond use, as long as it results in at least one fresh corpse. I’d guess we’re raiding the other islands. Rumour has it we’re going to build the biggest army of dead the world has ever seen.” She shrugged boar shoulders. “But let’s be honest, no one tells me shit.” 
 
    Looking at her, it was difficult to think of her as a woman. Listening to her, she was all too human. 
 
    An undead army.  
 
    Conquer the world. 
 
    I’d considered that option, hadn’t entirely dismissed it.  
 
    Someone, mostly likely Henka, put the thought in motion. 
 
    The Master is gone. The queen is risen. 
 
    Henka, Queen of the Dead. The title felt right. Had I called her that before? 
 
    I imagined great war galleys manned by corpses coming ashore in Nachi, swarming up the hill to the wealthy mansions above. Admittedly I’d only ever been in one port—that I could remember—but I’d seen no sign of battle ships. Bren had mentioned fortified harbours along the coast, RiverWatch, and others. The wizards had a fleet, but I had no idea where. It was frustrating. Having only seen three cities and a handful of towns, I knew so little of the world in which I now lived. The wizards might have a fleet larger than anything the Demon Emperor ever possessed, and I’d have no idea.  
 
    I’d got the impression Taramlae was an insular kingdom, that the mages avoided the oceans and left the rest of the world to its own devices. Certainly, prior to Tien’s arrival, I hadn’t seen a single wizard since Henka and I sailed south. 
 
    Distracted I walked away. 
 
    “That’s all right,” the dead boar-woman called after me, “I don’t rate enough for fucking basic politeness!” 
 
    A nugget of rage sparked in me that such a pathetic creature would dare talk to me so. Recognizing it for what—or who—it was, I crushed the anger. 
 
    I stalked the necropolis for hours, avoided and alone.  
 
    Eventually, exhaustion got the best of me. Returning to the tent I stumbled inside and collapsed onto the bed. 
 
    I lay in the dark, feeling the pull of the nearest shard of heart. 
 
    According to the other Khraen, Naghron knew how to summon and bind spirit demons capable of possessing their victims. The uses for such demons were endless. 
 
    Patience was key. This war would not be a mad clash of armies. Such a thing would damage what little remained of the civilization I’d built. If I was careful, by the time my armies were ready for war, there wouldn’t need to be one at all. All the ranking politicians and mages would be mine. 
 
    I flinched.  
 
    I had wondered why the Demon Emperor hadn’t done exactly this when he ruled. I guessed it was because he understood that to enslave someone, to take from them every last choice, was evil.  
 
    How could I contemplate an evil even the Demon Emperor refused to enact? 
 
    “But his was a different world!” I said aloud. “He already ruled. He merely had to hold on to what he had.” 
 
    Which he failed to do. 
 
    Things were altogether more difficult for me. As high ranked Guild members were apparently immortal, it was possible some knew the Demon Emperor. If they didn’t yet know of my return, it was only a matter of time before they did. Long ago, when I first rose to power, the world had been in chaos. No Guild united the wizards. Elementalists and shamans were little more than filthy savages communing with the spirits of nature and their dead ancestors. Sorcerers, chasing a power not meant for humans, were suicidal, rarely living beyond their twenties. I changed all that. I built schools for each branch of magic. I ratified teaching systems, set standards that all practitioners must adhere too. I funded studies to push the boundaries limiting their power. Hells, the bloody Wizard’s Guild grew out of the schooling system I set up for the ungrateful bastards! 
 
    I laughed, a rueful bark of scorn. Unlike the Demon Emperor, I had to do war with the world he built. My conquest would not be quite so easy as his.  
 
    A better world. A pinnacle of civilization. Justice. Freedom from persecution. Slavery had no place in what I wanted to build. 
 
    “You can’t do it,” I told myself. “You can’t infiltrate the Guild and enslave the wizards.” 
 
    What, then? 
 
    My first thought was that the world would be better off without wizards at all. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    The words interrupted a dream of screaming mayhem as I butchered enemies aboard the demon-bound flagship of PalTaq. They wore white, crisp and hard in the bright sun. I wrote my rage upon them in red. 
 
    I sat up, the sheets crumpled and twisted about my waist.  
 
    A woman stood at the side of my bed. Island-skinned, sable hair falling to her waist in a tumbling waterfall of curls, she was stunning. Hands held before her, head cocked to one side in an oddly familiar pose, she studied me with almond eyes. 
 
    “Pardon?” I asked. 
 
    “There were few options,” she said. 
 
    “For?” 
 
    Was this one of the old man’s necromancers? Many had been enshrouded in clothes, cowls hiding their features.  
 
    A hint of a smile quirked the corner of voluptuous lips. 
 
    I knew that teasing smile. 
 
    “Henka?” 
 
    “I knew you’d know me.” 
 
    Lifting the dress to expose smooth thighs she slid onto the bed, straddling my hips.  
 
    I was reminded of the golden goddess and the young man. 
 
    Pulling the dress over her head, a slow and sensual act, she let it fall to the floor. 
 
    “I was worried,” I said. 
 
    She leaned forward to kiss me with strange lips, much fuller than I was used to. That wasn’t all she’d changed. Other parts moved in all manner of distracting ways. This was her, my love, my soul. My wife. But it wasn’t her. Conflict tore me. It felt like a betrayal. 
 
    Henka glowed with warmth and life.  
 
    How much blood? 
 
    “I couldn’t make myself the way I was,” she said. “Skin like that is unknown here.” She laughed, soft and throaty, voice deeper and huskier than before. “That bone structure is rare here too.” 
 
    My Henka had been a tiny creature, easily lifted. This woman’s arms were round with muscle, her stomach a hard plain of ridged abdominals. I stared up at her, unable to think or speak. Small nipples in dark areolas. Flawless. Breath-taking. 
 
    A goddess. 
 
    She’d always been surprisingly strong for her size. Now, I doubted she’d have trouble tearing me apart with her bare hands. 
 
    Looking past the breasts I examined her face. There was nothing I recognized. She could have been anyone. Only the way her lips turned at the corners—an ancient smile shaped by millennia—told me it was her. 
 
    How many women died to achieve this perfection? 
 
    I swallowed the terrible question. 
 
    The cat devours the mouse. No one points the finger and screams ‘evil!’ This was the same.  
 
    My Henka was a predator. 
 
    With her every movement, I grew hard beneath her. The cock of a twenty-year-old doesn’t give a shit about revulsion. Balls have no understanding of morals or ethics or right and wrong.  
 
    Guts churning, I gripped her waist and said, “Good childbearing hips,” before my brain caught up with my mouth. 
 
    Dark eyes grew hard, and she stopped moving. 
 
    Part of me regretted my ill-thought words. Part of me hoped they chilled her ardour. 
 
    Leaning low, nipples brushing my chest, she said, “Would you put a baby in me, if you could?” 
 
    The question startled me. 
 
    Would I? 
 
    While I couldn’t imagine myself a father, I had even more difficulty imagining Henka as a mother. We were selfish creatures, locked into ourselves, our desires, our hopes and plans.  
 
    “We’re going to wage war on the entire world,” I said. “This will be no life for a baby.” 
 
    It wasn’t an answer, but she accepted it without comment. Not for a moment did I think this would be forgotten. 
 
    Reaching down, she guided me into her. 
 
    That was different too. 
 
    A desperation tainted our actions, a need to prove to each other who we were. She needed me to love this version of her as I loved the last. I needed her to know I did. I needed to show I didn’t loathe her for what she was, for what she must do to survive. 
 
    She played me like a master, knew every part of me, mind and body, and I was reminded we’d been married for thousands of years.  
 
    After, we lay entwined on the sheets, this strange and beautiful woman’s head on my chest. 
 
    “I can hear your heart,” she whispered. “Thump. Thump.” 
 
    Part meat and blood, part jagged obsidian, my heart still beat. 
 
    “You know I love you,” I said. “No matter what. Now and forever. No matter what you look like.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
      
 
    I woke later in the day, the tent a sweltering oven. Untouched by the heat, Henka puttered about, laying out food and folding my clothes. She’d opened the flaps on each side to let a breeze through but sweat still beaded my chest. 
 
    I sat up, watching her, the swing of new hips, the way everything swayed and moved, thin fabric straining to contain it all. 
 
    “Sometimes,” I said, “I think you use sex to distract me.” 
 
    She stopped what she was doing, turned to face me. “Quite the opposite. I use sex so you can think clearly, so you have no distractions. You’re a young man. Or at least in a young man’s body. It has needs. Too often you ignore them.” She gave me an appraising look, eyes narrowed. “You need to eat and sleep more.” 
 
    Many nights I dreamt of murdered women, flayed flesh, red muscles dripping blood. I saw sockets, empty and accusing, beautiful eyes stolen. Corpses, limbs hacked away, stacked like cordwood. Skulls glistening crimson with gore, raw, the scalp cut carefully away. When I ate, my stomach turned on me, rebelled. 
 
    “There was an undead woman,” I said, changing the topic from one violence to another, “when we were in the dungeon under the pyramid. She hurt—” I cut myself off. “She tried to hurt you to hurt me. I promised her she’d suffer.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure why I brought her up. Henka was fine. She felt no pain and hadn’t suffered. Maybe it was the fact I’d promised the apewoman pain. Maybe I wanted one promise to go unbroken. 
 
    “Karrie,” said Henka. “Put it from your mind. I have a confession,” she added, moving to stand before me. 
 
    Unable to imagine what she’d consider confession worthy, I waited. 
 
    “I saw the way you looked at Tairese.” 
 
    “You know it’s only you.” 
 
    She accepted that without comment, as if it were her due. “Much of what I am came from her. She was his favourite and already had the best of what could be harvested.” 
 
    Tairese, a necromancer, was already dead, I reminded myself. 
 
    Had Henka given her a body to replace what had been taken? Did she have ugly new eyes, a motley patchwork of inferior flesh? Had Henka claimed limbs as well? Was the once beautiful necromancer now a shambling monster? 
 
    “Why butcher many when you can get what you need from one source,” I said, trying to sound casual. “And one that doesn’t feel pain.” 
 
    She nodded, happy. “Come. Brenwick will be waiting.” She put a cool hand on my shoulder. “You did the right thing,” she said. 
 
    “I did?” I couldn’t imagine when. 
 
    “Saving him. I was wrong. He was worth saving. If you treat him right, he will serve you loyally for the rest of his life.” 
 
    He would? Did I want that? 
 
    “Such men are rare,” she added. “They can’t be bought, but the right gesture at the right moment will have lasting impact.” 
 
    I rose from the bed, padded to the clay pitcher on the table. Sniffing it, I discovered it was filled with rum. More in need of water, I returned it to the table. 
 
    I dressed and she took my hand, leading me from the tent. The pens where the living had been kept were empty. I didn’t ask. 
 
    “They’re waiting for us at the temple,” she said. 
 
    “You control the dead here now, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m sorry. I forget how much you don’t know yet. Own the heart, own the necromancer.” 
 
    I thought I detected a slight tension in her shoulders and figured she worried I’d ask after her own heart. I didn’t. 
 
    When I said nothing, she continued. “Through a necromancer you can control the dead they’ve raised. Tairese was the oldest here. She was over two hundred years old when Khraen found her heart and became her master. He used her to make more necromancers and took each of their hearts.” 
 
    I’d once considered using Henka much the same. I hoped my decision not to spoke in my defence, set me apart from the others. 
 
    “How did Tien know where to look for Tairese’s heart?” I asked as we crossed a clearing that was probably, many thousands of years ago, a marketplace in the city’s centre. 
 
    “He was lazy. Because he owned them all, he took fewer precautions than he should have. She searched his quarters.” She flashed me a beautiful smile and, for a heartbeat, was almost the Henka I remembered. “I’m sorry I took the wizard without telling you. But I knew I couldn’t protect you alone. I needed her help. A mage specializing in stealth and theft can be quite useful. She was able to follow us through the jungle without detection.” 
 
    Something didn’t sit right. “How did Tien know the other Khraen had the hearts? How did she know those women were necromancers? They looked very much alive.” 
 
    Henka hesitated. “I told her.” 
 
    “You?” She’d been a jawless corpse, tongue torn out, blind and helpless. “How?” 
 
    “A talented necromancer can speak with their creations.” 
 
    I hadn’t known that. Thinking back to those dead animals who watched me when I first crawled from my grave, and in the months after, it explained a lot. But not everything. Something was still missing. It felt wrong.  
 
    No longer did the dead toil at unearthing the buried city. Tools and shovels lay scattered where dropped.  
 
    I started talking, my thoughts tumbling out. “Tien knew exactly where we were. She knew which heart to take. She knew which woman Tairese was. She knew what to do and where to be. She had no way of knowing that man would want to sacrifice me, but she was there and ready.” I glared at Henka. “How?” 
 
    Henka sighed. “If I concentrate, I can see through their eyes. I can hear what they hear.” 
 
    My suspicions were confirmed. Those wolves and birds were her spies. Knowing, beyond any doubt, felt different. She watched me from the moment I returned to life. She followed me, saw every moment of my life. She knew about Shalayn. She knew we’d been lovers and pretended otherwise. 
 
    It was a lie of omission, but it was a lie. Struggling to control my anger, I tried to put myself in her place. She was my wife, and I’d been with another woman. Though she knew I couldn’t remember her, it must still have hurt. 
 
    She must have lost me when I used Felkrish, my portal demon, to flee the room Tien trapped me in and returned north to my pitiful mud shack. I had no memory of being followed by animals, ragged and tattered or otherwise, during my long walk to civilization. Thinking back to when I found her the second time, I realized she must have picked up my trail along the way. Beautiful in a snug dress totally inappropriate for the woods, she’d been ready for me, waiting. 
 
    Though I had already figured much of this out, the reminder that she played with me, toyed with my life, sparked a deep rage. I struggled to crush it, to remind myself of her sacrifices. I told myself that she always acted in my best interest, that she’d even instructed Tien to save me and not herself!  
 
    I told myself that she loved me. 
 
    But how could I trust her when she hid so much? 
 
    And there was more still hidden. I knew it.  
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked, voice timid. “Your eyes changed.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized she was looking at me. I forced myself to relax. “I’m fine.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, and my heart cracked anew. “I should have told you right away about Tien.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done it at all!” I snapped. “Did you kill her sister as well? Is Shalayn out there somewhere, rotting, waiting to save my life?” 
 
    “No,” she said, eyes downcast. “I know you cared for her. I saw it in the way you refused to talk about her. I could never hurt you like that.” 
 
    Her apology made me angrier. As if, even in betrayal, she tried desperately to do what was best for me.  
 
    “I don’t believe you,” I lied. 
 
    That earned me a sharp look. “The swordswoman was gone when I returned. The wizard’s corpse had been robbed, stripped of valuables, but otherwise left alone.” 
 
    “Shalayn wouldn’t have left her sister dead in an alley.” 
 
    Soft and voluptuous, Henka’s gaze was iron. “I don’t know where Shalayn went. Maybe someone found her unconscious and carried her to aid.” 
 
    I hoped that was true. I desperately prayed Shalayn was out there, hunting me with death in those pale blue eyes. 
 
    Henka and I walked the rest of the way to the pyramid in silence. 
 
    Brenwick and Tien waited for us with a mound of packed gear strapped to several undead beasts of burden with human heads and eyes begging for incineration. 
 
    Bren looked from me to Henka and said nothing. 
 
    Tien, skin a patchwork of light and dark flesh, short red hair replaced with dark curls, looked strange indeed. Green eyes gone, they were now mismatched shades of brown. She stood, one hand on a cocked hip, watching our approach. Her old clothes had been replaced by sturdy pants and a loose cotton shirt. She’d used a belt to give it some shape and looked very much alive. 
 
    “Why hello there,” she said, “if it isn’t the backstabbing shit-stained soul.” 
 
    “Don’t call him that,” said Henka. 
 
    Tien’s mouth snapped shut. 
 
    “You will call me whatever you want,” I ordered Tien, mostly to spite Henka. 
 
    The little wizard glanced at Henka, who shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t, for a fucking second, think this means I’m indebted to you,” Tien told me. “You’re still the putrescent cancerous boil on the sweating and unwashed left testicle of the world.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Eyes lingering on Tien, Brenwick watched the exchange. Strange as her appearance was, she looked strangely fetching. She was one of those people who had an aura about them. Change her hair, alter her eye colour, put her in baggy and sexless clothes, and she’d still be irrepressibly cute. Of course, she’d boil my blood if I told her, so I kept the thought to myself. 
 
    Tien glanced from me to Henka. “Lovers tiff between a corpse and a backstabbing soul-stealing butt-puke of a human?” 
 
    “Careful,” I warned. 
 
    “The gods giveth,” she said, “and the motherfuckers taketh away.” 
 
    “Get the animals loaded,” said Henka. “Get everything on the ship. We leave in two days.” 
 
    “They aren’t animals,” said Tien. “Or they weren’t. How about an ounce of compassion?” 
 
    Ignoring her, Henka walked away. I had no doubt she’d leave Tien to rot in eternal silence if the wizard pushed it too far. 
 
    Tien grunted, watching her go. “Tell me there’s a happy ending in this whole fucked up story,” she said to Brenwick. “Tell me there’s some way I get to die.” 
 
    “You look alive to me,” he said. “That’s worth something, right? Surely even the chance at life is better than death.” 
 
    She shot him a speculating look. “I used to think that too. Now, I must obey.”  
 
    Tien busied herself loading the last of the supplies. She talked to the undead human/animal creatures, apologizing, commiserating, cracking jokes, and being more human than Henka or I ever managed. 
 
    Brenwick moved to stand at my side. “I like her.” 
 
    I hated her. She ruined any chance I had of being happy with Shalayn. She betrayed me. She tried to kill me. Maybe twice. 
 
    I was lying to myself. Shalayn and I had been doomed from before I crawled from the mud.  
 
    Henka would never let us be together. 
 
    “I like her too,” I said.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    This was too much.  
 
    My mixed feelings about Henka left me reeling and off-balance. Love. Anger. Knowing she would do anything for me and hating the manipulation I saw increasingly clearly.  
 
    “Do you want a drink?” I blurted to Brenwick. 
 
    “More than I want breath.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    We headed back to my tent, and the jug of rum waiting there. I desperately wanted to get out of my head. Alcohol was a pathetic escape, but I couldn’t think of another.  
 
    Entering, we collapsed into chairs on either side of the table. I selected two cups, lifted the narrow-necked pitcher, and poured a healthy measure into both. 
 
    Raising mine, I said, “Here’s to women. I’m thousands of years old, and I still don’t understand them.” 
 
    Bren grunted a laugh and drank. 
 
    We sat in comfortable silence, Bren staring at the rim of his cup and picking at it with a blunt fingernail. 
 
    “If I have one flaw,” he said, “it’s that I am easily the dumbest man I have ever met.” 
 
    “I’ve met many stupider.” Hell, I’d been stupider, at times. 
 
    “No,” he said, “I’m dumb because I know better, and I still do the stupid thing anyway. That’s dumber than doing a stupid thing out of ignorance. I am willingly dumb. Intentionally dumb, sometimes.” He drank. “I know better.” He drank again. “Or I should.” 
 
    I studied him. He looked lost, cast adrift. I understood, felt much the same. “Men are only willingly dumb when women are involved.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s true. But in this case…Tien.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said. 
 
    “She’s not my type.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Too short. Too thin.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I can’t stop thinking about her.” He glanced at me. “She saved our lives.” 
 
    While true, I decided not to minimize her efforts by explaining Henka’s role. Tien saved us because she had no choice. Given the chance, she’d kill me in the heartbeat I stole from her. 
 
    “She’s dead,” I said, instead. As if that would help. 
 
    “So is Henka, and yet you two seem happy.” 
 
    Happy? Sometimes. Often it felt like happiness wasn’t the goal. 
 
    “Happiness is a fleeting thing,” I said. It felt like I was trying to convince myself.  
 
    Unsure how to explain the difference between a necromancer, who was thousands of years old, and her undead wizard slave, I said, “You need to understand some of the history here. Tien betrayed me. I killed her. Henka raised her from the dead and enslaved her. Tien will never forgive any of that.” 
 
    “Can’t blame her.” 
 
    “True. What I’m saying is, if she hates you, it’s my fault.” 
 
    I recalled the stories of heartbreak he told us while we floated lost at sea. Was he doing it again? 
 
    Finishing his drink, Brenwick grabbed the jug and refilled both mugs. “Is there some way she might live again? Can Henka do that?” 
 
    In truth, I had no idea. “Maybe.” 
 
    “What do you think decides what we, as men, want?” he asked. “In a woman, I mean.” He made a helpless gesture back toward the tent entrance. “It feels like Tien redefined women for me. Like she opened my eyes and for the first time I know what I want.” 
 
    He drank, eyes on the cup, not seeing the room around him. 
 
    “How fucking dumb is it,” he said, “to fall in love with a corpse? Even if she is a tiny little cutie. Is it the green eyes?” 
 
    I ignored the first question. “She doesn’t have green eyes anymore.” 
 
    “Right. Doesn’t matter.” He looked at me. “Why doesn’t it matter? If you decide you like a woman for her green eyes and suddenly her eyes aren’t green, shouldn’t that have an impact?” 
 
    “No,” I answered. “I don’t think it should.” I remembered Henka with icy blue eyes and how much I disliked it. She killed a girl soon after, harvested her solely for her dark irises. I hated myself. 
 
    “I’ve spent most of my life shipping the islands,” Bren continued. “I like a woman who wins fights. Big buxom dark-eyed beauties with fantastic huge tits. I want a woman with big hips who will bear me many fat children. I want laughter and warmth. I want a woman who can cook and who can hunt and who will swill ale with me until we fall under the table.” 
 
    A flash of Shalayn and I staggering up the steps in the Dripping Bucket. Drinking. Fucking. Fast and strong, she was a lot of those things. 
 
    Bren scowled at his cup, tilting it to see within. “Tien is small and thin. She looks weak. I could crush her.” He made a fist as if to demonstrate. 
 
    “She’s a wizard,” I said. “She outsmarted me more than once.” That hurt to admit. “Underestimating Tien would be a mistake.” 
 
    “And I love that about her! It’s just…Her thighs are too skinny, no muscle. She’s got hardly any tits at all. She rarely smiles, never laughs, and most of what she says is mean.” 
 
    “She’s dead. She’s been murdered and enslaved.” I thought back to when I first met her in that dank café. “She used to laugh more.” 
 
    Another crime to lay at my feet. 
 
    “And northerners boil everything!” crowed Bren. “They think salt is the most exciting spice. They boil bread and call it pudding!” He shook his head in appalled disgust. “So why can’t I stop thinking about her?” 
 
    I wanted to tell him there was no mystery to it, that he was simply thinking with his cock, but the necromancers were all stunningly gorgeous, and he hadn’t so much as glanced at them. For a moment I considered asking Henka to command Tien to fall in love with Bren much as the other Khraen ordered them to love him. I wasn’t sure whether it would be a real love. The slavery of necromancy was of a magical nature. It wasn’t like commanding someone who could choose to disobey. Did his necromancers truly love him?  
 
    Something about the idea twisted my gut. What a foul and evil thing to do to another. How unapologetically selfish would one have to be? I loathed myself for having the thought.  
 
    I couldn’t do it. Brenwick would never forgive me if he found out. 
 
    “I know I’m older than you,” I said. “Much older. But most of my past remains lost.” I laughed. “My past is in the future. The point is, I suspect you have more experience with women than I.” As I only knew two women and one was probably hunting me intent on murder, that wasn’t hard to believe. “I don’t know that I can help.” 
 
    “Just talking helps.” Bren lifted his glass. “Cheers!” 
 
    Reality splintered with a howl of wind and a wild hair-raising snap! of electricity. 
 
    A young man, dark-skinned and lean, hair trimmed short and brutal, stood beside our table. Dressed in black, he held a twisting whip edged in brilliant white so bright it hurt to look at and left slashes of blue and purple across my vision. The air stunk of burnt hair. The whip hissed and crackled, left scorched grooves where it grazed the ground. 
 
    “Is this a demonic waiter?” asked Bren. “If it is, I want a sandwich.” 
 
    Wild-eyed and filled with hate, the young man screamed, “Blood and souls for Naghron!” 
 
    Kicking Bren in the chest, he sent him toppling backward off his chair. The whip lashed out at me, slashing a line of fire across my chest and passing through the corner of the solid oak tabletop with ease. Hurling myself backward, I scrambled to get away. 
 
    The youth followed, grinning blood and death. “I’m going to cut your heart out, make it a gift.”  
 
    The whip snapped, tip slicing air and trailing smoke. Kicking my chair at him I retreated, fumbling to draw Mihir, my demon blade.  
 
    The assassin hopped over the chair with dismissive ease.  
 
    Bren roared and charged the boy only to run straight into a foot in the gut. He crumpled, wheezing. 
 
    The assassin spun back to face me and this time I had my own grin ready. 
 
    Mihir drawn, I advanced. Stabbing and slashing, I hit nothing. The young assassin danced around me, always beyond my reach, always moving just enough I cut air. He slapped me in the face with his free hand, mocking. My ears rang, my eyes stinging. 
 
    The whip coiled, scorched air smoking. The burning edge left worms of fire across my vision. With a flick of the wrist, it snaked out at me, a viper through water. I swung Mihir, hoping to sever the whip, destroy whatever magic powered it. Instead, it coiled around the blade. The demon in the steel screamed in rage and agony, the grating squeal of iron on iron. 
 
    When I tried to rip the blade free, the assassin looked like he hardly noticed my efforts. Pulling the whip, he dragged me closer. Caught between releasing the sword to escape, and my desire not to be disarmed, I was startled when Bren grabbed my opponent from behind. The assassin head-butted him, smashing the back of his skull into Bren’s nose, and drove an elbow into his gut. That slight distraction was all I needed. Yanking the sword back so he thought I was trying to pull away, I then stepped close, driving the sword into the young man’s belly. 
 
    Staggering back, he clutched the killing wound, blood spilling past his fingers. He made a low groan of pain, legs threatening to buckle beneath him.  
 
    It was over. I’d stabbed enough people to know that no one fought with a gut wound like that. I didn’t envy his next few hours. It was a slow, terrible way to die. 
 
    Twisting Mihir free to disentangle the blade from the whip, I stepped back as Bren rolled away and regained his feet, wincing. 
 
    The youth glared hate at me, bared his teeth in a savage rictus snarl. 
 
    He aged, using sorcery to heal himself. 
 
    Crow’s feet sank into the flesh around his eyes. The hair at his temples dusted with grey. Bright and angry eyes lost a little of their light. 
 
    He stood straight, whip coiling like an angry snake. “I’m going to carve you. I’m going to flay you. By the time I take your heart, it’ll be a mercy.” 
 
    The whip snapped out, too fast to see, only the slash of purple across my vision telling me where it had been. 
 
    Fire cut my chest, seared my shirt to ash, and left a line of melted flesh. Again, the whip cracked toward me and I threw myself back, tripping over the forgotten chair behind me. I went down in a heap, landing hard, and rolling back to my feet, though with none of the assassin’s finesse. 
 
    Bren threw a clod of dirt and followed it with another mad charge. Roaring, I attacked too, faking high with the sword, and then kicking at the youth’s legs. Swaying away from the blade, he stepped over my foot. 
 
    His cocky grin faded, replaced by a grimace of pain. He stumbled, blood pouring from a long gash in his arm where I’d caught him. 
 
    And he aged. 
 
    Wounds healed, he snapped the whip, driving me back, leaving burnt welts in my flesh.  
 
    “Hey asshole,” said Bren from behind the assassin. He threw the pitcher at him. 
 
    The youth spun, inhumanly fast, whip snaking out. The burning edge sliced clean through the clay jug, igniting the rum within. Flaming alcohol splashed his face and hair, lit his clothes ablaze. 
 
    The assassin screamed, dropping the whip. 
 
    He aged, healing for a moment, before the flames further ravaged him.  
 
    He aged. 
 
    Grey haired and rheumy-eyed, he staggered toward me, intent on murder. His clothes melted into his skin. 
 
    He aged, back bent, skin sunken and wrinkled, and healed. 
 
    And burned. 
 
    Bren caved his skull in with a chair leg. The burning whip winked out as the assassin crumpled. 
 
    I stood wheezing, the aftershocks of fear trembling through me as I struggled to catch my breath. My burns pulsated with bone-deep pain. The lines seared into my chest felt like they were on fire. I wanted to fall into a deep tub of ice water. 
 
    “He was a terrible waiter.” Blood poured from Bren’s nose, which had been crushed flat and squished to one side. He touched it experimentally and cursed. Grabbing it, he twisted it back into something resembling its original shape. “Fuck me that hurt,” he said, tears streaming from his eyes as he spat blood. “Who was that?” he asked, checking himself for other wounds and finding many.  
 
    “Sorcerer,” I answered. “An assassin sent by Naghron.” 
 
    “Who is you, but not.” Brenwick shook his head. “It’s difficult to wrap my head around. You’re pieces of the same man. Why aren’t you all the same? Why aren’t you rushing toward each other so you can be whole again. That’s what I’d do.” 
 
    I believed him. Bren was whole in a way I could never be. 
 
    “We’re different pieces of that man,” I said. “We remember different things. The things that happen to us, the tragedies and victories, shape our lives. If one piece remembers only defeat, he’ll be different than the piece who remembers winning every battle.” 
 
    And I had something none of the others did: Henka. She was my soul. 
 
    “That was quick thinking,” I said. “The rum.” 
 
    Bren grunted a harsh, nasally laugh, winced in pain. “I was hoping the rum would sting his eyes so I could kick his balls in.” 
 
    “You saved my life,” I said. 
 
    He looked at me, suddenly still. 
 
    “I’d say that makes us even,” I added. “More than even.” 
 
    Bren frowned at the floor.  
 
    “There’s no debt,” I said. “You owe me nothing. Nothing holds you here. If you want to leave, I’ll see you have a ship, and whatever gold I can scrape together. You can open that tavern you wanted.” My chest hurt, but this wasn’t the pain of burns. This was a strange new feeling: fear. 
 
    “Do you want me to leave?” he asked. 
 
    “No. I really don’t. But I don’t want you to stay because you feel indebted. My plans are dangerous.” An insane understatement. “Staying with me makes a long and peaceful life rather unlikely.” 
 
    “Peaceful means boring.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it doesn’t,” I said, though he echoed my own thoughts. What was wrong with me that I couldn’t take Henka away from this violence and live out whatever life I’d have in peace? Was that what the old man had been trying to do? If so, it hadn’t worked.  
 
    No part of Khraen would ever know a lasting peace. 
 
    “If it’s all right with you,” said Bren, “I’d like to stick around, see how this ends.” 
 
    How it ends. 
 
    How could it ever end? 
 
    I clawed my way out of my grave. I wanted to tell him there could be no ending. At least not for me. 
 
    “You tell me when you’re ready to leave,” I said instead. “When you want out, I’ll fill the hull of a score of ships with gold.” 
 
    An eyebrow raised, he looked around the tent. “You have a fleet of ships and a hoard of gold hidden here somewhere?” 
 
    “Nope. Totally destitute.” 
 
    “And yet I know you’re not lying.”  
 
    “I’m exaggerating so much it should be called lying.” 
 
    He offered a hand and I clasped it. 
 
    Bren grinned showing bloody teeth. “But maybe get that boatload of gold ready anyway.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    Leaving Bren, I found Henka standing alone before the great pyramid, staring up at the apex with a wistful look. She seemed oddly at home here, completely comfortable in her new body. Was she originally from the islands? She could be closer to her original form, and I’d have no idea.  
 
    Hearing my approach, she turned, eyes widening as she saw the state of my clothes and burnt flesh. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, before she could speak. “I know you make your every choice thinking about me first, but sometimes I feel trapped.” It was a shitty apology, in part because it was a lie. Love and trust, I was coming to realize, might be two distinct emotions. 
 
    “We’re all trapped,” she said. “History is a prison. Love is a cage, my love.” 
 
    I felt an ancient sadness in her words, a misery older than time. 
 
    Pulling her into a hug, ignoring the pain, I said, “I know you love me.” 
 
    “Always and forever,” she whispered, breath cool on my throat. “Always and forever.” 
 
    Though I caught no hint of rot, she was cold. Revulsion twitched in my stomach as I stood hugging a corpse. 
 
    Releasing me, she plucked at my charred shirt. Ash flaked off, blew away. “Don’t think you’re going to get away without explaining this.” 
 
    “Naghron sent an assassin, a sorcerer. Bren killed him.” 
 
    “If you were dead,” she said, “I could repair you. I could make you impossibly strong, faster than any living man.” 
 
    I couldn’t risk someone taking my heart and becoming my master. “I doubt necromancy would work on me,” I said. While true, it was a distraction at best. “What’s the plan?” I asked.  
 
    Because of course she had one. 
 
    She looked up at me with the eyes of a stranger. “I thought you’d want to get the next shard. You said there was one to the south. A big one.” She frowned a little, the slightest wrinkle in a perfect brow. “Did you want to do something else first?” 
 
    I didn’t. I wanted that piece more than anything. Now that the old man’s shard had joined my own, the fragment calling itself Naghron screamed at me.  
 
    What would she do if I said I wanted to get other shards instead? Would she try and argue me around as she had when we were back on the Habnikaav when I wanted to get the larger piece first? Would I delay getting what I wanted to spite Henka, to see how much it upset whatever machinations she had? Knowing she loved me, knowing she would willingly sacrifice herself for me, left me feeling foolish. Childish. 
 
    “Let’s go get the next piece,” I said. “The old man told me Naghron knew how to summon and bind spirit demons capable of possessing men and beasts.” 
 
    Her eyes lit with joy. “That will be of immeasurable help in our war against the wizards.” 
 
    Our war.  
 
    I didn’t tell her I’d already decided enslaving the wizards was an act of evil I would not stoop to. I couldn’t think of a way to say it without sounding like I condemned her own acts of slavery.  
 
    “If enslaving a few thousand mages results in an entire world living happy and secure lives,” I said to Henka, “is that evil?” 
 
    “You’re looking at it the wrong way,” she answered. “Is leaving millions of people to live in squalor an acceptable price to allow a few thousand wizards the freedom to hoard wealth and power?” She saw my hesitation. “In the north, children freeze to death at night. The Septks raid farther south every year, reclaiming land you took centuries to civilize. After the fall of the Empire, the Deredi Giants seceded, and the surviving sorcerers fled. They now control the lands to the east, are building an empire of their own. It’s only a matter of time before the mages and sorcerers clash. How many will die in that war and all the wars to follow?” 
 
    The world was in chaos. The mages took my beautiful empire, my bright jewel, and shattered it much as my heart had been shattered. To call it my life’s work was to belittle ten thousand years of effort. 
 
    I took her hand in mine, and she pulled away. 
 
    “Not now,” she said. “I’m disgusting.” 
 
    “You’re not.” 
 
    At least she didn’t look disgusting. 
 
    “Let’s meet this Naghron,” I said. “He has something of mine.” 
 
    She flashed a pleased smile. 
 
    “First though,” I said, “I need to take a few precautions.” I glanced toward the nearest pyramid. “I need to memorize somewhere here so we can return if things go wrong.” 
 
    Henka waited as I contemplated my options. 
 
    “The dungeon where we were kept,” I said.  
 
    I thought it through. It was easy enough to keep from changing. Henka could leave some undead guards to ensure nothing was altered and that a lantern was always lit, always placed in exactly the same position. I was reminded of the fire elemental torches in the floating castle. Though each one danced to some unheard tune, when combined they supplied a steady, unchanging light. 
 
    “My love,” said Henka. “There’s something else you must do before we leave.” 
 
    I couldn’t imagine what. 
 
    “I saved you some,” she said. “Some of the living.” 
 
    “Some of…” 
 
    “Twenty.” 
 
    She set aside twenty living souls for me to sacrifice and store in my Soul Stone. Souls to spend in case I needed to feed Felkrish, my portal demon, to flee some disaster or visit Nhil. Souls for summoning and binding demons. 
 
    She studied me, the woman I loved hidden behind almond eyes. “Eventually, you will need them. The path we follow is dangerous. Wizards. Other shards of the Emperor. It would be foolish not to have souls at the ready.” 
 
    Souls at the ready. So easy to say.  
 
    And she wasn’t wrong. 
 
    I wanted demonic armour. I wanted demons to ward my spirit and flesh. I wanted demons to prowl at my side, hunt my enemies. I wanted fleets of demon-bound ships, armies with demonic weapons. 
 
    “I can’t,” I said. “If I’m going to be better than the Demon Emperor, I must make different choices.” 
 
    She studied me, head tilted to one side, waiting. 
 
    “I promised myself I would only take the souls of those deserving such destruction.” 
 
    Henka’s eyes softened. “All civilizations are built on war,” she said. “It’s the only way to achieve a lasting peace. Ten thousand years your empire stood. What we build now will be better.” 
 
    Would it? How could something built of a bedrock of sacrificed innocents ever be anything other than evil? 
 
    “It will last,” she added, “forever.” 
 
    The thought of ten thousand years left me bent with exhaustion. Forever? It was too much. I still half believed I’d done this to myself, that the passing millennia broke me and I, in turn, shattered my heart. 
 
    My jaw ached with tension. I wanted to free those twenty souls. How could these people, stolen from their homes, possibly deserve such a fate? 
 
    I knew Henka. We wouldn’t leave until she was sure I was prepared. She wanted me safe. She wanted me ready. 
 
    My promises were shit. Even those spoken only to myself. 
 
    I was a liar. 
 
    I wanted those twenty souls. I wanted the power they represented. The wizards had their perverse chaos-twisting magic. I was never much of an elementalist. Demonology was my only weapon. 
 
    It had been a foolish promise, I told myself, impossible to keep. To keep it, I’d have to surrender all thought of rebuilding my empire. The world would continue its descent to savagery. If I kept my promise, the world was on its own. The wizards would have to face whatever threatened it without me. They would fail. My world would fall prey to forces from beyond our reality. 
 
    Reason, or justification? By Nhil’s definition it was the latter; I already knew what I was going to do. 
 
    “My promises mean nothing,” I said. 
 
    “Words mean nothing,” said Henka. “Only results matter. Will you allow an ill-considered expression of good intent to be your prison?”  
 
    Brenwick would. 
 
    “It’s only twenty,” she said.  
 
    Nothing compared to the numbers the Demon Emperor sacrificed every single day. 
 
    “I don’t want to be the villain,” I said.  
 
    “The concept is meaningless. Everyone does what they think they must. Such labels are applied by others, those who don’t know the whole truth.” Seeing me unconvinced, she added, “The Guild care nothing for the commoners, but do you think they consider themselves villains?” 
 
    She was wrong. Promises did mean something. At least they should. 
 
    Henka led me to the pyramid, to an entrance I hadn’t seen before. Unlike the one sloping down into the earth, this one contained steps leading up into the monstrous structure. Frescos, carved into the stone walls, showed strange creatures made of horrific blends of humans and animals. Was this an ancient practice among local necromancers, or had the old man seen these and been inspired? 
 
    I pointed them out to Henka. “Are these undead creatures?” 
 
    “Some are,” she said without glancing at the wall. “Some are gods or demons.” 
 
    Gods? Where were they now?  
 
    “What’s the difference between a god and a demon?” I asked. 
 
    “Scale.” 
 
    I followed Henka into a well-lit chamber lined with torches spewing black smoke. The air stunk of burnt vegetation. Three life-sized stone statues of women caught mid dance lined the walls. All had been defaced. One had a matronly shape about her and wore what appeared to be a flared skirt made of snakes, some rearing back as if to strike. The second was curvy and buxom. Even battered she was deeply sensuous. The last was different, bent and diseased. At first, I thought her cut from a softer stone and eroded. Looking closer I saw she’d been carved that way. 
 
    “Are all gods female?” I asked. 
 
    “True creation is an inherently feminine act.” 
 
    “Are all gods creators?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Who are these three?” I asked, pointing. 
 
    “Like all gods, they have many names. In those forms they are Her Skirt is Stars, Precious Feather, and Sin Eater.” 
 
    “Are they dead?” 
 
    “Gone,” she said. 
 
    Twenty men and women, some with missing limbs, the wounds cauterized and black, awaited me in the next chamber. They stank of shit and sweat and fear. Bound by rough hemp ropes, I suspected they could have escaped had they but tried. I saw no undead guards to stop them. 
 
    Brenwick would be horrified by what was about to happen. 
 
    “When you’re finished,” said Henka, “I’ll have my necromancers harvest the flesh, limbs, and blood.” Her expression said it was barely worth the effort. 
 
    My necromancers, she said. They were Henka’s. She owned them, probably now carried Tairese’s heart somewhere within her torso to maintain contact and control. I wondered how many dried and shrivelled hearts were hidden in there.  
 
    Had she lied about not having her own heart? 
 
    Stupid question, I decided. The empty cavity where her heart should have been was a ruse. Most likely, she’d hidden it somewhere safe. 
 
    I drew Mihir, my demon sword. The gathered sacrifices watched with dead eyes. How long had they been corralled, waiting to be harvested?  
 
    “I need these souls,” I said, more to myself than Henka. “In the end…this will be…justified.” 
 
    More lies. More broken promises. How fucking easy it all came to me, like humanity and humility were things I played at, masks I wore. 
 
    A man with stone eyes butchered thousands, bleeding them into a great bowl carved into the stone floor deep beneath the palace in PalTaq. Days and days of unremittent slaughter, all to summon and bind a god to a sword. Spilling that much blood broke him. I remembered the horror at what he’d done and the mad glee at what he planned to do. 
 
    Gods I wanted that sword. 
 
    An end to sorrow. 
 
    An end to everything. 
 
    Was that what felled the Demon Emperor? Had he craved dissolution, or perhaps punishment for his countless crimes? 
 
    Promises are prisons. 
 
    These twenty pathetic souls gathered before me were nothing. Small lives devoid of purpose. Beyond what I achieved by feeding them to demons, they would have no impact on the world. These were not great men and women. They weren’t creatures of fate. No god cared whether they lived or died. By the dejected look of them, they’d been imprisoned for months. No one would miss them. 
 
    “They are nothing,” I whispered, as if by labelling them such I might minimize my crime. 
 
    They weren’t nothing. They were men and women. They were souls, bright sparks in the black nothing of eternity. Each brief little life these souls lived was a moment of structure in the unremitting chaos of existence. 
 
    Approaching a balding middle-aged man with a sagging paunch, his arms gone at the elbows, legs missing below the knees, I stood over him. Tired eyes, haunted by torment and misery, rose to meet mine. Killing him would be a mercy. 
 
    I drew the Soul Stone and my sword. 
 
    Eyes wide with terror, and he struggled to shuffle away. 
 
    I followed. 
 
    “Please,” he said. “Please, no more.” 
 
    “I’m not here to harvest,” I said. I didn’t know why I needed to explain. “I’ll end your suffering.” 
 
    Crying, sobbing in fear, he tried to crawl, stumps pawing at the ground. 
 
    Limbs taken, a broken man, he still fought to live. 
 
    A single tear fell as I pushed my sword into his back, speaking the words to capture his soul, store it in the waiting diamond. 
 
    He sagged, dead and empty. 
 
    I killed them. 
 
    I screamed the enchantments. 
 
    I slaughtered twenty men and women. 
 
    I killed the weak meat of them, tore their eternal souls from their bodies.  
 
    I locked them in stone so I might later feed them to demons. 
 
    It was horrible. There was no bowl set in the stone to catch the blood. It pooled deep on the floor, soaked into my clothes, stank like rusting iron. 
 
    After, tears spilling, I grinned hate at the gemstone clutched in a shaking fist until my face ached. This was power. With these souls I could travel to the floating mountain. With these souls I could bind demons. 
 
    When they were living creatures, they were nothing. Now, they were implements of fate. Now, their empty lives would help the new world. 
 
    See? I can lie to myself, too. 
 
    “Henka,” I said, throat tight, self-loathing choking me. “That chamber where we were held. I’m going to take a lantern, something with a steady light, and memorize it. I’ll mark exactly where the lantern sits and how much wick is exposed to burn. I want one of your necromancers to make sure it never changes. I want them to make sure there is always a lantern there, lighting the room. No one may ever enter, except to replace the lantern.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “Let’s get you out of those clothes.” 
 
      
 
    After, as we lay curled on the bed back in the burnt wreckage of my tent, she traced the charred flesh of my chest with a dark fingertip. Lying there with my dead wife who pretended we hadn’t known each other for thousands of years, and who now inhabited a corpse I didn’t recognize, hurt my head. 
 
    “It’s lucky you recover quickly,” she said. 
 
    “It still burns.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” she said, looking up at me with mischievous midnight eyes. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    We rose early the next morning. My wounds still looked vicious, but the pain had faded to a dull ache. Climbing into a wagon, the undead beasts of burden pulled us to the coast. The so-called docks were nothing more than beams lashed together and tied to a few thick poles sunk into the mud.  
 
    A two-masted galley, stained sheets slack, hull crusted thick with green barnacles, bobbed lazily in the water.  
 
    “Tell me our boat is behind that salvaged derelict,” said Brenwick. “We’d have better luck swimming.” 
 
    “The previous owner wasn’t much interested in exploration or trade,” said Henka. “I’m amazed he even had this.” 
 
    Treading carefully, for there were many gaps and holes in the wood, we followed Bren up the dock and onto the ship. 
 
    He stomped on the deck, listening. “Damp. Rotting. On the high side, it probably won’t catch fire. Though a cleansing flame would do this wreck wonders.” 
 
    “You like our new ship,” I said. 
 
    “I like any chunk of wood between me and drowning.” 
 
    That reminded me of how he swore to repay me for his life after I saved him from the sinking Habnikaav. He’d more than paid any debt. While he agreed to stay for the time being, I wanted more. 
 
    Bren stared out to sea, teeth bared to the ocean breeze in a happy grin. “Good to have a boat under my feet again. Even if she is a floating turd. He patted his hip distractedly. “I’d kill for a good sword.” 
 
    Henka had mentioned how the right gesture at the right moment would have a lasting impact on the young man. I needed him by my side, craved his company. I loved Henka but wanted more. Brenwick was different, less demanding. Seemingly happy to follow, he had no plans for me. As far as I could tell, he had no plans beyond someday owning a tavern. 
 
    “Take mine,” I said, unbuckling Mihir and holding it out in offering. 
 
    Bren turned, mouth open. “I… I can’t! It’s yours. You won’t have a sword.” 
 
    I had at least twenty souls in my Soul Stone and there were plenty of swords in the floating mountains. 
 
    “I’ll get another,” I said.  
 
    “I couldn’t,” he repeated. 
 
    I saw his desire. A magical sword, the stuff legends were carved from. Or with. Though, in truth, most stories were about swords enchanted by wizardry. 
 
    Bren was a better man than I but no paragon of purity. He didn’t search out a peaceful life. He craved excitement and adventure. He wenched and boozed and crewed with pirates. He wanted a sword and knew how to use one. I’d seen him fight. Young as he was, he’d killed before. 
 
    I suppose it didn’t take much to be a better man than the Demon Emperor. 
 
    “It cuts through bone,” I said. “It will never rust, never go dull. It will never break.”  
 
    Though that sorcerous flaming whip made a good attempt. 
 
    “I am undeserving,” he said. “Unworthy.” 
 
    “You are the worthiest man I’ve ever met.” I had no idea if I lied. “It is I who is unworthy.” That, at least, I knew to be true.  
 
    I was approaching this all wrong. Some part of me schemed manipulation, planned to use the boy. I hated that part. I needed Brenwick to know everything. I needed him to understand. 
 
    “The stories I told you when we were adrift at sea were true. I am Khraen,” I said. “I am the fallen Demon Emperor returned. I will unify all the world under my rule. I will bring peace and prosperity. But first, there will be war. Many will die.” I hefted the sword. “This is a demon-blade. I fed souls to the creature who inhabits the steel. Human souls.” His eyes never left the sword. “Demonology requires sacrifices. I will summon a great many demons before this is over.”  
 
    Finally, a few words of truth. 
 
    I studied him, searching for revulsion or fear. I saw none of that. 
 
    “You’ve been in the north,” I said. “They spit on us there. They think that because of the colour of our skin, our souls are stained.” Though in my case, it was true. “We aren’t allowed in the better establishments. We’re second-class citizens.” There hadn’t been a single pale northerner working the docks or ships. “We’re given the roughest, dirtiest, most dangerous jobs.” I recalled the averted eyes, the hate. “I will create a world of equality. In my empire, every man shall be equal.” 
 
    I stopped, reining in my anger. “I am not perfect,” I said. “I make mistakes. I don’t have all the answers. But I will try. I want you at my side. I want you to be my voice of reason when I stray. I want you to stop me when the darkness takes my soul.” I met his eyes. “And it will try, I promise you. It will try.” 
 
    Try? I just murdered twenty people. I wanted to laugh. 
 
    “You understand,” said Bren, “that I am a terrible choice for all those things, right?” 
 
    “I had a suspicion.” 
 
    “Good,” he said, accepting the sword. “Count me in.” He frowned at the blade, testing its weight. “Good steel. Really good steel.” 
 
    “It’s several thousand years old,” I said. 
 
    “I haven’t seen quality like this. I doubt its equal exists outside of the mage-forges.” He looked up from the blade, met my eyes. “What’s it called?” 
 
    “Mihir.” 
 
    “Mi-who?” 
 
    “Mihir.” 
 
    “What’s it mean?” 
 
    “That’s its name.” 
 
    “Can I call it something else?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s your sword. Call it whatever you want.” 
 
    “Justice,” he said. “No. That’s silly. Death Blade? Skullfucker?” He tested the blade with a thumb, blinked at the blood. “Nick?” 
 
    “Maybe give it some thought,” said Henka. 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed. “No rush.” 
 
    Sheathing the sword, he strapped the scabbard about his hips. “My gram would never believe this.” 
 
      
 
    As the rest of the undead unloaded the wagon, carrying food and supplies onto the ship, three beautiful necromancers approached Bren and me. Their clinging robes were gone, replaced by sturdy travel clothes, pants, shirts, and boots. One, a full head taller than I, held out a plate of fruit and salted meat. Her dark hair, cropped short, made her appear younger than I suspected she was. 
 
    “This is Phalaal,” said Henka. “She’ll be joining us.” 
 
    The necromancer bowed.  
 
    I saw nothing of Tairese and didn’t ask. 
 
    Tien strolled out of the jungle with that cocky hip-swinging strut. “We’re almost ready to set sail,” she said. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Plan? Haven’t got one.” 
 
    I was too accustomed to doing everything myself, to thinking I had to be the master of every decision. There was a wealth of knowledge and experience gathered around me. 
 
    “There’s a problem,” I said. “A big one. And I can’t see a way past it.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I lay out the situation as best I could. 
 
    “All the parts of me can sense the others. Naghron felt it when I approached this island, and he knew the old man was here. He knows where I am, and when we set sail, he’s going to know I’m on the way.” 
 
    “He’ll know when and where we’ll arrive?” asked Bren. “That’s bad. He could have an army waiting for us.” 
 
    “Much like the old man had his undead waiting for me.”  
 
    “Can we use this to lure Naghron somewhere we can ambush him?” asked Bren. 
 
    Not a bad idea.  
 
    “He and I are the same man,” I said, “and yet we’re quite different. I hate to admit it, but that plan would probably work on me. I have a tendency to charge into situations. 
 
    That earned me a raised eyebrow from Henka. 
 
    “Naghron has a stronghold,” I continued, “and he’s been there for years. Maybe decades. I never would have let an undead army get between me and a piece of my heart, but he did exactly that. There are other shards he could go after too, and yet he hasn’t. He shows a patience I lack,” I admitted. Though I suspected patience could be as much curse as gift. 
 
    “With more ships,” said Bren, “we could invade with that army of dead.” 
 
    “How big is the fleet?” I asked Phalaal. 
 
    “This is it.” 
 
    I didn’t want to wait months for the undead to build enough ships to carry them all. I needed to move. 
 
    “I don’t think it would work,” the necromancer added. “Palaq is walled and defended.” 
 
    I hadn’t heard the name before. So similar to PalTaq, the centre of my fallen empire. 
 
    Phalaal glanced south, as if she could see the distant city. “I doubt we could take it. You said you sense each other,” she added, changing topics. “You mentioned shards?” 
 
    As both she and Tien were Henka’s slaves, I didn’t worry about trusting them. “My heart is made of stone. Obsidian, to be exact.” 
 
    “Well fuck me sideways with a goat if that doesn’t explain everything,” grumbled Tien. 
 
    We ignored her. 
 
    “My heart has been broken and littered around the world. I can sense the other pieces. They can sense me.” 
 
    Tien stared at me. “You really are him. You’re the Demon Emperor returned. I didn’t… I didn’t quite believe.” 
 
    I saw dawning comprehension and horror. 
 
    “That’s what I helped you steal from the tower,” she said. “There was a piece of your black fucking heart in there.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Tien looked away, stared, blinking, into the jungle like she might cry. She didn’t. “Later, can you fix it, so I have some tears?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Henka. 
 
    “Thanks.” For once, she sounded sincere. 
 
    A hand rising and then falling back to his side, Bren looked like he wanted to offer the little wizard a hug.  
 
    Ignoring the exchange as if none of it mattered, as if none of it touched her, Phalaal said, “Your soul is fragmented. A piece of it in each shard.” 
 
    “I suppose.” I helped myself to piece of fruit from the tray. 
 
    “The pieces of your soul are drawn to each other,” she said. “They call out. They want to be whole.” 
 
    I was less than sure I had a soul. Though maybe the pale northerners were right, and I did, and it was stained. Was a flawed soul better than none at all? 
 
    “There is one possibility,” said the necromancer, nodding to herself. “We need a shaman.” 
 
    “A shaman?” I asked, surprised. Of what use were savages worshipping long dead ancestors and praying to ponds and crude stick figurines? They’d always been the least of the arts, their uses, to me as emperor, limited. 
 
    “A powerful shaman,” said Phalaal. Seeing my confusion, she elaborated. “The power of shamanism lies in reading and manipulating spirits and souls. Typically, they work best in a tribal structure, where they have easy contact with the spirits of long-dead elders. But that doesn’t have to be the case.” 
 
    Henka’s almond eyes widened, an expression so familiar and yet so different. “I’ve heard of shaman who can track a man anywhere in the world. They sense the soul.” 
 
    “Soul-assassins,” agreed Tien, perking up. “It’s said they’re almost impossible to escape, that they find you no matter where you hide.” 
 
    Was that how the sorcerer tracked me, how he knew exactly where I was? Naghron knowing my approximate location was bad enough. 
 
    “Almost impossible?” asked Bren. 
 
    “The only way to hide from a soul-assassin is to get another, more powerful, shaman to protect you,” said the wizard. 
 
    Though every part of me screamed and raged at the thought of delay, being able to catch the other shards of myself by surprise would be incredibly useful. What if another shard of me had already thought of this and was even now stalking me? I crushed the thought; it was pointless to worry about things beyond my control. 
 
    I imagined Naghron in his fortified city, suddenly unable to sense me. He would fear a fragment of our heart had been destroyed, or at least broken to such small pieces he couldn’t sense them. 
 
    “Is there a shaman on this island?” I asked. 
 
    “There was one,” said Phalaal, “but the Master killed him decades ago. He wasn’t terribly useful and was allowed to fall into disrepair. I wouldn’t know where to begin looking for his bones. Tairese might know. She raised him.” 
 
    “He doesn’t sound like the kind of shaman with the power we need,” said Henka. 
 
    “Probably not,” agreed Phalaal. Turning, she looked east. “There’s Yuruuza. If anyone could do this, it’s her.” 
 
    “Yuruuza?” I asked. “She could help us?” 
 
    Bren perked up. “I’ve heard of her. She owns the biggest trading fleet in the islands. Rumour has it she has a deal with the Guild.” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Phalaal, “Queen Yuruuza would sell you to the Guild in a heartbeat.” 
 
    A powerful shaman who might be able to hide me and who also happened to be an island queen with a fleet. To say she’d be useful, was an understatement. 
 
    Were she not beholden to the Guild, I might have had options. Perhaps I could have bargained with her, offered demons in return for aid. As it was, I couldn’t trust her not to betray me to the mages. 
 
    I knew what must be done.  
 
    “We’ll kill this queen,” I said. “Henka will raise her.” I turned to Henka. “Sound like a plan?” 
 
    “Sounds like the beginning of a plan,” she said with a quick grin.  
 
    Now that she had a coven of her own enslaved necromancers and a small army of undead, she seemed excited to build power. I understood. Long ago she’d been empress of the world, commanded vast armies of corpses. Bottling herself up, avoiding attention, must have been difficult. 
 
    “We’ll leave behind a conquered kingdom with an undead puppet queen in charge,” I said. We could leave Phalaal to maintain her, so no one knew she’d been compromised. 
 
    “There’s one small detail,” admitted the necromancer, running slim fingers through close-cropped hair. “Queen Yuruuza has a god.” 
 
    “Of course she has,” said Tien. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    I watched as the last of the supplies were loaded onto the Floating Pig—as Bren dubbed our ship. Fetching a corroded leather map case from below decks, Phalaal showed me my first view of the islands. Much to my frustration, it contained nothing of the northern mainland. 
 
    Pointing out Palaq, located on the inner coast of a massive and ancient ring of landmasses, Phalaal said it was two or three weeks to the south-west. It looked like the result of a blown volcano bigger than anything I could imagine, or the remains of an impact crater. If the latter, I was stunned it hadn’t split the world in two.  
 
    “Is this to scale?” I asked. The shape of the islands teasingly familiar, I was sure that cataclysm happened early in my reign as Emperor, the result of some great spell or summoning gone wrong.  
 
    Phalaal nodded. “Roughly.” 
 
    Queen Yuruuza was closer, though a week in the wrong direction.  
 
    Hunger clawed at me, the need to possess the next fragment of obsidian haunting my every thought. It hurt to turn my back on it. 
 
      
 
    Once loaded, we set sail. Our crew, men and women dressed in the simple clothes of the local tribes, hustled about their tasks. They looked healthy. When I asked, Henka explained they’d drained many of the living that had been held in pens and stored the blood in barrels. Those barrels were now in the hold and would allow her to maintain her undead such that they could pass for living.  
 
    The sun crushed my shoulders with glorious heat. Far above, wisps of thin cloud sailed the sky like skiffs caught in a rushing current. The ocean wind tasted of salt and freedom, of time and history unpolluted by the mad whims of men. A geyser of roiling steam shot high into the air, three or four times the height of our main mast, as a colossal ocean dragon broke the surface, rolled, and once again vanished into the deeps. Though it was large enough to swallow our vessel whole, I felt no fear.  
 
    Seeing Tien, Phalaal, and Bren, Henka and I joined them on the prow. Bren seemed not to notice how the breeze pressed the necromancer’s clothes tight and was, in turn, ignored by the petite wizard. 
 
    “I think you’d better explain,” I said to Phalaal as we joined the group. “I was under the impression the gods were gone or dead. 
 
    The necromancer bowed. “I can’t promise truth, but this is what I’ve been told. Long before the Demon Empire, this world had gods. They were primal, savage beings, something between demons and elementals. There were spirits of the land, godlings inhabiting rivers and lakes. There were thousands and thousands of them. These gods survived on worship and small sacrifices. People burned a sheaf of wheat for a harvest god or carved figurines of fat babies for a fertility god. Blood sacrifice was rare, and always animals. The tribes warred constantly, and when a god’s tribe died, that god starved and dwindled.” She glanced east. “Many gods didn’t live much beyond a century or two.” 
 
    Remembering the boy in the jungle, the golden goddess, I was enraptured. 
 
    Phalaal continued. “In time, that changed. A new breed of gods came to the world, hungry for blood and souls. It started far to the south, in the deadly jungles and black glass mountains of PalTaq.” 
 
    “Where did these new gods come from?” I asked. 
 
    She gave a small shrug. “I have no idea. They were more powerful than the old gods. Some tribes began sacrificing victims stolen from their enemies. Those tribes grew in strength as their gods grew in power. But gods are ravenous forces, never sated. They demanded more and more sacrifices. The old gods fled and hid, found little nooks of power or tribes so removed from civilization no one was interested in conquering them. Yuruuza’s god is one of those. It's some truly ancient thing from the beginning of the world, starved and near powerless. It’s only the fact the rest of the gods disappeared that makes it seem powerful.” 
 
    “Weak for a god,” mused Tien, “but still capable of crushing mortals.” 
 
    “Said the undead wizard to the long-dead emperor,” muttered Bren. 
 
    Tien offered Bren an apologetic smile. “Sorry. But as the only actual mortal in the group, you’re definitely getting crushed.” 
 
    The lad seemed oddly pleased, as if the fact she spoke to him at all was more than he could have hoped for. 
 
    Phalaal looked south. “The master once said that Naghron tried to invade Queen Yuruuza’s kingdom—”  
 
    “Is it still called a kingdom, if there’s a queen?” asked Tien. 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Bren. “That seems weird. Shouldn’t it be a queendom?” 
 
    Tien’s brow wrinkled. “Is that even a word? If it isn’t, it should be.” 
 
    “As I was saying,” continued the necromancer, “Naghron invaded Queen Yuruuza’s kingdom. A storm blew in and sank his fleet. The Master always said it was the work of her god. He said attacking someone with a pet storm god was stupid and laughed at how dumb Naghron was.” 
 
    “And I’m guessing he used it as an excuse to hide here on his island,” I mused. 
 
    Phalaal explained what little she knew of Yuruuza and her imprisoned god: Bayowar had been the weather god for some long-dead civilization many tens of thousands of years ago. His influence probably hadn’t reached beyond a single island. Sometime after his worshippers died, he came across a tribe of monkeys and used his waning power to protect and terrify them. They worshipped as best monkeys could, sacrificing bananas and berries to him, perhaps occasionally throwing a chimp from some other tribe out of a tree in his name. Though the god weakened with each passing millennium, it was enough to stave off starvation.  
 
    Yuruuza, outcast from her tribe for practicing foul arts, heard rumours of an unusually successful pack of monkeys who worshipped an ancient stone idol. She found the tribe, killed the monkeys, thereby weakening the god, and took the statue. She brought it to the King of Abieszan, the City of Demons. 
 
    That caught my attention. “City of Demons?” 
 
    “Legends say it’s thousands of years old,” said Phalaal. “It dates back to the time of the Demon—” She caught herself and laughed. “It dates back to your time. It was probably a minor port back then. Now, it’s the single greatest city in the islands. At some point Yuruuza decided she’d lost interest in sharing power, killed the king, and took the crown for her own. Not long after, she brokered a deal with the Guild. Word is, as long as she limits her predations to south of Abieszan, the Guild let’s her be.” 
 
    A demon city! Excitement flooded me, thrummed my heart like a bass string. I desperately wanted to see it, to witness the glory of the past. There might be demons there, long bound, and long ignored. Some I’d be able to bend to my will, giving me an unexpected advantage. What might I discover in such a place? Demonic artefacts no one understood? Portals to other worlds? 
 
    The thought triggered a flash of memory. Portal demons could be bound to rings and the like, but they could also be bound to more mundane objects like doorways and arches. Somewhere in PalTaq was a door rimmed in runes, fist-sized gems set in the stone mantel. They were Soul Stones with thousands of facets, refilled as needed by my priesthood. Anyone passing through the door stepped out into… I had no idea, though I felt sure the other side wasn’t in this world. 
 
    Having no clear idea of what we were sailing into, I decided there wasn’t much point in excessive planning. We’d dock posing as roving adventurers. Apparently, it wasn’t uncommon for islanders to sling together makeshift boats and go in search of ruins. Most disappeared, devoured by the ocean or taken by something in the jungle, but some few survived with tales of golden cities, magical artefacts, and fabulous riches. There were always people willing to risk death. 
 
    Turning a complete circle, I saw clear skies in every direction. Stopping, I squinted back toward the stern, half-expecting to see a white sale low on the horizon. 
 
    There was nothing. 
 
    If Shalayn was on the ship I saw on our previous voyage, I prayed she survived. 
 
    Henka moved to stand at my side, her shoulder brushing mine. Taller than she had been, rounder, and more generously proportioned, she still moved with flawless grace, impeccable poise and balance. 
 
    How many bodies must one live in before becoming comfortable with such drastic changes? 
 
    “I saw you admiring Phalaal,” she said. 
 
    Had I been?  
 
    “She’s beautiful,” she said. “Fantastic legs. I’m almost jealous.” 
 
    The ever-present knot in my stomach tightened. “Your legs are perfect.” 
 
    And they were. 
 
    “Khraen had good taste,” she said, studying the other woman chatting with Tien and Brenwick. 
 
    Good taste? The old man took the hearts of necromancers and enslaved them, forced them to serve his every whim and need. Karrie, the apewoman, told me he commanded them to love him. 
 
    “I’m not him,” I said. 
 
    “Of course not,” she agreed. “But if you wanted to have both of us tonight, I’m sure Phalaal would be happy to join us.” 
 
    “Can you command a necromantically enslaved person to be happy?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Henka, without looking at me. “Is that so bad? They really are happy.” 
 
    I studied her profile. She was my empress, Queen of the Dead. “Chalaam was miserable.” She could have changed that and hadn’t. 
 
    “He was going to rape me and kill us both.”  
 
    I couldn’t argue with that answer. 
 
    “If you hold someone’s heart,” I said, “can you command them to love you?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, staring out to sea. “And they really will love you. Forever.” 
 
      
 
    That night I fell asleep to the rise and fall of the Floating Pig as she bludgeoned her way east. This was no fast skiff, dancing on waves. She sat low and heavy like her namesake, belligerent. The sway of the ocean and the slap of water on wood, was a sound from my past. At various stages of my life, I’d spent years at sea. I had memories, so faded as to be translucent, of paddling through jungle swamps in a hollowed-out log, hunting monstrous water snakes. Unknown thousands of years later, I strode the decks of the Habnikaav, the greatest warship ever to exist. Many of my greatest victories and defeats happened at sea.  
 
    My defining moment, however, happened far underground, in the deepest basement of the Palace at PalTaq. 
 
    I dreamt of sacrificing a god. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    He was young and he was old.  
 
    From PalTaq, he conquered the nearest islands, bound the local tribes under his rule. Not yet a king, he was a long way from being an emperor. 
 
    Desperate to extend his life, he pushed the boundaries of what was possible—and what was advisable—in the arts. With the help of a master elementalist, he bound a hybrid elemental, water and blood. It kept the fluid in his veins moving, even when his ancient heart stuttered and slowed. He bound demons to his failing muscles to give him strength, and to his crumbling bones. A dying man, wrinkled and sunken, lustrous black hair long gone thin and grey, he fed them a constant diet of blood and souls lest they devour his. 
 
    His indomitable will faded and cracked. His once far-seeing eyes blurred everything beyond a few strides. At two hundred and fifty some-odd years of age, he approached the end. There were limits, and he had reached them. 
 
    After tearing his heart out, the golden goddess retreated to the stuff of dreams and nightmares. Hunting alone in the jungle that day, he had no one to tell him if the visitation was real, or a fevered hallucination. He’d returned to his tribe, ranting and insane, killed the old shaman who led them, and devoured his heart to take his place. In the following centuries, the tribe’s god, once a local elemental spirit, grew in power. A savage and primal thing, more impulse and instinct than intelligence, it cared nothing for the old man’s impending death. Others would rise. 
 
    They called their god J’Keln, but that was a human sound, lips and mouth, teeth and tongue. They could have called it anything and it wouldn’t have cared. 
 
    The dying man’s rule was a shaky one. The island tribes bickered constantly, raiding each other whenever his rheumy eyes turned elsewhere. Relentless, they warred with everything and everyone, short-sighted and hungry for pillage. He feared that when he died, PalTaq and everything he worked so hard to build would fall within a year. There was no one to take his place. No heirs had been born to him. 
 
    He railed against the impermanence of existence, warred against entropy and decay. 
 
    His rage went ignored, his war doomed to failure. 
 
    And then, the golden goddess returned in his dreams. She made promises of true immortality, of power beyond my imagination. She spoke of another world, far to the north. She told him of vast magics, insectile giants in colossal cites in the shadows of distant mountains. She promised a lasting peace, and he wanted that more than anything.  
 
    With but a handful of years remaining to him, she offered another choice that was no choice at all. There was so much more he wanted to accomplish, mysteries to solves, new lands to see. He felt like he had but scratched the surface of what existence had to offer. 
 
    Her offer came with a cost. Desperate, terrified of death, he agreed. 
 
    Leaning heavily on his staff of office, the dying man limped and shuffled toward the stairs at the far end of the hall. Crimson robes dragged behind him, sighing like breath with every step. Dressed in robes of grey, another old man, Naharik, hobbled at his side, leaning on his own, smaller and less ornate staff.  
 
    “Gods are parasites,” said the dying man. 
 
    Naharik made a breathy grunt of humour at the blasphemy. 
 
    “J’Keln,” he continued, “is no exception. We have worshipped him for centuries, fed him blood and souls, sacrificed in his name. When I was a boy, he was a minor godling at best, Lord of the Local Fishing Hole, or something. Can’t remember.” He forgot his childhood so long ago he couldn’t remember when last he thought about it. “We were a successful tribe. We warred. We killed. We expanded. We brought J’Keln with us. When we conquered a tribe, our god became their god. Soon, he wasn’t god of some pond, but the most worshipped deity in the islands. He grew strong as we grew strong.” 
 
    “Symbiote,” corrected Naharik. “You don’t get anything in return from parasites.” 
 
    “Some parasites seem to give you things at the beginning. They seem beneficial, until it’s too late. By the time you realize you’ve been infected, they’re wormed through the meat of your soul.” 
 
    “We sacrifice to J’Keln,” Naharik said, “and he makes us strong. He is why we rule.” 
 
    Was that true? The old man had repeated the rhetoric so many times over the decades he almost believed it. 
 
    He was, he realized, lying to himself to justify what he planned. 
 
    “I suppose not,” he admitted. 
 
    Reaching the stairs, they descended in silence, neither having the breath nor strength for words. At the bottom of the steps the dying man commanded the fire elemental bound to his staff to life. It burst into flames, lighting their way.  
 
    They limped on. 
 
    “Why are we visiting the summoning chambers?” Naharik asked. 
 
    “To call J’Keln.” 
 
     “I’d figured that much. Why now? Why the talk of parasites?” 
 
    “Because, my old friend, I have decided to make a better deal for PalTaq. I want more.” 
 
    “More?” Naharik repeated. “One does not negotiate with gods.” 
 
    The weight of the knife tucked into the old man’s robes reminded him of the betrayal he planned. Two betrayals, in truth, though only one of them left him feeling stained.  
 
    In his last dream, she taught him new accords, seared words in his brain he could hardly pronounce, much less comprehend. She said blood would open the door, but it would have to be a true sacrifice, it would have to cost him. Killing a goat or a condemned criminal wouldn’t suffice. As a man with but one friend, he had no choice. She promised it would open the tiniest crack between worlds. 
 
    If she lied or was wrong, he’d be dead in a short time. A few minutes or a few years. It was the same thing. Death was defeat. He would not be beaten without a fight. 
 
    They entered the most holy summoning chambers of J’Keln. PalTaq’s most valued treasures were gathered here. Gold from conquered islands. Statues of fallen gods and works of art. Artefacts scavenged from temples left by long dead civilizations. 
 
    Everything dies. Even nations. Even gods. 
 
    With a groan and the wet popping of joints, he knelt in the place of prayer.  
 
    Naharik, his old friend, knelt at his side. “Someday,” he said, “I won’t get up from this.” 
 
    He was more right than he knew. 
 
    Reaching into his robes, gripping the flint dagger, the old man said nothing. 
 
    He called J’Keln and the god came, filling the room with its divine presence. So many times he had knelt here, overcome with awe. Now, he felt nothing. Not even numb horror at what he planned. 
 
    The words filled him, alien and incomprehensible. He spoke a language not meant for mortal tongues. Sanity stretched to breaking and tore, shredding his understanding of reality. He lived in a world of countless gods and yet his world of gods was nothing. There were a thousand hells, intelligences ranging from the unknowable to ravenous hungers stalking from world to world, feeding until they were stripped of life. 
 
    J’Keln, this minor godling his tribe fed and worshipped, was a wraith, barely capable of altering its local reality. 
 
    The scale of existence broke the dying man. 
 
    His place in it, insignificant beyond notice, brought tears of shame to his eyes. He thought to make something lasting. He thought to build a civilization. His dreams of another century or two of life were laughable. He accomplished nothing, and what little he built would be forgotten a decade after his death. 
 
    What would he do to change that?  
 
    What would he sacrifice to gain an eternity?  
 
    Drawing the knife, he killed his only friend. Stabbing him over and over he screamed words he couldn’t understand, crying great racking sobs at the loss.  
 
    He called her and she came, filling his mind with her dreams of death and blood. 
 
    She devoured J’Keln and only then did the dying man understand the horror at what he’d done. he sacrificed his god for the promise of more. More life. More war. More victories. Always more. 
 
    He traded a minor parasite for a more powerful one. 
 
    He killed his only friend and sacrificed the god who made him the man he was because he was afraid of death. 
 
    Not words, she wrote understanding into the old man, carved her will into blood. His skull throbbed, threatened to split apart under the strain.  
 
    The old man screamed. 
 
    More. 
 
    Like him, she too wanted more. 
 
    The other islands and their pitiful gods. The frigid north he’d only heard of in ancient myth. If he gave her what she wanted, he would rule as he saw fit. The world was his to shape. He could make this world a paradise of peace and prosperity or a hellish torment. She cared not. 
 
    More. Always more. 
 
    The more he gave her—the more of himself he sacrificed—the more he got in return. 
 
    Until there was nothing left. 
 
    She demanded more. 
 
    And so, he gave her more. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    We sailed east, the ocean calm, the winds warm. Thin wisps of white cloud skittered the horizon. Each day I walked astern and squinted at the seas behind us, searching for that white sail, hoping to see some sign Shalayn chased her vengeance. I saw nothing. 
 
    My hair, long ignored, caught the wind and was constantly in my eyes until I finally tied it in a queue. It hung to the centre of my back. The Demon Emperor always wore it long, and I found myself doing the same. Sometimes I wanted to hack it short, or shave my head altogether, if just to create some visible difference between the man I had once been and the man I now was. I never did. I liked it, the black leonine mane.  
 
    On our third day at sea, I named Bren captain of the Floating Pig. Captain Brenwick Sofame had a lovely ring to it. 
 
    Knowledgeable and skilled, he was a good captain. We ate our meals together, the only two living souls aboard the ship. Henka and her cadre of beautiful necromancers maintained the crew, dipping into the blood barrels below decks each day to give them the semblance of life. I hoped we wouldn’t be searched when we made port. There was no good explanation for a score of barrels of thickening human blood. If we dumped the barrels overboard before heading into port, we’d have to then kill more people to support Henka and the others. Or we could keep the blood, and risk discovery. I saw no easy answers. 
 
    Brenwick and Tien often stood chatting at the prow. What the young pirate had to discuss with the undead mage, I couldn’t guess. Perhaps they took some comfort in each other, or merely passed the time.  
 
    Henka changed with the changing of her bodies. This new incarnation was fiery and passionate, louder and more confident than the tiny woman I knew. Every night we tumbled on the cot in our cabin, uncaring of the noises we made or who might hear. Each night I collapsed, exhausted, asleep in moments. When awake, I tried not to think about the blood fuelling her ardour. Never in our time together had she access to such quantities. She maintained herself flawlessly, becoming more breathtakingly beautiful with each passing day. No god could be so perfect. She glowed like the sun, each night draining me of doubt and worry.  
 
    I woke one morning to find her sitting naked, legs crossed, watching me sleep. She smiled as my eyes opened, as if greeting the morning sun.  
 
    “You will be the Empress of the World,” I promised. “You can be nothing less.” 
 
    Another promise. My stomach twisted and I hid the wince of pain behind a smile of my own. 
 
    She shrugged. “I am what I am.” 
 
    I am what I am. A beautiful woman who loved me. A hunter. A murderer. A drinker of blood, defiler of flesh. An apex predator in the guise of a pretty girl. 
 
    And yet selfless. She cared more for me than she did herself. 
 
    I could never deserve that, never earn such devotion. 
 
    Perhaps I could change. Perhaps, as Henka believed, I could shape the man I’d become. She, however, would always be Henka. She fed off humanity for the three thousand years I was dead, and countless millennia before that. If this incarnation of me died of old age or violence, she’d live on, killing and harvesting. 
 
    There had to be a point at which the cost of existence became too high. The Demon Emperor, the man who fed untold thousands of souls to demons, could never claim the moral high ground for such a decision. I was the worst kind of hypocrite. I claimed to desire a world of justice and equality and travelled with a woman who routinely murdered and flayed others. 
 
    But without her, there was nothing, no reason to go on.  
 
    I needed her. 
 
    Without Henka, I was alone. 
 
      
 
    The pull of my heart roared rage as if angered I dared turn my back on it. The further away I got, the more insistent the call became. 
 
    Did Naghron feel it too? I imagined him pacing the halls of his shoddy temple, wondering what I plotted as I sailed away. There were shards of my heart in this direction, but they were small and far away. It would take months at sea to reach them.  
 
    Naghron no doubt sensed my heart while I was still in the north. He felt me travel, taking on pieces as I found them. He knew when I sailed south to the old man’s island and known the moment I took on that shard. 
 
    He felt my wandering path pulling me ever closer, the pieces I took disappearing, becoming part of me. He must have guessed I was one piece collecting the others. When I came south, he knew what I wanted. 
 
    Had he come to fear me?  
 
    Brenwick strolled to join me at the rail, a rolling swagger to match the yaw of the ship. Two weeks at sea and a constant diet of preserved meats, fruit, and rum had filled him out. He looked to have grown another inch in height. My own appetite meagre, I’d regained some weight and muscle, but remained scrawny in comparison.  
 
    “Best guess,” he said, “we’re a week from Abieszan.” 
 
    Much as I loved being at sea, I looked forward to having solid ground beneath my feet. And this so-called City of Demons intrigued me. 
 
    Running a hand through his unruly mop of hair—he’d been letting it grow since we met—Bren glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t ask a lot of questions, because, for the most part, I don’t need to know.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “I understand those barrels below decks are important.” 
 
    My chest tightened. 
 
    “It’s not unusual,” he continued, “for a Portmaster to search a vessel if it’s the first time it’s docked there. Now, he’ll be looking for contraband and hoping for bribes, but how are we situated for paying those bribes?” 
 
    I hadn’t a single coin in my possession. Somehow, Henka always seemed able to take care of the day-to-day details of life. No doubt she raided the other Khraen’s coffers before we left the island. Would barrels of blood be a more difficult explanation than untaxed rum or whatever passed as contraband out here? Either way, it would draw attention we couldn’t afford. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” I said. 
 
    Bren hesitated. Then, “Can we talk about Tien?” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “No,” I said. “She belongs to Henka. Whatever you’re asking is not mine to give.” 
 
    “Should I talk to Henka?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t.” 
 
    Eyes downcast, he blinked at the deck. 
 
    “Bren,” I said. “Now is not the time. I will make this right, I promise. Just…patience.” 
 
    He flashed a grateful grin. “I can do patience.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “No. Not at all.” He laughed, the tension flowing from him. “It’s probably my only flaw.” 
 
    Clapping him on the shoulder, I went in search of Henka. When I found her, I explained the trouble with the barrels, and she agreed without argument. 
 
    Three days later, as we neared Abieszan, the crew hauled the barrels from below decks, dumping the blood overboard.  
 
    Henka and I watched the sea turn red, the waters boiling with sharks, and I remembered the many naval battles I took part in. From men fighting in hollowed log canoes with fire-hardened wood spears to the final battle with the wizard’s fleet, I’d done it all. This score of barrels was nothing, the tiniest drip compared to the blood and gore I’d spilled into the ocean. Shattered bodies and shattered ships, floating debris, shark fins cutting the water. Men and women screaming as they were snatched from below. Some were wizards. Some were not quite friends, but people I’d known for many years. 
 
    Once we were in Abieszan, Henka would need to replace that blood. To maintain herself, Tien, and the necromancers, she had no choice. 
 
    My stomach tightened. 
 
    “You alright?” Henka asked. 
 
    “Fine.”  
 
    Putting an arm around her waist, I pulled her close. Warm and alive, she leaned her head on my shoulder. 
 
    “How long before you need blood again?” I asked. 
 
    “I have a full wineskin in our cabin.” 
 
    How long would that last? Days? A week? I didn’t ask.  
 
    Once emptied, the barrels were broken apart and tossed overboard. I saw Henka’s hand behind the thorough eye for detail. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, the rising sun silhouetted the jagged shape of land. Excited, Bren dashed about the deck bellowing orders and making sure everyone had their story straight. As adventurers fallen on hard times, no one would be suspicious that our cargo hold was largely empty. Henka assured him we had coin to spend, and that whatever the dock fees were, they’d be more than covered.  
 
    Our plan, for what little it was worth, was for Henka, Bren, Tien, and me to go ashore. The rest would remain aboard the Pig. We’d get a room at an inn near the docks, learn what we could of Abieszan and Queen Yuruuza. Planning beyond that seemed pointless. 
 
    Hours passed, the coast growing in detail. Much larger than the island we’d left, Bren told me that, according to the maps he’d memorized many years ago, there was a large freshwater lake at the centre. This was, at least in part, responsible for Yuruuza’s success. Many tribes made do with trickling mountain streams and what amounted to deep puddles often claimed by the island’s most dangerous creatures. 
 
    We followed the coast, keeping it to our starboard side. Apes and monkeys—happily of the living variety—clambered in the trees, hooting at our passing. At one point, a monstrous forest dragon, three times the length of the Floating Pig, parted the trees, crushing several flat. It came out to the rocky beach, intelligent eyes narrowed as it decided it wasn’t hungry enough to wade out and sink us. The sun played rainbows on the ridges of its iridescent viridian skin. It was a magnificent beast, a wonder of nature. My empire broke and trained thousands, turned them into vicious steeds of war. Though wingless, and unable to breathe fire, they were damned near impossible to kill. 
 
    Bren moved to my side, opposite Henka. Eyes wide with awe, he said, “I’ve only ever seen the small ones. That… That’s gorgeous.” 
 
    Tien joined us. “It’s beautiful. Living in its natural habitat. Wild and free.” 
 
    “We get it,” snapped Henka, annoyed. “You’re not free. Be silent.” 
 
    Tien’s mouth snapped shut. 
 
    Bren looked to me, eyes pleading. 
 
    “Please, love,” I said to Henka, “let her speak.” 
 
    “Sorry,” said Henka. “It was an overreaction. Tien, you may speak.” 
 
    Where Bren shot me a look of gratitude, Tien glared hate. Something had changed in her during her time at sea. Where she’d put little thought or effort into her appearance once dead, she now wore better clothes, kept her nails painted and glossy.  
 
    Perhaps it was the return of old habits. Or maybe, I thought during a cynical moment, Henka ordered her to do so to keep Bren distracted. 
 
    “And as far as I can tell,” I said to the wizard, “your natural habitat consists of dank cafes with sludge for coffee.” 
 
    “I would never expect a barbarian such as yourself,” said Tien, “to understand the barista’s art.” 
 
    I had no idea what a barista was. 
 
    Turning in a long coil of reptilian muscle, the dragon disappeared back into the jungle. 
 
    The next day we turned the northern-most tip of the island and saw Abieszan. Unprepared, the sight broke my heart. Ancient as this city was, her crenellated walls soared strong and perfect, seamless expanses of stone. Carved deep into the rock, wards and pacts told a story of demonic bindings, no doubt still in place. The outer walls were so wide they were used as a road, people and wagons using them to circumnavigate the city. Where battle-ready ballistae, catapults, and trebuchets should have been lined for war or defence, a crowded market of thousands seethed in commerce. More than a village from the old Empire, this had been a military stronghold. Mighty towers stood at regular intervals, empty windows glaring down upon all who approached.  
 
    Flocks of bright birds from shining crimsons to cerulean blues, circled over the city, diving to steal scraps. The sky was an incessant warzone, avian screeches echoing off stone as they battled for aerial turf. The seagulls, filthy smears of greyish white, seemed to be winning the war, dominating their smaller, prettier cousins. 
 
    Colossal gates of stone, too large for any mortal beast to ever move, sat open. Reading the wards carved into them, I recognized the type of demon bound there. It was a binding I knew. Having had no use for such spirit demons, I hadn’t given them thought. My mind raced. There was a chance I might be able to bind those demons to my service. Close the gates, and Abieszan would be all but invincible to anything less than an attack by the full might of the Guild. 
 
    At the heart of the city stood a bastion of war bedecked with runes, wards, and pacts. I’d seen nothing in all my travels in Taramlae that compared to Abieszan. Not even the capital.  
 
    This was a thriving city, vibrant with life. Pale northerners were few, and far between, always tanned or red from the tropical sun. Dark skinned, these were my people. I felt closer to home than I had since crawling from my grave. 
 
    I wanted this city.  
 
    This, far better than the old Khraen’s stinking necropolis, would make a fine base of operations in the south. 
 
    Beyond the gaping gates sat the harbour. Colossal stone docks, also carved deep with runes and wards, stabbed out into the ocean. Though hundreds of war galleys could have docked here, less than a score of shabby carracks and corsairs were moored. At the far end hundreds of tiny craft, rafts, rowboats, and stubby fishing vessels, congregated like cockroaches. 
 
    As we rounded the wall, a single, huge galley, jagged and angular in a way that hurt to look at, sails shaped like gossamer green dragonfly wings, came into view. At first, I thought it a trick of perspective and much closer than the others. As we approached, I realized it towered above the other vessels. Two strange creatures strode the deck. Four legged, they had huge reverse-kneed rear legs, and narrow, much faster moving front legs with knees bent the other way. They looked to be clad in long cloaks of iridescent silk, shimmering in the sun. Smaller bipedal creatures who reached to their knees scampered about in awkward, stilted and jittery movements.  
 
    “Bren,” I said. “Looking glass. Please.” 
 
    He ran to fetch it, returning in moments. Not the one he carried on the Habnikaav, I had no idea where this one came from. 
 
    Squinting through the warped and yellowish lens, I made out more detail. What I’d thought were brightly coloured robes turned out to be an armoured carapace natural to the creature. Along with the two sets of legs, I saw they also bore two sets of arms. The lower set, like the rear legs, was much larger, the elbow joint protected by heavy armour. The top arms, thin and fast, had deft-looking claws. 
 
    “They look like upright crickets,” said Bren, squinting. “Really big crickets.” 
 
    Panning down, I focussed on one of the smaller creatures. 
 
    It was a man. From just above his brow to the lowest curve at the back of the head, the skull was gone. Nested in the gaping cavity sat a glinting insectile thing the same colour as the larger beast. Its limbs disappeared into what remained of the man’s exposed brain. There were scores of men and women, each with something bright riding in their heads. 
 
    “Deredi Giants,” said Henka, joining me at the rail. “They’re parasites, feed off human slaves. The Demon Emperor all but eliminated their evil from the world.” She shook her head, staring at the alien vessel. “In the last three thousand years they’ve been making something of a comeback.” 
 
    My guts turned with revulsion. I hated wizards, but this was an altogether more visceral loathing. 
 
    “The people,” I said. 
 
    “They drop their larva through a tiny hole punched in the skull,” said Henka. “The larva slowly devours the brain, gaining its memories and skills. They learn to manoeuvre the body, eventually mastering even complex tasks. As they grow, they eat away at the skull to make more room. It takes a decade or more before the brain is gone, and the host is alive through all of it. When they’re big enough, the larva abandons the body. Most die in the first couple of years, before they leave the host. No one knows why.” 
 
    I wanted them dead. I wanted them erased from my world. 
 
    Was this the enemy Nhil meant when he said all the evil the Demon Emperor committed had been for a greater purpose? 
 
    I thought not. It felt wrong, too small a menace. For reasons I couldn’t explain, I felt sure Nhil referred to some threat from beyond this reality. 
 
    Much as I hated the foul creatures, I had to admire their craft. It looked capable of sinking anything I’d seen in the wizard-run port of Nachi, and dwarfed the sad vessels present here. 
 
    “Give me the original Habnikaav,” I grumbled to Bren, “and that monstrosity would be a scum of ash.” 
 
    He nodded agreement, though he’d never seen my flagship. I suddenly wanted him to. She was a thing of beauty and terror I knew he’d appreciate. 
 
    “Steer well-clear,” I said. 
 
    With a quick nod, Bren left the rail. 
 
    Dropping one of our sails to slow our approach, we coasted into Abieszan.  
 
    The harbour stank of fish, the din of enraged birds near deafening.  
 
    In the city beyond, I saw a single white tower, many times taller than the rest. Not a single window marred its flawless walls. 
 
    “Wizards,” I said, studying the hideous thing.  
 
    As we turned rounded the Deredi vessel, Henka pointed out a white war galley lurking in its shadow. Were it not for the Deredi, it would have been the most impressive ship in the harbour. She was pristine from her no doubt magically hardened hull to her slack sheets. Catapults and ballistae lined her deck, a huge iron ram, flickering with white flames, jutted from the prow. 
 
    Before the storm, Bren had pointed out a ship trailing the Habnikaav. Looking through the eyeglass I’d seen the smear of white, wondered if it was a wizard vessel. Had they lost us and come here, or was this another ship altogether? 
 
    I cursed their presence, the ill luck they happened to be here now. I’d have to account for them in my plans. It might be best to deal with them first, if possible. The thought of sinking their pretentious ship and slaughtering every wizard in Abieszan filled me with dark glee. 
 
    Bren barked orders as we approached the dock. The undead crew hurried to obey, tossing lines, and drawing us close to the stone pier. Spotting the Floating Pig, a fat man waddled out of a makeshift shack, limping his way to greet us. 
 
    “Henka,” I said. “Bren will need coin for docking fees and a little light bribery.” 
 
    She gestured at Phalaal, and the necromancer handed him a purse. 
 
    “Perhaps get the impossibly beautiful women out of sight,” I suggested. 
 
    They left, descending below deck, without her speaking or moving. Only Tien remained, joining me at the rail.  
 
    Her gaze on Bren as he hustled about, barking orders, she said, “I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    I kept my attention on the city. “I doubt that.” 
 
    “I see the way he looks at me.” 
 
    “Bren is a good man,” I said. 
 
    “Only compared to you.” 
 
    I had no answer for that. 
 
    “You have to explain it to him,” she added. 
 
    “Explain?” 
 
    “I’m dead. I’m a slave. Even if a big islander boy was my type—which he fucking well isn’t—there’s no future between us.” 
 
    In spite of my promise to Bren, I still hadn’t broached the idea of returning Tien to life with Henka. “Does everything have to have a future?” I asked. 
 
    “No. But it does have to have the potential to have a future.” She cast a quick glance at me. “Going into something knowing it’s doomed is dumb.” 
 
    “Can’t dumb be pleasant? Does every decision have to be smart?” 
 
    “Stop making this about me,” she said. “Think of your big dumb island boy. Say I take what pleasures I can. Say I enjoy whatever it is while it lasts. When it ends, as it inevitably must, what then?” 
 
    I thought of Bren’s stories of heartbreak, how he gloried in the aftermath of love gone wrong. Was he doing it again, setting himself up for yet another tragic failure? And if he was, who was I to interfere? 
 
    “Shouldn’t you talk to him about this?” 
 
    Tien scowled at her fingernails. “For reasons which shall forever be a mystery, he looks up to you. He likes you. Clearly he has terrible taste in friends.” 
 
    “He likes you too.” 
 
    “Like I said.” 
 
    “I know you want this to be nothing but unbearably awful,” I said, “because it will make it easy to hate me, but maybe it doesn’t have to be that way. Maybe you can take the tiny piece of happiness life has offered—” 
 
    “I’m dead.” 
 
    “Take the tiny piece of happiness death has offered and enjoy it.” 
 
    “No,” she said, “because that’s what you do. You take things without considering the cost to others. This,” she turned to face me, hands on hips, “is why you are a stained soul. It’s not the colour of your skin or the stone in your heart. It’s the fact you are a fucking terrible person.” 
 
    I watched her leave, the confident strut undiminished by death.  
 
    “What was that about?” asked Henka, retuning to my side. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    She cuddled close and I enjoyed the soft heat of her. 
 
    Leaping to the dock, Bren went to meet the Dockmaster. I watched them talk, Bren gesturing out to sea with a weary shake of his head. He looked slumped and dejected, beaten. They chatted for several minutes before Bren slipped coins to the Dockmaster. When he returned to the Pig, he grinned happily, tossing the still mostly full purse to me.  
 
    “Talked him down,” he said. “Don’t want to appear too flush. Money draws attention. Desperate haggling and begging, however, makes us boring. And I got the name of a tavern with rooms that apparently aren’t too infested with rats.” He glanced at the purse I still held. “Though with that, we could stay anywhere.”  
 
    I thought it over. Much as I wanted to stay somewhere nice, soft bed and clean sheets, lamb pie with buttery crust, and pints of dark ale, he was right. We’d be better off, at least for now, remaining as invisible as possible. 
 
    “What’s this tavern called?” I asked. 
 
    “The Drunken Ass.” 
 
    “Sounds delightful,” said Henka. 
 
    Turning my attention back to the city, I said, “It will do.” 
 
    We didn’t want to draw attention just yet. We needed to know what we faced, and what our options were. Perhaps Yuruuza could be convinced to aid us, or we could purchase her services. I couldn’t imagine what a queen with a pet god could want from us. Seeing the warded gates and walls, however, planted a few ideas. Perhaps we didn’t have to approach her on a bent knee at all.  
 
    If I had to bargain with this shamanic queen, I’d much rather do so from a position of power. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    Bren, Henka, Tien, and I left the Floating Pig moored at the docks. Henka’s undead crew remained behind to watch over the ship. She said they had enough blood stashed away to keep them passing as living for a couple of days.  
 
    Henka and I took the lead, a path clearing in the thronging street as people stepped aside to gawk at her unearthly beauty. Tien and Bren followed behind, Bren regaling the wizard with stories of all different ports he had puked in. He explained that a tendency to overindulge in his many and varied appetites might be his one flaw. Walking at his side, closer, more attentive than she previously had, she listened with surprising patience and humour.  
 
    Had our brief chat made an impact? 
 
    I stepped over the corpse of a dead rodent, its belly torn open and wriggling with maggots. 
 
    Much as I loathed wizards and everything they built, Taramlae was a lot cleaner than Abieszan. Though the demon city must have at one time possessed a working sewer system, either the demons maintaining it had been freed or destroyed, or the population didn’t know how to make use of it. The streets ran with rivers of effluent, everything from turds to dead rats draining toward the ocean. People pissed, defecated, and rutted in alleys, unaware or uncaring of their audience. Beggars knelt at the side of the road displaying deformities or the ravages of whatever tropical disease devoured their limbs. Others followed us for blocks, hobbling on makeshift crutches, hands reaching, pleading. In a dozen heartbeats we were offered everything from guides to servants to sexual favours. 
 
    They were legion, countless stories of misfortune shouted after us. 
 
    “Do you want to buy my daughter?” a woman with no teeth asked Bren, hoisting a mud-stained child of perhaps six years. “For an hour? A night? To own?” 
 
    The need to fix this, to make all this right, built alongside a desire to do horrible violence. 
 
    Henka took my hand, squeezing it hard. 
 
    “My empire wasn’t like this,” I said. 
 
    While not a lie, it wasn’t true either. There would always be people unwilling or unable to contribute to society. The Demon Emperor found uses for them. Blood and souls were always in high demand. 
 
    “It won’t be like this,” I corrected. 
 
    Many of the pedestrians in the streets wore weapons, cudgels being a favourite. Swords were, for the most part, property of the better dressed. Bren, in his crumbling clothes, was probably the shabbiest looking swordsman in the city. Mihir at his side, he had a way of walking that suggested he would be a bad man to cross. It wasn’t a swagger. He didn’t feign bravado or pretend to be bigger than he was, like many street toughs. There was something in the way he moved, a calm balance, a watchful alertness. Somehow, by moving slowly, each step measured, he gave the impression of being capable of terrifying speed. 
 
    Having never seen him in a swordfight, I had no idea if this was all my imagination. 
 
    Too large to walk the streets of Abieszan without crushing pedestrians beneath their insectile clawed feet, the Deredi remained on their boat. Their larva, however, I saw moving their host-humans through the streets. Up close they looked malformed, a sickly blend of locust, cockroach, and maggot. The people they rode shuffled about as if drunk, eyes wide with horror, drooling mouths moving, either in prayer, or an unceasing rant. They made no sound beyond the wet smack of their lips. 
 
    “They get better at piloting the bodies as they grow,” said Henka. “It’s easier when there’s less of the person left to fight for control.” 
 
    “How could the wizards see me as evil,” I said, “but allow this?” 
 
    “Because your empire sacrificed thousands every year,” said Tien. “And that’s not counting those who died in the endless wars of expansion.” 
 
    I wanted to argue, to defend his actions, to point out the lasting beauty of the civilization he built, but many of my memories were of war. 
 
    The Guild didn’t rule the islands. This wasn’t wizard territory, and I’d seen nothing like this in Taramlae. Suffering such atrocity at a distance, I decided, was no better. There was no way the Guild was unaware of the Deredi. 
 
    With a look of sick disgust, Bren watched an armoured maggot in the hollowed skull of a young woman shuffle past. “I want to crush it beneath my boot.” 
 
    “We will,” I promised. “Maybe not today, but we will.” 
 
    We found the Drunken Ass tucked down the back of a stinking, refuse-strewn alley. Hanging from a single rusting length of chain, the sign depicted an inebriated donkey sprawled on its back drinking from an upturned bottle. Most of the paint had flaked away. 
 
    “Well, shit,” drawled Tien, examining the establishment. “This has piqued my interest. I bet this place has great coffee.” She glanced at Henka. “If you don’t make me alive enough to taste the coffee, I swear I’ll find some way to end my life.” 
 
    “You can taste things just fine,” said Henka. 
 
    Pushing through the door, we found a cramped space with only two tables and a bar already crammed with the four seamen huddled there. The room smelled of pork grease and fried fish. 
 
    Spotting us through a gap in the shoulders, the barkeep nodded to what looked like a narrow closet on the far side of the room. The man looked like an ant-hollowed chunk of mahogany left too long in the ocean. He had three teeth, one hand, four fingers, and one of his eyes was a ball of dull lead. 
 
    Weaving between the bar and the tables, we found a set of steep stairs in the back of the closet. Each worn step groaned and sagged beneath us as we ascended. Only tiny Tien didn’t have to turn sideways to make it to the top.  
 
    The second room, which must have been built above whatever business was behind the Drunken Ass, was home to a dozen tables, most of which were taken. A simple space of undecorated furniture, bits of fishing paraphernalia hanging on the walls, it managed an almost homey atmosphere. A second bar sat at the back wall, this one less crowded. Seeing us, the barkeep, a middle-aged woman with a mop of curly black hair tied in a crumbling bun, nodded at an empty table. 
 
    Once we were seated, the barkeep approached our table. 
 
    “Bay the gods yer a pair o’ visions!” she said to Henka and Tien. “For too pretty fer these lomps.” She nodded at Bren and me. “Today we has the froyed fish and tatoes. The fish was caught this marnin’ and is still twitchin’.” 
 
    My stomach rumbled, unhappy with the weeks of fruit and salted meat.  
 
    “Biggest plate of fish and potatoes,” said Bren. “For both of us.” He nodded in my direction. “How’s the ale?” 
 
    “Strong ‘nuff put hair on the chests o’ deese lasses.” 
 
    “In that case,” said Tien, “I’ll pass on the ale. Do you have coffee?” 
 
    “Do yeh wanna tah sleep tonoight?” asked the barkeep. 
 
    “Nah,” said Tien. “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” crowed the woman. “And you, luv?” she asked Henka. 
 
    “I’ll steal some of his,” said Henka, poking me in the shoulder. 
 
    “Fair ‘nuff.” 
 
    She hustled back to the bar, barking orders at someone in the kitchen beyond. 
 
    The ale and coffee came first, the former a deep gold and served in tin mugs with glass bottoms.  
 
    Seeing my expression as I peered into the mug, Bren said, “So you can see when the man you’re drinking with goes for his knife.” 
 
    Taking a long drink, he winked at me through the bottom of his mug. 
 
    The coffee, served in a clay cup with a stick of raw sugar cane, looked dark enough to swallow fire elementals. Tien sniffed it appreciatively, taking a sip. An eyebrow crept up and she shot Bren a quick grin.  
 
    “I can always tell when a place is going to have good coffee,” she said, chewing on the sugar cane. 
 
    “So maybe life is still worth living?” he asked, voice hopeful. 
 
    “You mean death is worth living?” She pinched her arm, watching the colour change. “Maybe,” she said, not looking at Henka. “As long as I can feel something other than the slow spread of decay eating me from the inside. Maybe.” 
 
    “You’re not all dead,” said Bren. 
 
    The fish, thick filets slathered in beer-batter and fried in pork fat, was the most delicious meal I’d eaten since my time in Taramlae. By the time Bren and I finished, my belly was full, and my head pleasantly distant from the ale. 
 
    Checking that none of the other tables might hear our discussion, I said, “I think I have a plan for how to get Queen Yuruuza to do what we want.” I never liked the idea of throwing myself on her mercy or begging or bribing her with promises of land and wealth. This was my world. “I think I can bind the demon currently residing in the port gates.” 
 
    Bren blinked. “Those stone slabs were gates? They’re huge! No one could move those, not even those damned giants!” 
 
    “My thought exactly. If I can bind that demon to my service, I can close the gates. We’ll hold the city hostage.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    After our meal, we were shown to our rooms. Henka booked two, one for us, and one for Bren and Tien to share. Neither complained, though Brenwick shot me an inquisitive eyebrow which I answered with a shrug. 
 
    Our room was barely big enough for the bed and had a single night table at one side. With no armoire or dresser, it was obvious no one who stayed here bothered to unpack. Not that we brought much. With a long knife as my only weapon, I felt naked. If ever there was a time to be well-armed, this was it. For my plan to hold the city hostage to work, I’d have to survive long enough to bring my demands to Yuruuza. The city guard, men and women in a simple uniform bearing clubs and cudgels, seemed insufficient for keeping the peace in such a bustling city. Perhaps Yuruuza’s pet god was enough to keep people in line, though I doubted that was the case. Civilization only exists where a raised stick is ready to punish those who break its laws. 
 
    Come to think of it, the world was hardly at peace. The wizards had virtually no presence in the islands. That meant wars and raids. There’d be pirates. Abieszan must have an army of some kind. The wizard’s galley aside, I hadn’t seen warships in the harbour. If they were out on patrol, or raiding some unfortunate victims, that would turn things in our favour. 
 
    “When you close the gates,” Henka said, studying the cobwebs choking the corners of the room, “they will come for us.” 
 
    She was right. “Bren has Mihir,” I said. “And your undead aren’t easy to kill.” 
 
    “They aren’t warriors. Using them in a street fight with the guard would be a waste.” 
 
    “We only need to slow the guard enough to explain that they need to take us to Yuruuza. Once they escort us there, we’ll get what we want.” 
 
    “They might kill you,” she said, “hoping your death will undo whatever you’ve done.” 
 
    It wouldn’t, but they’d only discover that after I was dead. Victory from beyond the grave was a pretty fucking hollow victory. Though, as I was already reborn, I suppose all my victories were from beyond the grave. 
 
    “What are you suggesting?”  
 
    “You need a weapon.” 
 
    She wasn’t suggesting a normal weapon. Henka wanted me armed with a demon blade. 
 
    When I said nothing, she added, “You have more than enough souls.” 
 
    She was right. And I did feel naked without a sword. 
 
    “We could hire mercenaries,” I suggested. 
 
    “You think we’ll find people we can trust? Once we’re surrounded, they’ll drop their weapons and give you up.” Eyes narrowed in thought, she paced the little room. “I suppose I could use my necromancers to build us an army of dead. Regular people who wouldn’t be noticed in a crowd. Maybe even some of the guard.” 
 
    Was that better or worse than feeding the souls in my stone to a demon? 
 
    “I’d want at least fifty,” she continued. “More would be better. I doubt we’ll get many with much military training, so we’ll have to make do with sheer numbers. Given a few weeks, perhaps I could make a real army and we can take the city.” 
 
    Her necromancers would stalk the night, killing and raising people. The undead would join in their fight, an ever-growing force. How many hundreds of people would she kill before she felt confident they could take Abieszan? 
 
    I swallowed my loathing. “Too much chance of someone noticing. Better if we keep it to one localized skirmish. With a little forethought, we might avoid even that.” I talked fast, hoping to avert a massacre. “If we find somewhere to hide while I bind the gate-demon, we might not have to fight at all. No one will know what happened. Then, we can send one of your dead to Yuruuza with our demands.” 
 
    “There are wizards,” she said. “They’ll understand what it means when the gates suddenly close. They’ll come looking. At the least, you must be able to defend yourself.” 
 
    She wasn’t going to bend on that, would not be happy until I replaced the sword given to Bren. 
 
    Making a demon sword would save hundreds of lives, I told myself. Spending the souls of those already dead was the lesser of two evils.  
 
    I choked down a mocking laugh. These were justifications, not reasons. I wanted that sword. I wanted demon armour. I wanted power and protection. Everything else was a lie, an excuse.  
 
    “I need a demon sword,” I said. 
 
    “Can you do it here?” she asked. “In this room? We have money. It would be easy to purchase a sword.” 
 
    “There’s a cache of weapons in the floating mountain,” I told her. “When Bren saw Mihir, he said he’d never seen quality like it. A demon bound to good steel is better than a demon bound to garbage.” 
 
    Henka tilted her head in thought. “How long will you need?” 
 
    Two or three days, if I summoned and bound a demon of the same type as Mihir. But I had already done that and wanted to try something new. Unexplored summonings bubbled, teasing, through my thoughts. Demons who could infuse steal with their essence, make blades impossibly sharp, durable beyond anything this world could damage. I could make a sword whose blade was a portal to some flaming hell. It would burn through steel and stone, turn blood to steam in an instant. There were spirit demons who froze victims in mindless terror, or who tore the very souls from anyone they touched. I could shred an opponent’s sanity, steal thoughts and memories. I wanted armour, too. With twenty souls I could make a sword, and demonic armour capable of turning all but the most crushing of blows. 
 
    Or I could take that red plate armour from my chambers. I laughed at the terror roiling my guts. 
 
    “What’s funny?” asked Henka.  
 
    “There’s armour, there,” I said. “Blood red. From a long time ago. I can’t comprehend what is bound to it. Certainly, demons far beyond my current abilities.” I shuddered at the thought of touching it. 
 
    “Would they still be bound to you?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    The demons in the gates of the obsidian castle had been. The demons in the doors all let me pass. 
 
    “I still can’t remember that place,” I said, frustrated. “I still can’t—” I almost said I couldn’t remember her or Nhil. “A huge keep with banquet halls and hundreds of guest rooms. Kitchens. Libraries. Armouries to equip thousands. Summoning chambers that were mine and mine alone. Empty bowls where supplies were once kept. Thousands and thousands of bound fire elementals. I remember none of it.”  
 
    “Maybe the next piece,” said Henka, sitting at my side. She leaned her head on my shoulder and my frustration calmed. “Someday you’ll have it all back. You’ll have everything you lost, everything that was taken, and more. You’ll be the old you, but better.” 
 
    The old me, but better.  
 
    How was I turning out any better? I made promises to stop sacrificing souls to demons, but I was never going to stop. I would fight the wizards the only way I knew how.  
 
    “I am a demonologist,” I said. “A stained soul.” 
 
    She snorted in disdain. “Wizardry is no purer than necromancy or demonology. The Guild experiments on people daily, pushing the boundaries of their knowledge. The world exists in a state of violent poverty because they don’t care enough to lead it.” 
 
    “The ends justify the means?” 
 
    “They do.” 
 
    I prayed she was right. But here I was, returning to my secret hell to sacrifice souls to make weapons of war. 
 
    “What if the only way I can be better,” I said, “is to not be him at all? What if we stop chasing stones? This is a huge world, and I’ve seen none of it. We could go far away. You and me. Bren could come and open his tavern.” 
 
    She looked up at me, unfamiliar dark eyes bright with humour. “He wants to be a tavernkeeper?” 
 
    “There are worse things.” 
 
    “There are,” she agreed. “He has the potential to be so much more though.” 
 
    Potential. The word felt like a weight, a curse. 
 
    I had the potential to be the world’s most powerful demonologist. I had the potential to dominate, to crush the wizards beneath my fist, to bend all civilization to my will. 
 
    “Would it be that bad if he didn’t live up to his full potential?” I asked. “What if he chose the happiness of a simple life instead?” 
 
    Henka kissed my neck, a feather of soft lips. “People are happiest when striving, when working toward something. Life isn’t about the destination; it’s not about winning. It’s the fight, the struggle. Anyway.” She stood and I admired the strong curves of her, looking for the woman within, the woman I knew. “Bren is a man in love with drama.” 
 
    She was right about that. 
 
    Was I any different? 
 
    I realized she hadn’t answered my question. “If I walked away from all this, would you come? If I decided I didn’t want to rule the world, that I’d rather live the quiet life of a tavern owner, would you stay with me?” 
 
    She laughed, rich and melodic. “Forever. Though I can’t picture you tending bar.” She turned to face me. “Eventually, the other pieces of your heart will come looking.” 
 
    “What if Yuruuza can hide me?” 
 
    “You can’t hide from yourself forever.” Henka glanced in the direction of the docks. “You saw the Deredi Giants. You saw what they do to people. For three thousand years the Deredi have grown in power. What will happen in another three thousand? Will they conquer this world, enslave all humanity?” 
 
    “That’s a long time,” I pointed out. “I’ll be long dead by then.” 
 
    “Will you?” she asked. “Are you sure?” 
 
    The Khraen on the island we just left had been an old man. Had he died, I had no doubt a new body would have grown around his stone heart. Maybe this me might not be around three thousand years from now, but a Khraen would. 
 
    Unless one of us united all the pieces. 
 
    “What kind of man,” said Henka, “sees an evil like the Deredi and does nothing?” 
 
    “The wizards do nothing.” 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    “You always know what I need to hear,” I told Henka with a bent grin. 
 
    “What will you need to take to the tower?” she asked, quick to move on now she considered the subject dropped. “Food? For how long?” 
 
    “Three weeks,” I decided. 
 
    “And blood,” she said, “for the summoning.”  
 
    I didn’t need the blood because I had the blood elemental trapped in the bowels of the floating mountain. But if I told Henka that, she’d ask how I knew about the elemental if I couldn’t remember the mountain itself. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “My necromancers will collect it for you,” she volunteered. 
 
    I didn’t ask for details. There were ways to collect blood without killing the person it came from, but I doubted they would use them for fear of leaving witnesses. Abieszan would soon have more corpses. And likely a few more undead. 
 
    Pushing the thought away, I considered what I wanted bound to my sword. Mihir was a fine demon sword, but I wanted something terrifying. The world might not want me to take control, and it certainly wouldn’t thank me. I had no delusions I’d ever be hailed as a hero. The world I built was long gone, forgotten. The lies of the wizards had become the new truths. It would take centuries to undo the damage. 
 
    I had time. 
 
    Should I bring Brenwick? He was a good friend, an easy companion.  
 
    I remembered the bleached bones of the corpses dotted about the obsidian landscape beyond the keep. They each had a gold ring. Nhil said they were trusted friends and advisors and that I’d given them rings so they might flee there in times of danger. They died there, trapped outside the gates, but that was a problem easily solved. I could command the demon bound to that giant portcullis to open for Bren. If we kept preserved food there, it could once again serve as a bolthole. Though he would depend on me to return him to our world. 
 
    I hesitated. 
 
    The floating mountains were my retreat. Not even Henka could follow me there. For reasons I couldn’t explain, I didn’t want to chance her finding out about Nhil. There was something between them, some ancient enmity I wanted to understand before allowing them to meet. 
 
    If I brought Bren, Henka might ask to join us. 
 
    Another time, I decided. For now, he’d be more useful here. They could learn the city while I was gone, prepare a plan for how to get me the time to bind the demon in the gates. Anyway, there seemed to be something growing between my friend and the little wizard that I didn’t want to interfere with. 
 
    That afternoon, the four of us ventured to the market, purchasing enough food to keep me fed for a month. Most of it was salted meats and preserved fruits and vegetables, though I decided to bring a few bottles of wine. No reason not to make the time somewhat tolerable. After buying several large backpacks, we staggered back to the Drunken Ass, leaving them piled in the room Henka and I shared. Though I wouldn’t need most of it on this visit, I wanted a stockpile for emergencies. 
 
    We ate together that night, Henka and I on one side of the table, Bren and the wizard on the other.  
 
    Henka explained that I’d be gone for a while, though she didn’t mention where. She told them their task was to find a place in the market where we might work, uninterrupted, when the time came.  
 
    “What will you be up to, oh Queen of the Dead?” asked Tien. 
 
    Henka’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    Tien’s mouth snapped shut, reminding me of the balance of power in the relationship. It was too easy to think of Tien as the cocky little wizard she’d once been. Though some of that remained, she’d changed. 
 
    Bren filled the uncomfortable silence by regaling us with a tale about the time he went ashore with the crew to scavenge fruit and ended up getting so drunk they left without him. It was, he admitted, a recurring theme in his life. Tien laughed often, attention on Bren.  
 
    In spite of her protestations, she was growing to like him. 
 
    No, that wasn’t right. 
 
    She cared about him. Tien might not be ready to admit it, and maybe she never openly would, but she was falling for young Bren’s easy charms. 
 
    Not being an utter fool, I said nothing. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    I woke to find a small keg in our room alongside the supplies we gathered the previous day. 
 
    “Got thirsty during the night?” I joked, earning a small smile. 
 
    “It’s blood,” Henka said. “For your summoning. There should be more than enough, even if you require several attempts.” 
 
    I eyed the keg. I didn’t think she’d left our room, which meant her enslaved necromancers collected it. It bothered me that she could communicate with them over vast distances. It made her dangerous in a way I hadn’t previously considered. Any rodent, bird, or animal could be an undead spy, either of Henka’s, or some other necromancer. It was clearly possible to keep the dead from looking like corpses. Tien and the necromancers all looked alive. Without checking for a heartbeat, one would never know the truth. That meant anyone could be a spy. Even Bren. Someone could kill him and then order him not to tell me what had happened. He’d have no choice. 
 
    I avoided looking at Henka. 
 
    She wouldn’t. She knew I liked the lad. 
 
    Henka would never hurt me like that.  
 
    Unless she thought she had to in order to save me. 
 
    There was something terrifying about someone willing to do anything they thought was in your best interest.  
 
    The understanding of something obvious I’d previously overlooked hit me then. Though I knew Henka wanted me to become something better than the Demon Emperor, I had no idea how she defined ‘better.’ She murdered and skinned women to maintain her appearance. What, then, was evil? I defended her in my thoughts by equating her to a predator. That was a gross simplification. Henka killed not only to prolong her existence, but also to change her appearance. She murdered, without hesitation, if she wanted a different eye colour.  
 
    Every time I tried to discuss my struggle with the ideas of good and evil, she scoffed, mocked the very concepts as if they were nothing more than differences in perception. 
 
    I wanted to do what was best for the world, for all humanity. I wanted to create a lasting civilization. Henka never talked about that. She only cared what was best for me. If butchering thousands led to my happiness, she would stand at my side the entire time. 
 
    And I loved her for it. 
 
    But I also feared her. 
 
    If our definitions of better were different enough, we might be working at cross-purposes. I wasn’t trying to be happy, I was trying to save the world, trying to make it better.  
 
    What if Henka thought saving the world would lead to my unhappiness? 
 
      
 
    After a quick and impatient breakfast, I spent several hours memorizing our room so I might return here. Then, collecting the backpacks, I slung them about my shoulders until I bent under the weight. Henka had loaded the keg of blood into one, and it near staggered me to the ground. 
 
    “Three weeks,” I told my love. “Keep the kids out of trouble,” I joked, meaning Bren and Tien. 
 
    She smiled, but I saw the hurt and I cursed myself for a thoughtless buffoon.  
 
    “Three weeks,” I said. “Four at the most.” 
 
    Even that was a lie. I thought I might finish everything within two weeks. I wanted time to talk to Nhil, and I wanted space to think. 
 
    She kissed me, lips cool. No longer did she have to go up on her toes to reach. “We’ll have everything ready for your return.” 
 
    Building the library in the floating tower in my thoughts, I recalled detail after detail. The dust on the logs in the fire. The huge chair. The smell of ancient books. I tasted the air, felt the difference in humidity and temperature. 
 
    I made it real. 
 
    “Finally,” said Nhil from behind me. “I can dust the library.” 
 
    I lowered the packs to the ground, groaning with relief.  
 
    “Though of course,” he added, “you will have to memorize it again.” 
 
    Turning to face him, I found him unchanged. Greyish skin. Oddly oval and oversized violet eyes sunk deep in an oblong skull. Long-limbed, and stretched-looking, even his clothes hadn’t changed. Did he have chambers of his own somewhere in the castle? Each time I appeared in the library, he was standing, waiting. The first time I came here, he’d been covered in dust like he hadn’t moved in millennia. 
 
    “I see Henka hasn’t betrayed you to your death yet.” He blinked, a liquid and mistimed thing. 
 
    “Not yet,” I agreed. “Give her time.” 
 
    “Time, she has.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you again,” I said.  
 
    And it was. Though he couldn’t be more different from Bren, he, too, was a friend. Admittedly, I hadn’t yet decided whether he was a friend I trusted. 
 
    Nhil dipped the shallowest bow. 
 
    “You said something about dusting?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    The tower was huge, had rooms for hundreds of guests, many kitchens and pantries. 
 
    “I can’t imagine you dusting,” I said. 
 
    “There are bound air elementals whose task it is to keep this place dust free. Millennia ago, when I realized you’d be gone for some time, I returned them to their binding objects rather than risk them going feral or becoming too intelligent.” 
 
    Fire and air elementals could be bound to inanimate objects, effectively trapped within until called forth. 
 
    “Seeing as you returned twice, I decided it was time to put the Black Citadel in order. I wouldn’t want to be caught unprepared should you bring guests.” 
 
    “Black Citadel?” 
 
    “That’s what you used to call this place.” 
 
    “Sounds rather evil and ominous,” I said. 
 
    Nhil shrugged mistimed the same way he blinked. “And yet it is black and a citadel.” 
 
    “I don’t like that name.” That wasn’t me. 
 
    “Call it what you will,” he said. “This reality is yours.” 
 
    Mine. An entire reality. An unmoving sun that was a bound Lord of Hell. Mountains of smoke-black glass floating in nothing. Obsidian, like my heart. 
 
    “Was this my home?” I asked. “Was I born in this reality?” 
 
    “Hardly. The indigenous population were large reptilian humanoids, devastating warriors. You dubbed them the Dragon Lords as they flew colossal, winged snakes between the floating mountains.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” I asked. “Gone? Dead?” 
 
    “Some few remain. You claimed the brightest, fiercest, and strongest as tribute and took them back to your world. The rest you sacrificed to bind their god. You and I are the only living things in this reality.” He glanced at the packs littered about the floor. “Except the bugs and fleas you so kindly brought with you.” 
 
    “There are Dragon Lords back in my world?” 
 
    “Yes, in the Krsak Mountains.” 
 
    “If you’ve been trapped here for three thousand years,” I said, “how can you know that?” 
 
    “Your kind love labelling things. You act as if giving something a name means you understand it. And so, I am what demonologists refer to as a ‘Demon of Knowledge.’” 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel there was a subtle dig there at my entire species. 
 
    “Where does the knowledge come from?” 
 
    The slightest ghost of a smile graced grey lips. 
 
    “You’re not going to answer.”  
 
    “I see you’ve brought supplies for an extended visit,” he said. “And blood. No doubt Henka’s work.” 
 
    “Why ‘no doubt’?” 
 
    “She sent you with a keg so you wouldn’t be tempted to bring living people.” 
 
    She’d volunteered to have her necromancers fetch it the moment I mentioned the need. 
 
    “If questioned,” he continued, “she’d say it was for your own safety. If something happened to you here, no one could come to your rescue.” 
 
    “That’s a perfectly reasonable concern.” 
 
    He did that mistimed shrug again. “She is a smart woman.” 
 
    “You don’t like her.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” he said. “I have nothing but respect for the Queen of the Dead.” 
 
    I eyed Nhil with distrust. “Why do you call her that?” 
 
    Slim shoulders sagged. “I had hoped you had regained more of your past.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “And still no memories of her.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Interesting,” he said.  
 
    “I don’t remember you either.” 
 
    “Even more interesting. I call her the Queen of the Dead because that’s what she is. Henka is the first and oldest necromancer. She is older than you. Much older.” 
 
    The dream, the golden goddess. “Is Henka a god?” 
 
    That earned a startled blink. “Her origins are human enough.” 
 
    “None of your answers are answers.” 
 
    “They are,” he said. “You simply don’t like them. If Henka had any interest in ruling your world, it would be hers.” 
 
    So many questions battled for dominance. If she was the first, how did she come to exist? How did she learn to make more of her kind? Was she the result of some other branch of magic? I’d heard of wizardry going wrong and creating disastrous and unexpected results. Had early wizards created my love? 
 
    Something about the last part caught my attention. “Why doesn’t she want to rule?” I asked. 
 
    “She did, but now she loves you more.” 
 
    Pieces clicked together. “She created the other necromancers. All the necromancers.” 
 
    “Trace any necromancer’s lineage back far enough,” said Nhil, “and you’ll find Henka.” 
 
    “If a necromancer keeps the heart of a necromancer they create, they can control their creations.” 
 
    “Henka was never a careless woman.” 
 
    I understood: Henka kept the hearts of the necromancers she created. She created the necromancers who created all the necromancers who followed, many of whom would have maintained control over their own creations. Given access to those hearts, she’d effectively be able to control most of the world’s necromancers. I didn’t know how many there were, but there were definitely more than the wizards thought. 
 
    Henka had been helpless before Karrie when we were chained beneath the pyramid. That wasn’t an act. It made sense. Even if she somehow kept their hearts, it would be impossible to carry them all. If she predated me, the world had changed so much as to be completely unrecognizable. She must have lost hearts over those countless thousands of years. The fall of my empire no doubt contributed.  
 
    Come to think of it, how long could a bit of heart last?  
 
    A flash of memory, a smear of dream from when we washed up on the old Khraen’s island: A massive chamber lined with granite pedestals. Names carved into stone. Upon each sat a blackened thing of dried gristle. 
 
    Impossible. 
 
    Phalaal’s heart looked like a strip of wrinkled and wizened leather and she’d only been a few hundred years old. I ruled my empire for ten thousand years with Henka at my side, and then I’d been dead for three thousand more since. Nhil said she was older than I—which I found difficult to believe. She may have, at one time, been frighteningly powerful, but those days were long gone. I’d seen her reduced to nothing, broken and helpless. My Henka was not one to accept the way things were. She remembered the past I could not. She would want that once again. 
 
    Was that what she was doing with this new coven of necromancers she took from Tairese? Was Henka once again building her strength? 
 
    If she was, it was because she knew I would someday need such an army. 
 
    Queen of the Dead. She didn’t like that title, but it was entirely accurate. 
 
    “What kind of demon sword are we making this time, my friend?” asked Nhil. 
 
    I started. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Mihir is not on your hip. It stands to reason you seek a replacement. Not all knowledge must come from arcane sources.” 
 
    “You are the smuggest demon I have ever met.” 
 
    “One takes one’s pleasures where one can,” he said. “Shall we get to work?” 
 
    As was always the case with spending time with Nhil, questions filled me. Fire elementals, bound to torches, lit the halls when needed. Air elementals, bound thousands of years ago, once again kept the Black Citadel free of dust. What other elementals awaited my commands? I could spend my weeks here questioning the demon, chasing every last detail. Three thoughts stopped me. First, eventually, once I regained all the shards of my heart, I’d know everything. Second, though Nhil claimed I had freed him from service and that we were now friends, I had no memory of him whatsoever. It was possible we’d never previously met, and he used my ignorance against me. I might not remember much of my past, but I knew better than to blindly trust a demon. No matter how friendly he seemed. And finally, my friends were waiting for me and I needed a sword. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    Hoisting the keg, I carried it to the summoning chambers elsewhere in the basement. Nhil followed. He might look, ancient, but he moved with effortless grace, silently gliding over the stone floor as though barely touching it. 
 
    “The fact you brought that tells me you haven’t told Henka of the blood elemental. Or of myself.” 
 
    “She has her secrets, I have mine.” 
 
    “It tells me you don’t entirely trust her.” 
 
    “I don’t remotely trust you.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    The torches lining the hall burst into flame as I approached, danced their synchronized jig of joy, and flickered out as I passed. 
 
    “Do the elementals come to life for you?” I asked over my shoulder. 
 
    “They do. I don’t, however, need them. I could walk every part of the Citadel blindfolded and never brush a single object. In perfect dark I could pick exactly the book anyone might request from any bookcase.” 
 
    “You can see in perfect darkness?” 
 
    “Of course not.” He tapped his oblong skull. “I carry the knowledge of each and every book in the Black Citadel. Unless we’re calling it the mauve cottage now?” 
 
    I ignored his snark. “The first time I was here I wandered the halls and libraries alone for quite some time.” I had no idea if it had been days or weeks. “I may have moved some books.” 
 
    “You did not.” 
 
    I grunted a laugh at his confidence, but knew he was correct. 
 
    The summoning chambers were as I remembered. Bowls of coloured chalk and earth awaited my need. Many containers sat empty, their contents long evaporated. Others held hardened crusts of ink. Wards of entrapment, sunk into the floor, waited to be filled with blood. I recognized them this time. While they wouldn’t hold a truly powerful demon, they would keep a lesser creature from escaping. They’d be more than enough to hold the demon I planned to bind to a sword. I could have used them to entrap Mihir, had I known how. 
 
    In the room beyond I saw sheets of perfectly preserved flesh hung ready to be bound into books. 
 
    I slowed. “What preserves those?” 
 
    “A combination of the dry atmosphere of this world, and the demons bound to each sheet.” 
 
    I considered all the perfectly preserved books in the tower’s libraries. “Demons bound to every sheet?” 
 
    “If you want something to last,” said Nhil, “there is no better way.” 
 
    The cost in blood and souls represented in my libraries staggered me.  
 
    The talk of preservation brought back our earlier conversation, that fleeting dream of an ancient room of pedestals, deep beneath the palace in PalTaq. 
 
    “What happens if a necromancer’s heart is destroyed or rots to nothing?” 
 
    “They cease to exist.” 
 
    That meant Henka’s heart was somewhere, preserved. If hers remained, others did too. I’d been too quick in dismissing the possibility the hearts of those necromancers she first created might still exist. She was clearly capable of preserving both herself and her creations. 
 
    A sword, identical in appearance to the one I gave Brenwick lay on the floor, in the centre of one of the carved circles. A scabbard sat nearby, leaning against the wall, ready and waiting. 
 
    “I had an earth elemental deliver it here,” said Nhil, seeing my reaction. 
 
    “All the elementals here obey you?” I asked. 
 
    “All but the blood and water elementals beneath the tower.” 
 
    “Where is that earth elemental now?” I asked. 
 
    “Quiescent. Slumbering. They wake only when called.” Seeing my expression, he sighed. “Fire elementals light the halls. They’re also bound to all of the fireplaces, though that was a strictly aesthetic decision. Air elementals keep the air circulating and pure and remove any unwanted odours from a few specific areas. They also keep everything dust-free, when instructed. When it became clear you wouldn’t return any time soon, I ordered them all back to their binding objects rather than risk forgetting one and having to deal with a feral elemental.”  
 
    “You aren’t perfect?” I asked in mock horror. “You forget things?” 
 
    “Earth elementals,” he continued, ignoring me, “exist in the stone throughout and beneath the tower. Some are your garden-variety rock, and those ran errands and deliveries in the tower. Many are obsidian elementals, dangerously sharp and terrifying in combat. Happily, you were wise enough to order all of them to obey me. Otherwise, you would have returned to a citadel ruled by savage elemental creatures you had no means of controlling. They would have long ago slain me—yes, I can die—and would have torn you apart the moment you set foot in the tower.” 
 
    My imagination ran wild. “Who would have ruled? Which element is the most powerful?” 
 
    Nhil rolled his eyes one at a time. “They would largely ignore each other. For the most part, elementals only war among themselves when roused by elementalists.” 
 
    He could be telling the truth or lying about all of it. I knew how to call and bind a very specific type of earth elemental; the obsidian elementals of this world were, at least currently, beyond my reach. 
 
    “You always have all the answers,” I said. 
 
    He dipped a shallow bow. “That is what you pay me for.” 
 
    “I pay you?” 
 
    “You are a few years behind on my wages. I suppose, then, I do what I do from the goodness of my heart. A true friend.” 
 
    “You really are the smuggest demon I know.” 
 
    “That’s why you like me so much.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong, which annoyed me. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    I spent the first half of the week getting everything ready, and the second half going over every aspect of the summoning and binding with Nhil. He might not be a demonologist, but his knowledge of the art was impeccable.  
 
    I spent days crawling about the floor making sure the binding circle remained intact and that not even the smallest crack marred its perfection. Each night I wandered the halls, eventually finding my way back to my chambers. 
 
    On the third day, Nhil watched, amused. “We’re on an obsidian mountain floating in endless nothing.” 
 
    “So?” I demanded, scrubbing at a scuff on the floor with my sleeve. 
 
    “It’s not part of a world. There are no plate tectonics to consider.” 
 
    “So?” I repeated, glaring at his reflection in the perfectly polished floor. 
 
    “This mountain is geologically inactive. They all are. There are no continents pressing against each other. The sun never moves and there is no moon, no tidal forces.” 
 
    “Do the mountains never crash into each other?” 
 
    “They do not.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “Nothing changes,” he said. “You could return here one hundred thousand years from now, and everything would be exactly the same.” 
 
    “You, too?” 
 
    “No. After that amount of time I might become slightly bored.” 
 
    I grunted, leaning lower to study the floor from another angle, looking for hairs or anything that might cross the boundary. “Even the tiniest imperfection, and the demon will be free of the circle. If it’s free, I can’t bind it and will likely die as it devours my soul.” 
 
    “Yes,” drawled Nhil, “I am familiar with the rudiments of demonology.” He made it sound like he knew more about the art than I ever would. “The circle is perfect. I promise you.” 
 
    “I like to be sure.” 
 
    “You are,” he said, “still you.” 
 
    That both annoyed and pleased me. 
 
    “Since you’ve been crawling about the floor,” he continued, you’ve lost three hairs. One of them fell across the boundary of the circle. I had an air elemental remove it.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized there was an air elemental in the room, though now that he mentioned it, I did feel a slight breeze I hadn’t previously noted. 
 
    I stood with a groan, stretching. I wasn’t the Demon Emperor. I could make different choices, be a different man. “Fine. Let’s begin.” 
 
    “But you haven’t completed your examination.” 
 
    “You said it was perfect. That’s good enough for me.” 
 
    “If you’re doing this to spite me, or prove you’re not who you are, don’t bother.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It always ended like this, you growing impatient, knowing I was right.” 
 
    “You did that on purpose,” I accused. “You set me up.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Asshole.” 
 
    “The one thing I am not.” 
 
    “Hmn?” 
 
    “If I don’t eat, what need have I of shitting?” 
 
    “I referred to the pinched sphincter-like aspect of your personality.” 
 
    “I stand corrected.” 
 
    On the fourth day I cracked open the keg and set about filling the sunken runes with blood. Since I’d already lugged it here, there was no point in using the blood elemental.  
 
    That finished, I knelt on the floor, fishing out my Soul Stone, and placing before me. 
 
    “How many souls?” asked Nhil, standing out of sight behind me where he would not be a distraction. 
 
    “You don’t already know?” 
 
    He waited. 
 
    “At least twenty.” 
 
    “Henka must look fantastic.” 
 
    I shot him a cold look over my shoulder. “She does.” I drew a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh. 
 
    “Say it,” he said. 
 
    “She’s changed. She was hurt—damaged,” I corrected. “She has a new body. Everything about her is different.” 
 
    “And you feel off-balance.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “She knows you well. These days, better than you know yourself.” 
 
    How many times had I thought that before learning the truth of her? 
 
    “I only have your word that she’s my wife,” I said. 
 
    “Seems a strange thing to lie about.” 
 
    “How can I gather shard after shard and still remember nothing?” 
 
    He waived my question away. “As I was saying, she knows what you want. She knows what you need.” 
 
    “I need change that makes me uncomfortable?” 
 
    “You need excitement and danger. If nothing else, Henka is both of those things.” 
 
    “We were in the south,” I said. “She had no choice but to change.” 
 
    “Of course,” he agreed. “But she changed more than necessary, correct? Everything changed, not just her skin tone. Her height. Her bone structure. You recognize nothing in her features because nothing of the woman you knew remains. She remade herself as far from what you knew as possible. Can you tell me there were no women closer to her old form?” 
 
    He might be right, but that was hardly a reason to distrust her. Once again, she made choices based on my needs. She recreated herself for me. The fact I hadn’t understood was my failing, not hers. 
 
    “I need to concentrate,” I said. 
 
    Nhil bowed and remained silent. 
 
    Kneeling on hard stone, I narrowed my thoughts to a needlepoint. Physical discomfort fell away, an inconsequential distraction. These weren’t disparate and unconnected realities. Everything was part of a greater whole, repeated ad infinitum. A mirror thrown to the ground, shattered. Like my heart, some pieces were larger than others. Many, like this bubble reality and its bound Lord of Hell in the sky, were specs of dust. All were dangerously sharp.  
 
    Everything was one and it was irreparably damaged.  
 
    I sundered reality, further breaking the mirror. Screaming the summoning until my throat tore and I tasted blood, I called the demon. Dangling the promise of souls like a tempting worm on a fishhook, I swore to feed this malevolent and alien intelligence. 
 
    It came. 
 
    It devoured. 
 
    Immortal souls, gone in an instant. Fed to this thing like they were nothing. I spent them like a rich man purchasing trinkets, flinging coins at the vendor until the price was met. 
 
    My mind shied from what I’d done, sanity teetering. Who I was—who I thought I was—became nebulous, a tenuous dream. Self was little more than a poorly sketched concept, a collection of loose delusions and whims backed by weak justifications. 
 
    Coiling evil filled the circle. 
 
    I called it. I fed it. 
 
    Me. 
 
    Foul deeds. Murder. Bloodletting. All to make a sword so I might kill more easily. 
 
    I chanted the ancient pacts. Throat raw, blood-flecked spittle flying, I roared the inhuman words, twisted my mind and my vocal cords to fit concepts never meant for human thought. 
 
    The demon fought me, and I crushed it beneath my will. This ancient intelligence from another world was nothing before the might of the Demon Emperor. 
 
    I bound it to the sword. 
 
    Lifting the blade from the floor I stared in numb horror at the result of my efforts. 
 
    “NamKhar,” I croaked, speaking the demon’s name. 
 
    Sickly green flames flickered the length of the blade. An unearthly fire no water could quench, it would melt steel in an instant and leave grievous, suppurating wounds on all it touched. 
 
    “What have I done?” I whispered. 
 
    It was a foul thing.  
 
    Yes, it would cut through even the most heavily armoured opponents with ease, but those it didn’t kill instantly would suffer as the rot spread. I wanted a wizard killer, and this would do just that. The demon bound here was capable of penetrating many of the spells mages used to shield themselves. 
 
    The abhorrent beauty of what I’d wrought captivated me. This was by far the most powerful demon I had yet to summon. Pride and horror warred in my heart. This was me. Crushing demons beneath my will, creating devastating weapons with which to destroy those who would oppose me. 
 
    “They are my enemies,” I said. “They will fight to maintain power, even though their world is barbaric and crude.” 
 
    “How simple life would be,” mused Nhil, “if everyone defined ‘the greater good’ the same way.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    The binding complete, I stood on wobbling knees, utterly drained. I felt unbalanced both mentally and physically, like the world had been knocked off kilter. 
 
    “I need sleep,” I muttered, sheathing NamKhar and handing the sword to Nhil. 
 
    He accepted it with a look of distaste. 
 
    “What?” I demanded. “The demon doesn’t appreciate being fouled by the presence of his own kind?” 
 
    “This,” he said, holding the pommel between two long fingers, which I now noticed had extra joints, “is not my kind. Different world. But then, you knew that.” 
 
    I wasn’t in the mood for a debate. Everything felt wrong. The dance of the fire elementals, disjointed and awkward, had lost its joy.  
 
    Staggering with a soul deep exhaustion, I headed for my chambers, calling, “Send an earth elemental with food and wine,” over my shoulder. 
 
    “Yes, master,” said Nhil, bowing low. 
 
    Somehow the utter lack of mockery made it all the more mocking. 
 
    “Smug fucker.” 
 
    He bowed again, this time with the slightest grey smile as if we had shared a joke. 
 
    Alone, I walked long and empty halls of silence. Even the ghosts were long dead. Torch-bound fire elementals flickered to life as I approached, wobbled their sullen and reproachful jig, and died as I passed. The first time I came here I left long, weaving footprints in thick dust. Everything had been blanketed in time, the colours of the many tapestries faded and grey. Now, the floors were spotless. Leather chairs and couches gleamed, polished to a lustrous buttery shine. Luxurious tapestries, freed of their burden of dust, adorned the walls. I saw great moments from a history I couldn’t remember. Battles were ever popular. Many showed a man in crimson plate armour, bloody helm concealing his features, slaughtering armies of demons or people or both. Sometimes he stood, a lone figure before a backdrop of death, smoking ruin, and sundered corpses. 
 
    Too tired to laugh, I shook my head in disgust. 
 
    Only a cowardly man, afraid of being forgotten, terrified of being nothing, celebrated such violence. Who was he that he felt the need to surround himself with reminders of his victories, of the cities he destroyed, the foes he vanquished? 
 
    Pathetic. 
 
    I walked on, going ever upward, climbing long spiralling staircases. I passed though libraries crammed with books and kitchens emptied of food. Echoing banquet halls of endless polished marble and granite. Dining rooms big enough to host feasts for hundreds. Guest suites, and private meeting rooms with comfortable chairs and side-tables ready to hold drinks. 
 
    As always, I found my chambers more by luck than memory. 
 
    The crimson armour, plates formed of some strangely rippled material, sat on a metal mannequin. Ancient accords, still beyond my comprehension, were inscribed into every surface. Each time I summoned and bound a demon, something inside me broke. Felkrish left a hairline crack in my soul. Mihir, widened that crevice. Binding NamKhar splintered my definition of self. All those paled in comparison to how this armour made me feel. Whatever was bound to the steel shredded sanity, tore stability, split wide the very laws of the universe.  
 
    It terrified me. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine what laying eyes upon Kantlament, my sword, would be like. By the time I created that sword I had eyes of stone. I wondered if that saved me some pain. 
 
    I laughed, a stilted sob of madness, and backed away from the armour. Where everything else I saw had been spotless, it alone remained covered in dust. Were the air elementals afraid to touch it, or had they been instructed not to? 
 
    Moving away, I turned to the painting. Done in oil so thick it had depth, it depicted a dark and brooding man, once again alone, standing in a field of battle. He wore the bloody armour. Corpses surrounded him. The sky burned. Rolling fields of torn earth and shattered trees. He leaned on a red sword, huge and splashed in gore, as if exhausted. I knew how he felt. Like the armour, the sword bore twisted runes snaking the blade. 
 
    The wall hanging caught my eye. Desperate for distraction, I went to it. It showed a beautiful woman, caught in the act of turning away. Wind tugged at long, sable hair. One hand, pale and porcelain perfect, trailed behind her as if she had just released mine. 
 
    Henka. 
 
    This version of her was near identical to what she’d been when we first met. Was it a favourite of mine, something she returned to as a reminder? Or was this her original form? 
 
    The first time I came to the floating mountains I found the bed thick in dust and slept in it anyway. This time, the sheets were clean and fresh. Two bottles of red wine and a plate of cheeses sat waiting on the side table. One of the bottles was open and breathing. The earth elemental Nhil sent got here first. I wondered for a moment if the earth elemental grabbed things at random. Examining the bottles and the cheeses, I decided Nhil must have taken a hand in the selection.  
 
    There were, I supposed, some advantages to having an ancient and powerful Demon of Knowledge as a sommelier. I made a mental note to tease him about it later.  
 
    Collecting the wine and cheese, I sat cross-legged on the bed. 
 
    How many times had Shalayn and I done this while trapped in the wizard’s tower? That silk nightie, pale-freckled thighs, and ice-blue eyes, the crudely hacked short strawberry blond hair. Henka was bigger and stronger now than when we first met, but Shalayn would slaughter her in a fight. Honed and hardened from a lifetime of training and more than a few battles, she was a talented swordswoman. 
 
    Imagining her sitting across from me, that quirked eyebrow that said so much, I missed her. She would have loved it here. The quiet. The endless libraries.  
 
    Well, she’d would have loved it if it had a well-stocked wine-cellar. 
 
    It was strange to sit there, reminiscing of our time together, loving and missing her, all the while knowing that someday I’d have to kill her. 
 
    Assuming Henka hadn’t lied and already done that. 
 
    I drank wine and I ate cheese, wondering what happened to the first woman I remembered loving, and my many broken promises.  
 
    “What if I promise not to break any more promises?” I asked the empty room, laughing at the answer. 
 
      
 
    In the morning I returned to the library and found Nhil exactly where I left him. Eyes open and unblinking, he looked carved from granite.  
 
    “A Demon of Knowledge,” I said. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    “Not a Demon of Wisdom?” 
 
    “Very droll. I offer wisdom as well. You choose to ignore most of it.” 
 
    “Hmn,” I grunted. “I am in need of council, my ancient friend.” 
 
    “Of course.” He dipped a shallow bow. 
 
    “I don’t want to be the man I was. I will not become the Demon Emperor. Yet you said that he was the only thing keeping this world safe.” Nhil might have well been stone for all the emotion he showed. “I need to know,” I said. “Was that hyperbole? Were you exaggerating or lying because you want to bring him back?” 
 
    “I never exaggerate,” he said. “And am completely and utterly incapable of hyperbole.” 
 
    I growled, frustrated. “I’m at war with myself, damnit! I want to be a better man. I want to be a man who doesn’t cut throats to call demons, who doesn’t feed innocent souls to hellish creatures.” 
 
    “Your actions say otherwise,” he said, glancing at NamKhar. “You are either a hypocrite, or a liar.” 
 
    “Neither! Both!” I tried to explain. “I am a man striving. Striving and failing, perhaps, but, nonetheless, striving. But if I doom the world by trying to be a better man, that would be an unforgiveable act of selfishness.” 
 
    “An interesting spin on things,” he mused. 
 
    “Fuck off. What is the danger? What dooms the world?” 
 
    “Doomed,” he said. “An event in the past doomed the future.” 
 
    I glared at him. “Fine. What doomed the world?” 
 
    “You did. You opened the way for your god. You fed her blood and souls beyond count and she made you immortal. You warred against other realities in her name. Some you left barren, bereft of life. Some you did not. There are gods and demons out there licking their wounds, rebuilding their armies so that one day they may have their vengeance.” He studied me. “They will come. This isn’t some nebulous prediction. This is information, knowledge, if you prefer. The Demon Emperor doomed your world and only the Demon Emperor can save it.” 
 
    “How?” I demanded. “How can the Demon Emperor stop them?” 
 
    “You were always her connection with this world. When you died, her gateway died. You can call her back. Or you will be able to when you truly remember who you are.” 
 
    I didn’t tell him I learned that from the most recent shard.  
 
    “You want me to call her,” I accused. 
 
    “Gods no,” he answered with a shudder.  
 
    “There has to be another way.” 
 
    “Does there?” he asked. “Why? So you can pretend to be someone you are not? So you can feel good about yourself and sleep well at night with your dead wife who murders and harvests women to look good for you?” He made a cutting gesture with a grey hand. “Stop pretending. You know who you are. You know what you are. You are the iron fist binding your fractious species together. You are their doom and their salvation. You are selfish and cruel. You crave power. You fear death, and more than anything, you fear being alone.” He crossed his arms, violet eyes calm. “Decide. Sacrifice the man you want to be or sacrifice the world to achieve your petty desires.” 
 
    “You’re lying,” I said. “You’re trying to trick me into becoming the man you knew.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “You saw right through me. Foiled my evil plot to save your shitty world. I’ve been here three thousand years. Alone. I can be here one hundred thousand more. It’s nothing; I’m not human. Your world will die, and I won’t even notice.” 
 
    “Can’t I learn what he knew without becoming him?” 
 
    “She dreams in blood,” said Nhil. “And she dreams of you.” 
 
    I didn’t know what that meant. “The Demon Emperor was evil,” I said, for the first time admitting aloud what I knew in my heart. “He sacrificed souls that need not have died to build his empire.” 
 
    Nhil waited.  
 
    “His evil doomed the world.” 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    “And you’re saying that only his evil can save it.” 
 
    “You have always wanted to be a hero.” 
 
    “But to all the world’s population I am the villain.” 
 
    Much as I hated to admit it, they were right. 
 
    “There is,” said Nhil, “perhaps a different way of looking at this. Civilization has always depended on strong leaders, and yet power corrupts.” 
 
    “And absolute power corrupts absolutely,” I said, not knowing how I knew it. 
 
    “That part,” said Nhil, “is utter horseshit. You were the Demon Emperor. You had absolute power over all the world. Yet I tell you that you were incorruptible. You were immortal. You had power and wealth beyond reckoning. You had, literally, the undying love of a woman. What could someone possibly offer that would sway you from doing what you thought was right?” He raised a hand to stall me. “I promise you that, no matter what the wizards say, no matter what the history books claim, you always did what you thought was right. You waged war against the evil of the Deredi Giants. The cost was terrible. Many died. But you won. Given a few more years, you would have wiped their stain from existence. The vast majority of those sacrificed to power your empire were criminals.” 
 
    “Who made the laws that defined them as criminals?” 
 
    “You did. Did they all deserve to die? I can’t answer that. By now, you know at least something of who you are. What kind of world do you want to build?” 
 
    “A world of justice,” I answered. “Justice and equality.” 
 
    “As I said, you are you. You’ve seen some of the world. The ruins of your empire still shine bright while the wizards squabble in squalor. They may have won the war, but they lost the world.” 
 
    Become the man I hated to save the world? 
 
    No. Perhaps Nhil didn’t know me as well as he thought. There was always another way. I would save the world without becoming the Demon Emperor. 
 
    “I think,” said Nhil, “you have not truly heard me.” 
 
      
 
    We spent the evening—I know the word had no meaning here, but that’s how I thought of it—chatting in the library. Nhil had already commanded the air elementals to dust the room. I sat in the huge leather chair, the fire roaring, a glass of wine in my hand. He stood motionless, never once pacing or shifting position.  
 
    We talked about wars I couldn’t remember, foes defeated and long forgotten. Sometimes I caught flashes of memory and shared them. He always recalled more, regaling me with stories of my own life.  
 
    “Henka has an idea,” I said, during a lull in the conversation. 
 
    “She always does,” he said. 
 
    “She thinks a shaman might be able to hide my stone heart from the other pieces of me. It would make collecting them easier if they couldn’t sense me coming.” 
 
    “Henka knows a great deal about shamanism,” said Nhil. 
 
    “More than you?” 
 
    A mistimed roll of his eyes mocked my question. 
 
    “Having raised many practitioners of every art over the millennia,” he said, “she knows a great deal about all of them.” 
 
    I sipped my wine. “Makes sense. Know your enemy.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “You think it will work?” I asked. “Can a shaman hide me from myself?” 
 
    “Of course. Henka knows full well it will work.” 
 
    Was that true? 
 
    Thinking back, I remembered it being the idea of one of her necromancers. She’d seemed surprised by the suggestion but thought it worth exploring. Though, in hindsight, perhaps some of her questions were a tad leading. 
 
    “If she knew it would work, why not suggest it herself?” I asked, more to myself than Nhil.  
 
    “I’ve never known her to act without a reason.” 
 
    “And why wait until now?” I asked. “Being hidden would have made taking the shard from the old man much easier. She needn’t have been damaged. 
 
    “Then she’d still have the same body,” said Nhil. 
 
    “You’re suggesting she orchestrated all that so she could switch bodies?” 
 
    “Was she ever truly in danger?” 
 
    I considered Tien revealing herself among the necromancers gathered atop the pyramid. She’d held Tairese’s heart, had command over her and all the necromancers she created. 
 
    “I can’t believe everything she suffered—limbs broken, eyes gouged out, tongue torn free—was so she could change her appearance.” 
 
    “Suffer,” mused Nhil. “Did she suffer? For Henka, pain is a choice.” 
 
    “Do you honestly believe Henka orchestrated all that simply so she could alter her appearance?” I asked again, incredulous. 
 
    “Of course not,” said Nhil. “I’m sure she had other reasons as well.” 
 
    No matter what Nhil thought, Henka couldn’t plan every last detail of my existence. She couldn’t know I’d give Bren my demon sword, and she couldn’t have known I’d return here to summon a replacement. Perhaps she knew shamans could hide me, or maybe she’d forgotten. Old as we were, it was impossible to retain every memory. I was increasingly sure I’d forgotten entire lifetimes even before my heart was shattered. 
 
    As always, in the end it came down to the fact I knew Henka wanted what was best for me. She might have plans she didn’t want to share, but she would never hurt me. 
 
    A thought hit me that had been building for some time: Why was I so sure Henka would never harm me? 
 
    In the face of what I did know, it made little sense. I knew the necromancers betrayed the Demon Emperor, and I knew she controlled them. I knew she disappeared before the fall of my empire. I’d caught her in lies of omission and knew beyond any doubt she manipulated me toward an end I didn’t entirely comprehend. 
 
    And yet, I knew to the very stone core of my heart she could never hurt me. 
 
    Could never or would never? 
 
    “Shall we make you some demonic armour in the morning?” asked Nhil, changing the subject. 
 
    “Yes. You mentioned there was armour in the armoury. Chain hauberk? Leather? Full plate?” 
 
    “You used to prefer a more subtle approach to defence. You favoured floor-length robes, typically crimson—” 
 
    “Oh, very subtle.” 
 
    “—with demons bound to each individual thread. Impenetrable by normal weapons. Proof against mage-fire. You had several sets. Different colours. Some for formal events. Evening attire. You rarely wore that monstrosity in your chambers. That was only for war.” 
 
    He prattled on, but I’d stopped listening. How many threads were in a set of robes? How many lives did the Demon Emperor sacrifice to make just one? And he had many? 
 
    “One demon,” I said. “Leather armour. Nothing fancy. Nothing that will draw attention.” 
 
    “I know just the thing,” said Nhil, bowing. 
 
      
 
    I spent three more days preparing, summoned a demon and fed it half a dozen souls. Aside from the fact it looked a little too new, the armour was perfect. He’d chosen a fencing vest, leather thick enough to stop the blunted practice swords, and yet thin enough to be worn beneath a baggy shirt. On its own it was nothing, hardly worth wearing. But with a demon bound to it, it would stop swords and arrows, crossbow bolts and arbalests at even the closest range. Nhil huffed that something with a hood would have been better, which I ignored. 
 
    After I finished, I decided to spend one last night in the floating mountain. I’m not sure why. Some part of me hesitated to return to Henka. Perhaps Nhil’s constant hints that she plotted behind my back got under my skin. Or perhaps I wanted to see that blood red demonic armour once more. After the long trek to the top floor, I stood staring at it for a long time. 
 
    The Demon Emperor created that armour. It would still be bound to me.  
 
    I couldn’t bring myself to touch it. 
 
    That night I dreamt I was a shattered god. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
    Coil like a snake through long grass 
 
    Stone and storm, the night wind’s nightmare 
 
    Discord and chaos, I am the Left Hand 
 
    The near and the nigh, the enemy of both sides 
 
    Descended from Duality, the viper in bloody sands 
 
    Fallen from the thirteenth heaven, I am the son of Abundance 
 
    Five suns rose  
 
    Five suns I felled 
 
    In filth and decay have I existed for all time 
 
    Until she laid me low 
 
    Splintered, I am the fractious god 
 
    The Obsidian Lord 
 
    The smoke in the glass 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
    Nhil stood, unmoving as ever, as I locked the now spotlessly clean library in my memory. Memorizing new places was getting easier and building the mental images of previously memorized locales happened much faster. I could imagine having scores or even hundreds of different places memorized and skipping from one to the next with ease. At least as long as I was willing to pay the cost in souls.  
 
    “It will seem,” said Nhil, when I finally blinked and sat back, my task complete, “that all the world is against you.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” 
 
    He somehow expressed amusement without moving a single facial muscle. “Most of it will be, though that’s largely your fault for trying to once again conquer it. I believe there is a single hand behind every misfortune you have suffered.” 
 
    “You mistrust Henka. Give me hard proof.” 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    “She has saved me time and time again. You have not. In fact, all you’ve done is attempt to poison me against her.” 
 
    Still, he said nothing. 
 
    “She loves me,” I said. 
 
    “In that, we are agreed.” 
 
    “So?” I demanded. 
 
    “Nothing is more dangerous than Henka’s love.” 
 
    Annoyed, I collected my demon sword and armour, and returned to the Drunken Ass. 
 
    One more soul, snuffed forever. 
 
    I stood in an empty room. No light shone through the curtained windows. I’d lost track of time in the floating mountains. After less than three weeks, my sleep schedule had shifted. Here, it was late at night, but I felt alert and refreshed. 
 
    Setting the sword and armour on the bed, I found a bowl of room-temperature water on the side table. I stripped and scrubbed all my smelliest areas clean. Padding about the tiny room with only a towel around my waist, I selected clothes that would allow me to blend in with the locals—though even here my midnight skin stood out. After Nhil and the library, walking the long-abandoned halls of a castle hewn from a mountain of obsidian floating through endless nothing, this felt pleasantly ordinary. I basked in the mundane. Towelling myself dry, I pulled on the simple clothes of the south and a pair of sturdy boots I found at the foot of the bed. It was at times like this I felt closest to the man I wanted to be. 
 
    Pushing open the door, I caught the scent of sodden cinder and burnt fabric instead of pie and spilled beer. Retreating into the room, I donned the demon armour, and strapped NamKhar about my waist. One hand on the sword, I descended the narrow stairs. 
 
    Had there been a fire while I was away? 
 
    Slowing, I listened. Beyond the nighttime sounds of Abieszan, the Drunken Ass was eerily silent. No voices from the bar. No hustle of staff. Was it so late everyone had retired? If that were the case, where were Henka and the others? 
 
    I found the dining area on the second floor abandoned. Overturned tables and chairs littered the room, the occupants having fled in a panic. The burnt smell was stronger, too. Charred slashes cut through sections of floor, all pointing back to a single location. It looked like someone had stood at the top of the steps to the ground floor and splashed accelerant into the room. Except nothing else was burned. One blackened stretch of floor looked suspiciously like someone had lain there, arms spread wide, as they cooked. 
 
    This stank of wizardry. 
 
    I drew my sword. 
 
    There had been a Guild war galley at the docks and there was a wizard’s tower in the heart of the city. I’d worried they might be a problem when I closed the gates. Not that they’d be able to reopen them, but they could interfere on a more personal level. If they got to me while I was in the middle of binding the gate demon, I’d be helpless. Interrupting a ceremony like that would be disastrous, possibly freeing the demon. What I hadn’t expected was for them to come after me before I’d done anything to announce my presence.  
 
    Were they waiting for me?  
 
    I didn’t see how. 
 
    I studied the room, trying to make sense of what I saw. Shattered plates and mugs lay scattered. One of the untouched tables had an abandoned meal laid out, fried fish and potatoes, and mugs of ale. A green fuzz of mould grew on the food. 
 
    A wizard had entered the Drunken Ass, climbed the stairs, and attacked the patrons. 
 
    I looked for some hint, some sign that Henka had been here.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Crossing to the charred wood, I bent to touch it. My fingers came away stained, black ash on blacker flesh. I felt no heat. The fight had taken place some time ago. Days, maybe a week. Had my friends been caught in a struggle between local interests, or were they the target? 
 
    What were the odds a wizard happened to stumble across the undead wife and friends of the Demon Emperor in Abieszan? I took that as my answer. 
 
    They came looking for me. I saw no other explanation. 
 
    How had they known I was here? 
 
    Naghron? 
 
    He’d sent an assassin, but I couldn’t imagine any version of myself stooping to make use of wizards. They were too dangerous; he couldn’t trust them not to take the shard of heart. Unless he had some means of control.  
 
    It felt wrong. I saw wanton destruction. A mage came in here and flailed about with mad abandon, blasting people and damned near burning the tavern down. Naghron would want neither the attention that would draw nor to risk damage to his heart. Assuming it could be damaged, which, seeing as it had already been broken, must be the case. 
 
    Creeping down the stairs to the ground floor, I found the damage even worse. The mage must have lashed out at everyone and everything. Nothing remained uncharred. The room smelled of burnt pork, the floor scarred where people had sprawled, burning. Mugs at the bar were slumped, the glass melted from the heat. Only the front door, where the mage had stood, remained untouched. 
 
    “Just one,” I said, studying the damage. “One wizard.”  
 
    It gave me some hope. If the Guild knew I was here, they would have sent more.  
 
    I imagined the scene: The mage didn’t know which patrons were enemies and which were innocent bystanders but knew anyone might be a threat. With typical wizard superiority, they hadn’t cared who got hurt, taking out any and all in range. 
 
    I pictured the mage strolling through the front door, immediately sweeping fire across the occupants. Those on the ground floor hadn’t had time to react or flee. Not like those upstairs. Once everyone here was a dead or burning, the mage headed upstairs and did the same.  
 
    I wanted to chase after Henka but had no clue where she was. Her necromancers weren’t easy to kill. The dead didn’t care if they were on fire. They’d fight on regardless. I took some grim pleasure in the thought the wizard likely hadn’t a known what a mess they were walking into.  
 
    Henka was entirely capable of taking care of herself. She probably had several undead birds and rats spying for her. She probably saw the mage coming and escaped. She must be hiding somewhere in Abieszan. 
 
    What about young Brenwick? Had he survived? 
 
    Checking the burn patches on the floor, I tried to see his shape in them. It was hopeless. Any one of them could have been him. If they hurt my friend, I would bring Abieszan down, break the city to dust and ruin. I would go to the wizard’s pathetic capital and reduce it to ash. I’d stalk the land, breaking their loathsome white towers to rubble. From one end of the world to the other, I would slaughter them all. I’d wipe their foul art from the memory of man, drown the Guild Halls in rivers of blood— 
 
    I blinked, startled at my rage. 
 
    The Demon Emperor was a jealous and protective friend, willing to unleash all manner of horror in the name of vengeance. With each piece of myself I regained he lurked closer to the surface. Gone was the naïve and innocent man who pulled himself from the mud far to the north. 
 
    Innocent? I’d promptly murdered a trapper for his boots and soon after another young man because I wanted the stone in his heart. 
 
    “You were born foul,” I said.  
 
    Stained soul, indeed. 
 
    Frustration built in me. I had too many questions and no answers.  
 
    Had Henka escaped or been burnt to a cinder? If they captured her, would they take her to the wizard’s tower in the heart of Abieszan, or the war galley docked in the harbour? How had they known where we were? Did they have magical means of tracking me? Was Bren alive? 
 
    The more I thought about losing Henka, the colder my rage became.  
 
    What was the point of any of this without her? 
 
    If the wizards took Henka from me, I would take everything from them.  
 
    I fought for calm. Until I knew what happened, I needed to think clearly. 
 
    “This is Henka,” I reminded myself. “She’s fine.” 
 
    I sheathed NamKhar. 
 
    Striding to the front door, I caught myself as I reached for it. 
 
    The wizards came, probably looking for me. Whether or not Henka escaped, I had to assume they realized I wasn’t here. Would they leave someone to watch the front entrance in case I returned?  
 
    I couldn’t chance it. 
 
    Heading to the back, I cut through the kitchen. Cramped and stinking of rotting grease, the wood-oven was cold and dead. Atop it sat a heavy pan with slabs of rotting beer-battered fish in coagulated fat. A filthy apron lay on the floor where it had been flung by some fleeing cook. 
 
    Giving the door at the rear of the Drunken Ass a tentative push, I found it unlocked. Would there be someone watching here as well? On the high side, they probably expected someone to come strolling down the street and enter here rather than slip out of an abandoned building. 
 
    Cracking the door open, I squinted into the dark. 
 
    The alley reeked of putrescent fish, mouldy potatoes, urine, vomit, decaying fruit, rain, and wet dog. Over-filled refuse bins crowded the walls, leaking foul fluids. Someone had painted the name of the tavern on them in thick, green paint. The raucous songs of jungle birds, the grating metallic screech of insects, and the coughing hoot of monkeys echoed through the streets.  
 
    Night is never quiet in the tropics. 
 
    Seeing no one in the alley behind the Ass, I slipped out the door. One hand on NamKhar, I crouched, waiting. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Staying close to one wall, I made it to the end of the alley without being attacked. A mangy rat bolted across my path, fleeing into the dark. Otherwise, nothing moved. 
 
    Peering around the corner I found a narrow street lined with closed doors and nowhere for a would-be assailant to hide. That alley opened onto a main thoroughfare. Approaching the end, I saw people passing in either direction. Most travelled in groups, singing or leaning drunkenly on each other. Whatever time it was, the revellers seemed to be the only folks out and about. Judging from the way they weaved the streets, some pausing to puke in a handy alley, I guessed the taverns were closing. In a few short hours, the sun would rise. 
 
    Decision made, I joined the drunks in the street, making my way toward the harbour. I’d spend the day watching the wizard’s galley for signs of Henka and Bren. If that failed, I’d have to contemplate the wizard’s tower at the heart of the city. 
 
    Having been stuck in one before, it was not an appealing option. 
 
    Unfortunately, it turned out most of the drunks were heading away from the bars near the harbour and deeper into the city where the inns and hotels were. I travelled against the current, weaving between stumbling parties and avoiding those looking for trouble—of which there were plenty. I didn’t know the laws of Abieszan, but apparently there were no prohibitions against the carrying of weapons. If anything, the opposite seemed to be true. Rare was the man or woman without at least a long-knife strapped to their hip. Heavy iron cudgels seemed to be a favourite among the cruder-looking members of the population. Few wore armour, but it wasn’t uncommon to see vests of hardened leather, vambraces and greaves, or even the occasional chain shirt. 
 
    Spotting an alley that looked like it might wend down to the harbour, I ducked into it. Uneven cobblestones, slick with all manner of reeking bodily fluids, made for a slippery downhill walk. My fear of falling was more about a desire not to touch the ground than a worry of hurting myself. Reaching out to the nearest wall for balance, I immediately regretted the decision. After a few hundred strides the alley narrowed until I had only a few inches of room beyond the breadth of my shoulders. I was considering the wisdom of turning back, when a silhouetted shape blocked the alley ahead.  
 
    Even in the dark his robes glowed pristine white.  
 
    A glance over my shoulder showed along slippery uphill run hemmed in tight by walls on either side. 
 
    “She said you wouldn’t be dumb enough to return,” he said. “It’s rare you get to prove a Guild Master wrong.” 
 
    I reached for my sword. 
 
    He said a word. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
    I lay on the street, muscles twitching and spasming, unable to move. The damp of whatever slicked the stones soaked through my shirt, felt warm against my back.  
 
    The wizard strolled up to stand over me, one hand on a hip, eyebrow cocked imperiously as he studied me. 
 
    “So many legends about your kind, but you’re as easy to take down as any.” He shrugged, disappointed. “I don’t mind admitting I was half-ready to shit myself when you wandered out of the Drunken Ass. I’d been watching that back alley for someone to try and sneak in. How you got past Shasseen in the front is a mystery. I followed you, waiting for you to spot me, but you weren’t even looking!” 
 
    “Fhurg!” I growled out between clenched teeth, straining to move. 
 
    “Indeed,” he agreed. “Then, when I stepped out, you just casually glanced over your shoulder and made no attempt to run! I thought for sure I was fucked. I wanted to cook you right then and there, but Iremaire wants you alive.” 
 
    I snarled, trying to get my hand to move toward my sword. 
 
    “Frankly, I thought the swordswoman was lying, bilking the Guild for a few gold. One last demonologist and all that shit.” He bent closer to peer at me in the dark. He was young, still in his twenties. Eyes narrowed, he said, “You are a demonologist, right? You weren’t in the Ass stealing beer, were you?” 
 
    “Muhrfuhghr.” 
 
    “No need to be rude. Well, I guess we’ll see.” He studied my sheathed sword, rubbing his hairless chin. “Is that a demon blade? Will it possess me if I touch it?” 
 
    I wished it would, but that wasn’t what I bound.  
 
    “It’ll be some time before you can move enough to fight,” he decided. “I think I’ll leave it where it is.” 
 
    The young mage straightened. Lips pursed, he looked toward the harbour. “I could drag you back to Iremaire or float you down there. If I drag you and I’m filthy from all this…” he waved manicured fingers at the alley, “she will be angry. On the other hand, if I burn through a bunch of the power I spent weeks meditating to store…” He shook his head. “It’s not easy being an apprentice.” 
 
    An apprentice? I wanted to laugh. He wasn’t a powerful wizard or an ancient battlemage. The Demon Emperor had been laid out helpless by an apprentice. 
 
    He looked down at me. “You look pretty young. Are you an apprentice too? If you are, you know what I’m talking about. No matter what you do, it’s always wrong.” 
 
    I managed to twitch one of my small fingers. If he kept talking for another hour, I might be able to get up and kill him. 
 
    “Is your master thousands of years old, too?” he asked. “Do demonologists have some means of life extension? Because, let me tell you,” he continued without waiting for even a grunt of response, “Iremaire treats everyone like a child. I’m twenty-three, damn it! I’m a grown man! But you know what I spend all my time doing?” he demanded. “Running errands. Well, that and meditating. Iremaire says it’ll pay off later. ‘Wait until you’re in your nineties,’ she says, ‘and have over fifty thousand hours of stored power.’ Well, I did the math! Assuming I don’t cast spells or use any of the stored power, that’s two hours of meditation a day every day for the next seventy years. You know,” he added glumly, “sometimes I wish I didn’t gnurk!” 
 
    He looked down at where his pristine white robes formed a small point in the centre of his chest. The fabric turned red and tore as the tip of a blade appeared. Mouth moving as if trying to form words, he coughed blood down the front of his robes. 
 
    Brenwick’s face appeared over the mage’s shoulder. “Are all wizards that talkative?” he asked, withdrawing Mihir and shoving the corpse aside. 
 
    Bren cleaned his sword on the mage’s robes before sheathing it. Face smeared with black, he wore a dark cloak over his clothes. 
 
    He knelt at my side. “Henka said I had to watch for you. She said you’d return, that you’d have no idea what happened, and the wizards would be waiting.” 
 
    I tried to speak, tried to grab his arms. All I managed was a gurgle and to move that one little finger a bit more. 
 
    Bren must have seen the question in my eyes. “Everything went wrong,” he said, face crumpling with regret. “I wanted to stay and fight and...” He hesitated, eyes scouring the dark alley. “This isn’t the place or time. Got to get you out of here.” 
 
    He lifted me like I was nothing and I realized how big the lad was getting.  
 
    “Sorry,” he said, slinging me over one shoulder. “Pretend you’re drunk. We’ll blend in better.” 
 
    Unable to move or speak, I drooled down his back. 
 
    “Perfect!” 
 
    Bren carried me from the alley and out into the busier streets. We passed unnoticed. I was hardly the only one being carried home by a friend. 
 
    In that position I saw little other than his increasingly drool-dampened cloak.  
 
    We took a long and circuitous route to our destination, taking many turns, sometimes circling back the way we’d come but along a different street.  
 
    “Got to make sure no one follows us,” he explained.  
 
    Like an ox, he kept going, never once needing to shift my weight, never complaining or groaning. An hour later, he ducked into a tavern. I didn’t see the name, and he stumbled through the main room, suddenly weaving and muttering drunkenly to himself, bouncing off walls and patrons, before carrying me up to the second floor. Still feigning a drunken stagger, he made his way to the last door in a short hallway.  
 
    Banging against it, he bellowed, “Ish me. Lemme fookin’ in!” 
 
    I felt a rush of hope. He wasn't alone! 
 
    The door unlocked from within and swung open. When Bren turned to look back down the hall, I caught a glimpse of a disorderly room lit by a single candle. A small figure swathed in a voluminous cloak, cowl shadowing its face, waved us in. The room stunk of rotting meat. 
 
    Henka? 
 
    No, I remembered, she was taller now. 
 
    Bren dropped the drunk act the moment the door closed, depositing me gently on the bed. 
 
    “Thnrfghrd,” I managed. 
 
    “I did my best,” Bren said to the other.  
 
    The figure moved to stand over me. Gloved hands reached up to drag the cowl back, revealing Tien. She looked like what she was: a corpse. Face sallow, cheeks sunken, grey flesh hung from her. Eyes dulled with rot studied me.  
 
    If Tien was rotting, Henka wasn’t around to maintain her. 
 
    I looked from the wizard to Bren. “Uhnr buhdr elsh?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Just us.” 
 
    The wizards had my Henka. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
    Tien turned on Brenwick. “You don’t have to do this. You don’t have to serve him. He doesn’t own you.” 
 
    Bren flashed a glance at me, jaw clenched. 
 
    “You saved him,” she continued, gesturing at me. “There he is, safe and sound. You did your duty. No one can say you abandoned him.” 
 
    Bren’s eyes closed. He didn’t move. 
 
    “We leave,” she said. “You and me, together. We find a boat, go wherever you want.” 
 
    “He needs me,” Bren whispered. 
 
    I watched, helpless. 
 
    “He doesn’t,” she said, reaching to touch Bren’s shoulder. “If you stay with him, you’ll die. You know his path ends in death.” 
 
    Bren shook his head in denial. 
 
    Tien waved a rotting hand at me, fingers skeletal, once manicured nails chipped or missing. “He stains everything he touches. He fucking murdered me, stabbed me in the back.” She lifted her shirt to show the pale scar where my sword had exited her chest. “That’s the man you’re following. Do you know why Henka is always so beautiful?” she asked. 
 
    Bren didn’t move. 
 
    “This stained soul and his corpse-whore girlfriend kill women, harvest them for their best attributes. Remember how she was short and pale-skinned and gorgeous and now she’s tall and dark-skinned and gorgeous? Do you know how many women it takes to create such perfection? Dozens. She had all the women on that island, living and dead, brought before her. She studied them, examined each one, deciding what to take. A nose here. A breast there. This woman’s eyes. That woman’s fingers. I watched while she decided whose eyelids were best. She didn’t take anything else from that woman, just her fucking eyelids. Scores of women left dead or dismembered so she can look pretty for this asshole!” 
 
    Bren flinched at the last, shouted, word. 
 
    Unable to move or speak I couldn’t defend myself. Even if I could, I’m not sure what I might have said. Tien wasn’t wrong. I hadn’t witnessed Henka recreating herself but could well imagine her approaching it methodically. 
 
    Would I offer some pathetic argument that Henka was a predator, blameless like one of the great hunting cats? My love needed blood and flesh to maintain herself but butchering scores to achieve perfection was gluttonous. With blood to maintain herself, a single body should last years, decades even. She was never happy, never satisfied. I’d become so accustomed to the way she slowly changed over days and weeks, eyes a little larger, a little darker, skin a little smoother, I’d long stopped noticing. 
 
    “He doesn’t deserve you,” said Tien, voice pleading.  
 
    “He needs me,” Bren repeated, as if that were enough. 
 
    “Henka gave you my heart,” said Tien.  
 
    My thoughts whirled. Henka must have known the wizards were going to take her. She knew they’d search her, take any hearts she carried. She must have given Bren the heart so he could control Tien, use her to help me. 
 
    Bren wore a look of desolate misery. He loved the little wizard, and he carried her heart. No longer Henka, it was now Brenwick who kept Tien enslaved. 
 
    “If you won’t come with me,” Tien said, “at least give me my heart. Free me. Let me make my own choices.” 
 
    “You’ll kill him,” said Bren. 
 
    Tien snorted a humourless laugh. “I won’t. I want to—more than anything—but I promise I won’t.” 
 
    “You’ll kill yourself.” 
 
    It was her turn to stand silent. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “If you won’t free me,” she said, “destroy my heart. Throw it into the fire. Please.” 
 
    Again, he flinched. “I can’t,” he said. “I need you.” 
 
    “I can feel myself rotting. The world is fading. Maggots will take my eyes. Worms will twist in my guts. My flesh will peel. I’ll fall apart. You’ll get to watch, knowing you could have stopped it.” 
 
    I remembered how Chalaam begged for release. 
 
    Bren turned on her. “Then we’d better save Henka before that happens. Once she’s free, she’ll fix you. She’ll make you whole.” 
 
    “I don’t want that,” said Tien. “I don’t want other women to die so I can live on in this unending hell. Don’t make me like her. This is bad enough without that.” 
 
    Bren looked from me to Tien. “I can’t do this without you.” 
 
    The fight drained from the diminutive mage. She turned away, stepped into the bathroom, closing and locking the door behind her. 
 
    It was a show. Bren had her heart, could command her out any time he wanted. He wouldn’t. He was better than that, better than me. In his place, I would have ordered the wizard to silence. I would have made promises of freedom I couldn’t keep, knowing they were lies. 
 
    He didn’t. He meant every word he said. 
 
    Which was why I needed him. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
    I woke the next morning, sprawled on the bed, wearing the filthy clothes I fell asleep in.  
 
    Bren didn’t notice me wake and I watched him watch Tien, who’d come out of the bathroom at some point during the night. She stayed quiet, made no more attempts to plead her case. I don’t know if he ordered her not to. I doubted it. He hated himself for the choice he made, for the choice he was continuing to make. 
 
    If Tien was right, and I was a stain on this world, I was spreading. 
 
    The wizard looked worse in the light. Having previously witnessed Henka’s decay, I knew more than a week had passed since she received necromantic maintenance. There was no mistaking her for living. I caught sight of sprigs of herbs and flowers tucked into her clothes. They failed to mask the stench of rot. 
 
    Bren looked ragged, exhausted. Dark, sunken eyes followed Tien when she wasn’t looking. Beneath the black cloak I’d drooled on last night he wore heavy padding, boiled leather, and a chain hauberk. Judging from his crumpled state, he’d slept in it since I left. 
 
    “You smell fucking terrible,” I said. 
 
    Bren glanced at me. “You should talk. I found you lying in a river of piss.” 
 
    “Ah. I was kind of hoping you’d wet yourself.” 
 
    He gave a half-hearted smile. “I probably have. It’s been a rough few days.” 
 
    I sat up, happy to discover I’d regained control of my limbs. “Tell me what happened. Tell me everything.” 
 
    He gestured toward the bathroom. “I got water while you slept. It should still be warm. I’ll fetch food while you’re cleaning yourself up. We’ll talk as you eat.” 
 
    Bren rose and left the room without waiting for an answer.  
 
    Tien turned on me the moment the door closed. “She gave him my heart.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “She gave him my heart and told him he had to use me to save you. She said there was no way he could do it without my help and that if he failed, you’d die. She told him he was your only hope.” 
 
    “Was she wrong?” I asked. 
 
    Milky eyes glared loathing. “Does it fucking matter?” She stopped me with a raised hand. “That’s not the point. I have a favour to ask.” 
 
    “You want me to promise to free you once I have Henka back.” 
 
    “Like I’d fucking trust you. No, I want you to take my heart from Bren.” 
 
    That surprised me. “Why?” 
 
    “Take the choice from him, so he doesn’t hate himself. He’ll give it to you. It will be you doing this to me and not him.” 
 
    “You’d give up the chance at convincing him to free you to save him the pain?” 
 
    “Not everyone is as shitty as you.” 
 
    I tried to see an angle where she got something from this and failed. Once the heart was in my hands, any chance she had of escape died. I would use her as I saw fit. I wouldn’t hesitate to spend her to save Henka. 
 
    “You’re hoping that if I take your heart, he’ll see how terrible I am and turn against me,” I said. 
 
    “You really can’t imagine someone doing something selfless. You and your dead bitch. You’re fucking perfect together. Do one good thing in your shit existence and save Bren from hating himself for this. Make it your fault. Take responsibility.” 
 
    She wasn’t wrong. 
 
    I hesitated. Henka could have given Bren Tien’s heart with orders to pass it to me, but she hadn’t. She told him to use the wizard to save me. She knew I’d come for her, and she knew Bren would be at my side. She wanted Bren to hold the wizard’s heart. She wanted Bren to make those decisions. 
 
    ‘I’ve never known her to act without a reason,’ Nhil said of Henka. 
 
    I thought I understood. She knew the young man would choose me over Tien. His painful choices would bind him to me. Such is the nature of people. Once they decide to do something they know is wrong, they have to keep feeding more and more of themselves into the decision or face the fact they’ve done evil. Bren already committed too much of himself to me. He couldn’t back out now. He’d sacrifice Tien to prove he made the right decision.  
 
    If I let him keep the heart, he’d be mine forever. 
 
    Henka did this knowing full well how it would play out. It was a trap from the very beginning.  
 
    Taking Tien’s heart would undermine Henka’s plan.  
 
    “Shit,” said the wizard. “You won’t do it. You really are a shit-stained soul.” She looked away, face twisted with pain. “I hope the Guild burns her to ash. I hope you spend an eternity suffering the loss of her.” 
 
    Letting her have the last word, I went to the bathroom to clean up. Along with some rapidly cooling water, I found a change of clothes, all off-white cotton. While the choice made sense for the tropics, I hated the colour.  
 
    It felt good to be clean and not smelling like a common-room piss-bucket. The clothes fit well and were comfortable. Returning to the bedroom, I found Bren had returned with a plate of bread, cold sausages, and cheese. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said. “Tien chose the clothes.” 
 
    “You’ll fit in,” answered Bren, not reacting to my joke. “This is the last of our funds,” he added, offering me the food. 
 
    Accepting the plate, I set it on the bedside table. “You know Tien is a thief, right? You could order her to steal whatever you need.” 
 
    “Tien is nothing, now,” said Tien. “Because she’s dead.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” I said. “She’s still melodramatic.” 
 
    Bren wouldn’t look at either of us. 
 
    Helping myself to a piece of sausage, I sat on the edge of the bed. “I think you’d best tell me what happened.” 
 
    Collapsing into a chair in the far corner, Brenwick told me everything. 
 
    I had disappeared. Gathering them in our room in the Drunken Ass, Henka told them I’d be gone a few weeks, and they were to use that time to prepare for my return. She wanted the gates scouted for a place with some privacy where I might work my demonology, though she didn’t explain what I had in mind. She wanted somewhere defensible in case things went badly. She mentioned that, in the coming days, she planned to greatly increase the number of dead serving her. She told them they might have to fight a delaying battle if what I had planned at the gates of Abieszan took longer than expected or if we were discovered early. 
 
    “My stomach growled so loud,” said Bren, “I couldn’t hear what she was saying. So, we moved the discussion to the bar. I was eating when Henka suddenly stops mid-sentence and goes perfectly still, staring at nothing. She said someone destroyed one of her necromancers. I asked who, and she didn’t know. That was the first time I ever saw her scared. She was worried we were compromised, that whoever got her necromancer would come for us next. I suggested we find another tavern as we’d hardly been circumspect in our comings and goings from the Ass. She refused, said she couldn’t leave.” 
 
    I understood. If they left, the inn would rent out my room to someone else. If it changed from what I memorized, I couldn’t return there. 
 
    “Turns out,” continued Bren, “we didn’t have time to get out anyway. We heard a crash from downstairs, and then an explosion and people screaming. The stairway lit bright with fire. Henka pointed at a couple at another table and ordered them to see what was happening on the ground floor. They didn’t hesitate. Just stood up and headed down into the screaming and flames. She pointed at other tables, barking orders: find an escape route, a window, anything. Check the exits. Kill anyone who gets in your way. In a heartbeat, only our table remained.” 
 
    Pride and horror warred in my heart. Henka killed and raised everyone in the Drunken Ass, turning them into an undead entourage. She left nothing to chance. 
 
    “We were trapped,” said Brenwick. “No way we were getting out. It’s strange what knowing you’re going to die does to you.” 
 
    “Is it different than hoping you’ll be allowed to die?” asked Tien. 
 
    Wincing, he ignored the wizard. “I’d like to say I lost my fear, but that would be a lie. I was so scared I thought I might shit myself. If I was going down, I was going down fighting, shitty pants or no.” 
 
    Bren grimaced, showing teeth. “There were wizards in the alley behind the inn. They slaughtered anyone and everyone who left the Ass. No hesitation. Some people burnt to ash in a heartbeat. Some fell apart. Others burst or turned inside out. Another wizard came up the stairs.” He swallowed, looked away. “Anyway. Henka said they had us surrounded. She said something about how she couldn’t risk the wizards getting the hearts. That’s when…that’s when…” He loosed a slow, hissing breath. “She took my knife and cut herself open.” He mimed slashing his belly. “She reached into the wound, pulled out this chunk of dried meat, and gave it to me. And then all the undead fell. One moment they’re fighting, the next they’re on the ground. She told me what I had to do. She said Tien and I had to leave, and she had to give the wizards a reason to stop before they destroyed the entire inn. She said something to Tien, and the next thing I knew we were outside on the street.” 
 
    I turned on the wizard. “Why didn’t you get her out too?” 
 
    “I couldn’t,” said Tien. “Me and one other, that’s all I could move. Even then, I could only get us a few hundred strides.” 
 
    Henka sent Bren with the wizard instead of abandoning him. 
 
    Why? 
 
    The mages hadn’t destroyed the Mermaid, and I’d been able to return from the floating mountains. Had she sacrificed herself to make that possible? If so, what had she done—or said—to convince the wizards?  
 
    My chest tightened in fear. Had she told them who and what she was? How valuable would the Demon Emperor’s necromancer-wife be to the Guild? 
 
    I had another thought: What if they hadn’t come for me at all? What if she’d been their target from the beginning? By giving herself up, she gave them what they wanted. They’d have no reason to search further or do more damage. 
 
    “We’re going to get her back,” I told Bren. “You and me and Tien. We’ll save her.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
    We were an odd-looking trio. 
 
    Brenwick wore his armour, sword strapped to his hip. The black cloak did little to disguise that this was a large and dangerous man armed and ready for violence. He would have been warm in Taramlae. In the tropics he dripped rivers of sweat. Humour muted, eyes haunted, the brash youth I saved from the Habnikaav was gone, replaced by a man who’d seen and done terrible things.  
 
    I told myself he made his own choices. At no point had I bullied or pressured him. It was horseshit. It was my fault, all of it. 
 
    Tien’s hateful glare left no doubt as to who she blamed. The little wizard drowned in her voluminous robes, cowl pulled high to hide her rotting face. She wore tight gloves of black leather and several layers of clothes, showing not an inch of flesh. Like Bren, the weeks since I murdered her had changed her beyond the alterations Henka made repairing her. The wizard had possessed a spark of energy, a snarky humour she wore like armour. It was gone, decayed with the rest of her. 
 
    She must have bathed; she smelled slightly less dead. 
 
    And then there was me, the Demon Emperor in his off-white cotton pants and shirt, NamKhar hanging at my side. Wearing the demonic armour beneath the shirt, I looked like a well-to-do young man preparing for a stroll along the beach. 
 
    Exiting the inn with a hulking dour-faced warrior and a dead wizard, it was I who drew the curious glances.  
 
    The morning sun, hidden by the distant city wall, promised heat. Haze thickened the air, stunk of fish and people. Gulls flew chaotic circles above, screaming at each other. Hawkers bellowed and shouted, brandishing whatever junk they peddled. Magical ointments, salves and potions. Artefacts scavenged from the ruins of long-lost civilizations. Amulets of protection, wards from curses and spells. Maps to the hidden treasure of the Demon Emperor.  
 
    It was all garbage. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Bren asked, walking at my side.  
 
    People took one look at him and scampered from his path. 
 
    “First,” I said, “I want a look at the wizard’s ship.” 
 
    I don’t know what I hoped to see. Henka? Some sign of weakness from the mages? Anything suggesting a plan not ending with everyone dead and my heart making its way to some Guild stronghold. The truth was, I had no idea what to do.  
 
    Before the wizards interfered, I’d planned on binding the gate demon, ordering it closed. My hope had been to hold Abieszan hostage, force the Queen to the negotiation table. Thin as the plan was, I’d half-hoped to kill Yuruuza so Henka might raise her. We’d leave behind a puppet monarch with one of Henka’s necromancers maintaining her. Lurking in the back of my thoughts was the plan to do the same with all the island kingdoms of the south. I hoped to unite the south without the wizards ever knowing. When I was finally ready to move on the north, I would do so with an army.  
 
    That plan had to be set aside now, though I wondered if there might be aspects I might salvage. If I closed the gates, the wizards would be trapped in the city. Though I couldn’t enslave Queen Yuruuza without Henka, I might still bargain with her. Powerful as the wizards were, they couldn’t face down an entire city. Where would the loyalties of the Deredi lie? The mages hadn’t continued my war with the giants, but I couldn’t imagine they were too friendly. Given time, the Deredi would once again return to their expansionist ways and wage war on the humans with whom they shared the northern continent. That the Guild had been so lax as to give them the opportunity not only to rebuild, but to travel freely, spoke worlds of their lack of foresight. 
 
    Bren, who’d scouted the city in my absence, led the way to the wall. He said he’d found a quiet place I could work from where we wouldn’t be disturbed.  
 
    A huge staircase, wide enough for scores to stroll side by side, was flanked by long ramps. In my time, both would have been forbidden to the public. The stairs and ramps were meant for armies and siege weapons. Now, merchants strained behind their carts or led oxen and donkeys hauling wagons of goods. The city below had grown too crowded. Rather than control or limit the population, the Queen allowed her subjects to inhabit the top of the walls.  
 
    Reaching the top of the stairs, we found a second market sprawled before us. Many had built semi-permanent stalls, tents of heavy fabric, or makeshift wooden structures, from which to sell their wares. Ships of all kinds filled the harbour below. Among the detritus of fishing boats and rafts, two stood out: the bright white of the wizard’s war galley, and the colossal Deredi vessel. 
 
    I’d seen the wall from far below, on the deck of the Floating Pig. Standing upon it, the city stretched out on one side, the ocean on the other, I realized the wall was home to Abieszan’s dispossessed. This was more than merchants looking for space for their stalls. There was an entire second city up here. It stretched the circumference of Abieszan, reached out onto the very gates themselves. Closing the gates would not be a slow or smooth process. They were built with war in mind. I knew the demon bound there and it was a huge and terrible thing. No ship, no amount of mud and silt, would slow it. Though those on the walls should be safe enough, little of what was on the gates would survive. 
 
    Hundreds of people lived up here. Judging from what they’d built, they had done so for generations. Many would die, falling into the ocean to drown or be shattered on the rocks below. Other would be crushed or buried beneath collapsing buildings. Entire families, dead.  
 
    Children scampered everywhere.  
 
    If I closed the gates without first clearing them, I’d be responsible for all their deaths. 
 
    I hesitated, and Bren slowed at my side. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. Eyes feverish, sweat soaked his face. 
 
    “There’s more than I realized.” 
 
    That wasn’t true. I’d known the gates were crammed with shops and shoddily built homes. Standing among them, they were no longer tiny, distant lives. 
 
    They were people. 
 
    Even if they survived what I planned, their lives would be forever disrupted. 
 
    “What’s the hold up?” demanded Tien. Though she couldn’t feel, the heat no doubt sped her decay. 
 
    “These gates haven’t moved in three thousand years,” I said. 
 
    She glanced at the thronging crowds. “So?” 
 
    “Three thousand years of ocean currents depositing silt in the harbour.” 
 
    She frowned down at the boats below. “You don’t think you can close them?” 
 
    “They’ll close,” I said. “The demon bound here isn’t far off from being a god. It was probably worshipped as one in whatever reality it was called from.” 
 
    Understanding dawned and Tien laughed, a dead, rattling thing. “Stop pretending you give a shit about anyone other than you and your dead woman.” 
 
    “If I didn’t care, I wouldn’t hesitate.” 
 
    “You’re not hesitating, you’re justifying. At least Henka is honest about it,” she said. “She has no delusions, doesn’t pretend our lives matters in the least. She’d snuff millions for you and never give it a second thought. She acts like she has no choice.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “Right,” snapped Tien. “Because you need to kill a few hundred people guilty of nothing more than being poor enough they have to live on a fucking wall.” 
 
    Bren watched, helpless. 
 
    “I’m not going to kill them,” I said. “We’ll clear them off. You’re a mage. You can do something to scare everyone away from the gates.” 
 
    “I’m a thief. My magic is the opposite of flashy. It’s about hiding, sneaking, and escaping. No firestorms. No illusions of dragons.” 
 
    Eyes wide, Bren studied the crowd. His lips moved as if counting the lives. 
 
    “I’ll find a way,” I promised, but he wasn’t listening. 
 
    “Is there a promise you haven’t broken?” asked Tien. “Shalayn and I talked, you know. She told me everything.” 
 
    “This isn’t the time.” 
 
    “Take my heart from Bren and order me to shut up.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” said Brenwick, staring down into the harbour. 
 
    “I never lied to Shalayn,” I told the wizard. “Being wrong isn’t the same as lying. I didn’t know who or what I was.” 
 
    Tien cut my words with a contemptuous wave of her hand. “You promised you wouldn’t leave her.” 
 
    “That was your fault.” 
 
    “We have a problem,” said Bren. 
 
    “I was trying to save her from you,” said Tien. “She told me about your heart, about your promises.” 
 
    I’d promised Shalayn that if I ever changed so much she didn’t like who I’d become, she could shatter my stone heart, break me back to the man she loved. I meant it at the time. But that was before Henka, before I found my wife. Before she found me.  
 
    “Well,” said Tien, “you murdered her sister, slaughtered your way across Taramlae—”  
 
    “That’s an exaggeration.” 
 
    “Khraen.” said Brenwick. 
 
    “—and left behind a trail of harvested corpses so your girlfriend can have nicer eyes and bigger fucking tits.” 
 
    “I didn’t know!”  
 
    At least not at first. But once I understood what she was, how she maintained herself, I still helped. 
 
    “And now,” said Tien, “you’re going to pretend you care what happens to these people? You know who you are. You know what you are. People like you crush people like them.” 
 
    “I’m not going to—” 
 
    “Khraen!”  
 
    I stopped, turning to Bren. He pointed down into the harbour. The white ship was a flurry of activity, crew scampering to unfurl the sails.  
 
    The wizards were preparing to leave Abieszan. 
 
    Looking from the warship to the mouth of the harbour, I cursed. 
 
    “Show us what these little lives are worth to the great Demon Emperor,” said Tien. 
 
    “Tell her to shut up,” I snarled at Bren. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Distracted, trying to judge whether I had time to wake and bind the gate demon, I ignored his insubordination. If I started immediately, I might close the gates before the mages sailed away, taking Henka with them. Once out of the harbour, I’d have no way to stop them. The Floating Pig would never catch a wizard ship in open water. 
 
    Pulling my attention from the war galley, I again focussed on the people crowding the wall and gate. There was no way I could move even a fraction of them and still have time to bind the demon. 
 
    “This is it,” Tien said to Brenwick. “This is the moment you see who he really is. You aren’t enslaved. You don’t have to stay with him. We can leave.” 
 
    He looked from her to me. 
 
    “She’s right,” I said.  
 
    “I can’t,” he said to Tien. “He needs me.” 
 
    “I need you too,” she answered. 
 
    I didn’t have time for this. I needed to close the gate. 
 
    Falling to my knees, I pressed my hands against the stone. There was no time for subtlety or art. No time to prepare. My only chance was to bind this horrendously old and powerful demon now, crush it beneath my will. 
 
    The man I had once been concentrated on the task at hand, calm and cold. 
 
    The man I wanted to be screamed in horror.  
 
    Every summoning broke me.  
 
    I cracked a little every time I helped Henka harvest someone.  
 
    This was a thousand times worse.  
 
    This wasn’t the only option. I had choices. I could let the wizards go. If they took my love, it wasn’t because they planned on destroying her. She’d survive the voyage. They’d take her back to Taramlae. I could follow, try and rescue her there. 
 
    That was not going to happen.  
 
    Henka was mine.  
 
    She was my heart and my soul, and the foul mages were stealing her from me.  
 
    This, I could not allow. 
 
    I learned something of myself. 
 
    I loved Henka. I loved her from the moment I set eyes on her.  
 
    But what I felt wasn’t love. Or not just love. 
 
    I needed her.  
 
    She was mine. 
 
    After waking in the far north, I spent years in a mud shack, hunting and trapping. Not once did I feel the need for companionship. Part of me longed to return to that savage state, untainted by dreams of empire, unstained by the knowledge of what I had once been. 
 
    That man one who clawed free from the muck was dead. 
 
    Nhil was right, I was terrified of being alone. 
 
    Tien was wrong. It wasn’t that I didn’t care what happened to the people who made the gate their home. They weren’t nothing. I saw their lives, I understood the terrible price they would pay for my actions. But my need for Henka, my fear of losing her, outweighed all other considerations. 
 
    She was my world, my soul.  
 
    I would snuff every single life on this wall for her. 
 
    I found the demon slumbering in the wall.  
 
    I woke it. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
    An ancient and alien intelligence, torn from its own reality and bound to stone to serve, the demon awoke at my command. Three thousand years was nothing to this entity. One hundred thousand years from now it would still stand, the walls, warded against the vagaries of nature, untouched by time and tide. It sensed the scampering lives upon it. They were gnats. It sensed the boats in the harbour and those at the docks. Its perceptions reaching far out to sea, it searched for some threat, some reason it had been roused after all these years.  
 
    It found nothing. 
 
    Until it found me. 
 
    Deep evil coiled beneath me. I felt it through the stone. A vast hunger, a devourer of souls. Once a lord of some desolate hell, it raged against the pacts trapping it here. I laughed and sobbed, screaming as my sanity shuddering under the onslaught. It was one thing to remember the knowledge of such a binding, to understand the mechanics. Breaking this thing beneath my will was something else altogether.  
 
    I had worried that with each passing day I became more and more like the Demon Emperor. I knew then that I was not yet that man. Part of me celebrated, clung to the hope I might yet be redeemed, might yet escape that terrible destiny. The rest of me railed against my weakness. Utterly insane, the Demon Emperor had no fear, would have savagely crushed this colossal demon. 
 
    Tentacles of thought wormed into my brain, twisted around my understandings of self, pulling and tearing, searching for weakness. It exposed the man at the core of me, showed me truths I’d shied from seeing.  
 
    The demon flinched back, retreating in horror. 
 
    Master. 
 
    I screamed broken laughter. The Demon Emperor, ever paranoid, ever relentless in his need for control, personally bound the more powerful demons in the walls and gates of cities. He needed his underlings to understand the balance of power. There was nowhere in the world where he could not walk up to a walled fortress and command the gates to open. Nothing was beyond his reach. No one was safe from his wrath. 
 
    The cities were his. 
 
    It was all his. 
 
    I saw him as he saw himself: ruler of the world, powerful beyond any wizard or sorcerer, untouchable.  
 
    I saw him as the boy in the mud shack who lived off bugs and rabbits saw him: terrified and cowardly, afraid of being alone, desperate in his need to be feared and respected.  
 
    Confident men didn’t hunger for worship, didn’t crave fear. The wants of a man who likes himself are so very different from those of a man drowning in self-loathing. 
 
    He knew who he was. He knew what he was. He thought conquering the world, forcing people to bend to his definitions of civilization and justice, would fill that gaping wound in his soul. He could never satisfy his lust for power because there was always someone—something—more powerful. He traded souls for power, his own included. He traded his eyes for power.  
 
    He traded his world for power. 
 
    The Demon Emperor opened the way for his god. In doing so, he damaged the very fabric of reality. Someday, she would return to feed off this world. She would bleed it dry, leave desolation and ruin. 
 
    I, the man I was and the man I wanted to be, could either stand at her side or fight to stop her. 
 
    And none of that mattered. The wizards had my Henka. 
 
    Kneeling on the wall, I opened my eyes. My throat hurt, raw from screaming. People gathered around, faces etched with concern. They were talking, offering aid, offering water. Did I need to be carried to a healer? Beyond them, life on the wall and gate went on as it had for three thousand years. 
 
    The harbour drew my eyes. The crew on the white war galley finished unfurling the sails. Banks of oars were being manoeuvred into position. Soon, they would disembark, taking Henka beyond my reach. 
 
    “Let them go,” I said aloud. 
 
    She’d be safe enough, for now. I’d catch up with her in Taramlae. I could voyage to Naghron first, reclaim that piece of my heart. I’d need it if I was going to venture into the heart of the wizard’s power and confront them in their stronghold. 
 
    It would take too long! 
 
    I’d need to convince Yuruuza to hide my soul so Naghron couldn’t sense me drawing near. His island was three weeks or more to the south. The wizards would arrive in the north a month or more before me. In that time the Guild could do untold damage to her. Powerful as she was, my love was vulnerable. They might hide her away where I would never find her. Or they might burn her to nothing. 
 
    I couldn’t chance it. 
 
    “Witness,” Tien said to Brenwick. “Witness the man to whom you are loyal.” 
 
    “Close the gates,” I commanded the demon. 
 
    The wall shook, nearby structures toppling. Out on the gates, the damage was catastrophic. Caught unprepared, people fell, disappearing into the ocean or splattering on the rocks. From this distance they looked like ants. Homes and shops built of wood, probably hundreds of years old, collapsed. The distant screams grew in volume as those in our vicinity reacted.  
 
    In the harbour below wizards swarmed the deck of their war galley, pointing at the closing gates. I read in their posture the question: Can we get out before they close? They were wizards. I had no idea of their capabilities. Were those banks of oars manned, or powered by foul chaos magic?  
 
    I couldn’t chance it. 
 
    “Close the gates faster!” I ordered the demon. “Now!” 
 
    The rumble grew, shook the stone beneath us. Grinding closed, demon-bound stone crushed ships, drove a wave of destruction before it.  
 
    “Done pretending?” asked Tien. 
 
    I ignored her. Turning my back on the death I caused, I ran for the stairs. I had to get to the harbour before the wizards decided to try something stupid. The demon in the gates wasn’t purely defensive. If pushed, it would destroy anything it saw as a threat.  
 
    Brenwick followed, Tien trailing after him. They were both yelling, maybe at me. I couldn’t hear them. Everyone was yelling. A collapsed structure out on the gates caught fire. Flames would rage through this city of tents and wood. 
 
    In a heartbeat the screams of horror became screams of panic and a mass exodus toward the steps and ramps. Surrounded by a crush of humanity, jostled by the filthy poor as they fled the destruction of their lives, I lost sight of my friend. I didn’t have time to wait or look for him. Shoving into the mob I pushed deeper until sheer numbers stopped me short. Wide as the stairs were, they were never meant for this many. People screamed as they fell from the edge as more and more pushed onto the crammed steps.  
 
    I was trapped, caught in a terrified mob, swept along by their mindless fear. 
 
    Cursing, I smashed the man closest to me in the face with my elbow, creating enough room to draw NamKhar. The sword sung, roared rage and hunger. I cut down those hemming me in, creating more space. Steel passed through flesh and bone like it was nothing. Even the smallest cut instantly turned gangrenous with rot. One wide swing sliced three people in half and sent several more stumbling away, haemorrhaging blood from severed limbs. The screams changed as people now fled before me. 
 
    Someone came at me with a cudgel. I split her from shoulder to hip, walked through the ruin of her, and continued down the steps. I cut down anything and anyone hampering my progress. The Demon Emperor gloried in the power and raged at my pathetic weapon. This was not Kantlament. With my sword, I could sweep the walls free of parasitic life in a heartbeat. I could cut through the gate demon itself.  
 
    I cried as I killed, begging people to clear from my path, pleading with those who thought to impede me. While most fled, there were always heroes willing to sacrifice themselves to buy time for their wives and children to flee. 
 
    I killed them.  
 
    Then, when I caught up with their families, compacted human flesh trapped at the base of the stairs where streets and alleys narrowed, I killed them too. I cut my way through people like a jungle scout chopping through dense canopy. The stairs were a waterfall of blood and gore, a nightmare of murder and sundered lives. 
 
    Slaughtering the last of those slowing me, I ran for the harbour. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
 
    I felt the gates close through the stone beneath my feet. A bone-deep rumbling roar drowned out the screams. The ground shook, staggering many to their knees. The colossal gates met with a boom of thunder that slammed through the city like a concussive wall of force. 
 
    Then, stunned silence. 
 
    Abieszan stopped. 
 
    An entire city paused like a held breath as it witnessed the destruction. The shaking had been so bad that many of the structures on the wall collapsed. Already flames licked at the ruins. The gates themselves, however, were occluded by impenetrable roiling clouds of smoke and dust. 
 
    For three thousand years those gates stood unmoving. Generations had been born in that makeshift city. Now that the gates were closed, did those people understand the danger they were in? Once I had Henka, I might be forced to flee. I’d order the gates open, and then closed again behind me. Anything surviving the first round of destruction was unlikely to survive the second and third. 
 
    The city woke. 
 
    Not the people, the city. Demons bound to doors and walls returned to alertness for the first time in over three millennia. I stumbled, falling to my knees as a thousand demonic voices filled my skull. Inhuman. Alien thoughts so twisted no mortal could comprehend them crushed me, clawed at my sanity. I lay twitching in the street, blood pouring from my skinned hands and knees, begging for the onslaught to stop. 
 
    The gate demon silenced them with a command. 
 
    “Master,” it said, “I have awoken the city’s defences.” 
 
    Streaming blood, I clambered to my feet and stood wobbling. “Why? What’s happening?” 
 
    “The Deredi vessel gears for battle.” 
 
    The giants would try and break free of the harbour. If they succeeded, the wizards would follow them out to sea, take Henka beyond my reach. 
 
    “Stop the Deredi ship,” I commanded. “Do whatever you must. Destroy it.” I stopped, scrambled thoughts tumbling in circles. I had no idea what the gates, or any of the city’s demons, were capable of. Likewise, I didn’t know the capabilities of the Deredi. “Make sure the wizard vessel is unharmed,” I ordered. “Don’t let them leave the harbour.” 
 
    “It will be done,” it grumbled. 
 
    Ignoring my wounds, I ran for the docks. 
 
    Turning the corner at the next street I found my way blocked by a mob fleeing the destruction in the harbour. A Deredi Giant, surrounded by its retinue of shambling hollowed-skull humans ridden by glistening cockroach maggots, followed the crowd, driving them like cattle. Spread out, they blocked my path. I had two choices, flee the foul things and try and find some other way around, or go through them. 
 
    Sick, helpless rage built in me. I wouldn’t have believed it possible, but I loathed the Deredi even more than the wizards and their Guild. The giants, their parasitic offspring, were wrong.  
 
    I knew the smart thing to do was avoid them at all cost. I had few memories of the giants, and almost no concept of their powers. They were the original sorcerers, able to work that dangerous magic without spending themselves. They stood against the Demon Emperor for millennia before he finally crushed them.  
 
    Hate left no room for thought or subtlety. They stood between me and my Henka. 
 
    Once again drawing my demon sword, I roared my challenge. 
 
    Seeing me, sword in hand, cancerous flames dancing the blade, stalking toward the giant and its entourage, the people of Abieszan wisely fled in every direction. 
 
    The Deredi maggots piloting their human vessels spread out, drawing weapons, as I approached. Those with smaller maggots nestled in the host’s partially hollowed skull stumbled and staggered like drunks. The ones infected with larger parasites, however, moved like expert fighters. I faced five opponents with weapons varying from cudgels to swords, one big brute of a man, fat glistening horror spilling over the rim of open skull, hefted a huge double-bladed sea-axe.  
 
    The massive giant, green armoured carapace shimmering like silk in the sun, followed behind its young. The combination of its reverse-kneed rear legs and opposing front legs gave it a repulsive rolling jerky walk, somehow both viper-sinuous and frightened-bird twitchy. Both sets of arms were in constant motion, fidgeting and spasming as if palsied. For all the beast’s size and armour, it looked fragile. It shook like an old man. 
 
    Was it somehow vulnerable? 
 
    The Deredi maggots came at me. The younger, more awkward ones took the lead, the older, more skilled moving their humans to encircle me so they might attack from the flanks. 
 
    Wishing I bound a whole host of demons to an entire suit of armour, I reconsidered the wisdom of hesitating to spend souls. 
 
    A middle-aged woman, clothes ill-fitting and mismatched, stumbled toward me. Flailing the sword like a child, she lunged. It was a distraction. Spinning away and ignoring her, I cut the man attacking from behind in half. NamKhar scythed through flesh and bone with ease. The upper torso landed at my feet and I stomped on the exposed maggot nested in the gaping skull. It burst, spewing vile yellow organs across the street. 
 
    Behind me, the towering Deredi wailed a grating, metallic scream. 
 
    And yet it remained distant instead of simply stomping me flat. 
 
    The axe struck me from behind, slamming into the demon-bound vest and sending me staggering forward. The armour saved me from having my spine cleaved, but it still felt like I’d been hit by a maul. Avoiding the next swing, I cut the head off the axe, demon-steel parting wood like it was nothing, and decapitated the man. 
 
    The remaining three were on me and all finesse forgotten. I stabbed and slashed at anything and everything, only distantly aware of the wounds I suffered. One of the younger maggots dove its human at me, wrapping its arms around one of my legs. I hacked at it, flailing, the gashes immediately turning gangrenous and suppurating puss as NamKhar worked its foul magic. The Deredi larva didn’t care. Not until I drove the sword into its bulbous body, pinning it to the exposed brain. 
 
    Again, the giant screeched that ululating discord, rusting iron ground against rusting iron. I took a cudgel blow to the ribs, the wind punched from me, as I extricated myself from the corpse’s grip. This one I cut in half, the blade cleaving through maggot, skull, ribs, and pelvis.  
 
    The remaining Deredi maggot circled me with its dead-eyed human, sword held ready and poised. It moved like a dancer, in perfect control of the body it infected. Desperately struggling to draw breath, I retreated before its feints and probing attacks.  
 
    Lunging, I tried to hack off the blade of his weapon; NamKhar would cut through steel as easily as anything else. The maggot, seeing what I attempted, slipped its sword beneath my attack, and tried to skewer my heart. My demon armour stopped the blow, and the maggot retreated. Though the man’s face hung slack and expressionless, I detected uncertainty in its movements. 
 
    Glancing at my unprotected legs, seeing the cotton pants, it attacked again. The maggot tricked me, the darted look down a distraction. It stabbed me through the muscle of my upper arm. I dropped the sword. Skilled as the thing was, it didn’t have my millennia of war. Instead of retreating, I ducked low and tackled it. Wrapping my arms around its waist, I heaved it up, and over my shoulder, throwing myself back. That melted open skull met cobblestone and shattered, crushing the fat maggot. 
 
    Rolling to my feet, I collected my sword left-handed and turned to face the Deredi Giant. Spasming and twitching, it did its stomach-turning slither-walk toward me. Brandishing my sword, I roared my challenge. Head tilted to one side like a cat examining a mouse, it slowed to a stop, studying me. Wounded as I was, blood streaming from a score of gashes and cuts, I had no intention of fighting this shambling horror. I did, however, have a little surprise planned. 
 
    “Come on, you fucking insect!” I screamed, punctuating my words by stomping on the remains of one of its maggot children. 
 
    It twitched, and I felt slithers of alien thought worm through my brain. 
 
    I…know…you…? 
 
    Iridescent green armour shimmering in the sun, it pointed at me with one of the smaller, more agile arms. Fingers like tentacles writhed and my hair stood on end, an icy shiver trembling my bones. I hurled myself to the side as those heinous fingers closed into a snake-like tangle. 
 
    The ground where I’d stood buckled, stone shattering and curling upward as if gripped in a massive fist. Earth and stone, a crushed ball raining dirt and rocks, tore from street and rose into the air. With a dismissive flick of its insectile arm, the Deredi sent the boulder crashing into the city. Smashing through walls and homes, it left a trail of destruction, crushed and broken bodies. 
 
    I know you. 
 
    Slick tendrils of vile thought sank through the meat of my brain. On my hands and knees with no idea how I got there, I stared at the puke puddled between my bleeding palms. 
 
    Grabbing my sword, which I’d dropped, I climbed to my feet. 
 
    The Deredi Giant uncurled its snake-like fingers, again pointing at me. 
 
    I ran. 
 
    The world shattered behind me. Buildings tore from their roots, smashed into neighbouring structures, in a deafening cacophony of destruction. The ground shook, collapsing yet more homes and stores.  
 
    The giant gave chase, sweeping ancient demon-bound stone buildings from its path like an enraged child sweeping aside its toy blocks. 
 
    I ran without thought or plan, fleeing into smaller and narrower alleys in the hopes it might slow the monster.  
 
    It followed. 
 
    I KNOW YOU! 
 
    When I found enough of myself to piece together coherent thought, I was crawling through a filthy gutter, blood streaming from my ears, nose, and eyes. The world smeared red, the ground shaking and rumbling beneath me. Choking chalk dust filled the air, caked my lungs, the result of the Deredi’s path of destruction. Numb, focussed solely on my own survival, the cries of the wounded and lost barely touched me. 
 
    Wailing metallic screams shattered the air, made my teeth hurt. Somewhere, the giant clawed through rubble, hurling horse-sized rocks and chunks of wall aside like they were nothing.  
 
    Questing thought, a worm probing the dank mud of consciousness. Searching. 
 
    I KNOW YOU! I REMEMBER! 
 
    A woman staggered past me, the half-crushed corpse of a child clutched to her breast. 
 
    Shadow, growing larger. 
 
    She was gone, a broken segment of stone wall filling the street where she’d been. 
 
    Sword still gripped in my fist, I crawled in the other direction. 
 
    Knees and knuckles leaving a trail of blood, I found myself at a dead end, the buildings collapsed, the way impassable unless I wanted to dare the precarious and exposed climb. Turning, I found my way blocked by the Deredi Giant. 
 
    I refused to die on my knees. 
 
    Using the sword as a crutch, I rose unsteadily to my feet. 
 
    MURDERER, the Deredi screamed into my brain. DEFILER OF NESTS. GENOICIDAL TYRANT! WE SERVED AND YOU BETRAYED! 
 
    I had no memory of that but wasn’t about to argue. Forgetting your sins was no path to absolution.  
 
    I raised my sword in challenge. 
 
    Something came out of the smoke, jagged and black, glistening and glinting. Three times the height of a man, it moved like a hunting spider. Onyx black, perfect obsidian, I saw the city’s destruction mirrored in its smoky finish.  
 
    I watched in numb shock as it butchered the Deredi Giant and pounced off in a new direction. It killed indiscriminately, slaughtering everything crossing its path. 
 
    “The fuck was that?” I mumbled, tasting chalky blood. 
 
    “Obsidian elemental demon,” the gate demon answered.  
 
    “Elemental demon?” 
 
    “Elemental summoned from another reality. Held for three millennia, it’s quite feral. I was able to guide it somewhat but have lost control.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I have awakened the city’s elementals and demons.” 
 
    The sky splintered, rupturing like a burst heart. Oily black clouds boiled from the wound, blotting the sun. In a half dozen heartbeats, the wind whipped up, the temperature plummeting so my breath fogged before me. Lightning stabbed at something below, the dust, smoke, and toppled buildings blocking the docks from sight. 
 
    “Smells like a minor godling,” said the gate demon. 
 
    Queen Yuruuza must have turned loose her pet weather god, though what she hoped to achieve, I couldn’t imagine.  
 
    More lightning forked down from the sky, hammering both the city and the harbour. Again and again, it struck, the thunder deafening even to my blood-clogged ears.  
 
    “It’s attacking the freed elemental demons,” said the gate demon. “They’re angry now and converging on the palace.” 
 
    “You can hold?” 
 
    I felt the demon’s disdain at the question. 
 
    Twisting white fire writhed up from the harbour to stab at the wound in the sky. 
 
    “Fucking wizards,” I said, praying the godling wasn’t strong enough to sink their war galley. 
 
    A second sun split the sky beside the torn wound and devoured it. It looked like black water spiralling around a drain, the centre too bright to look at. Yet more lighting smashed at the city. Frenzied, it was the blind flailing of a god in agony. 
 
    “Deredi sorcery,” explained the gate demon. 
 
    Its words broke my trance and I pushed myself into motion. I had to get to the docks, to the wizard ship. I had to find Henka.  
 
    Abieszan was in ruins, streets cluttered with debris and fallen structures. Countless fires, the flames spreading quickly through the poorer, mainly wooden neighbourhoods, added to the pall of smoke. 
 
    My plans were ash. 
 
    The wizards likely had Henka on their vessel The Deredi looked to be intent on killing Yuruuza’s god. Whatever pact the Queen had with the Guild appeared to have been broken. If she wasn’t dead already, I doubted she’d survive until nightfall. Turning a complete circle, I saw no sign of Bren. I’d lost him in the chaos. 
 
    Alone, staggering from exhaustion, I ran for the harbour. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY 
 
    Seeing my drawn sword, most scattered from my path. Those who didn’t move fast enough were shoved aside or slain. 
 
    Between fallen buildings I caught sight of the damage done by the waves the closing gates created. I hadn’t thought that through. Ordering them to close quickly may have endangered Henka. Down by the docks, any building not constructed of stone was gone, swept away. The wreckage of boats littered the jetties and piers. I prayed the wizard’s craft wasn’t among them. Remembering Henka’s terror of the ocean, of sinking into the murky depths to spend an eternity rotting in darkness, I staggered faster, fearing my panicked choice may have been her end. I’d been rash, impulsive. I foresaw neither the wizards’ nor the Deredi’s reactions, nor anticipated the Queen of Abieszan loosing her god.  
 
    Each breath a tortured wheeze, I pushed myself harder. Face spattered in blood, eyes running with sanguine tears, I stumbled into a crowd of would-be-rescuers heading to the docks. They fled at the sight of me. 
 
    The land flattened as I exited the last alley. Surrounded by the splintered wreckage of fishing boats, littered corpses and beached fish, I saw only two boats remained afloat. The colossal Deredi vessel bobbed like it rode gentle swells, untouched. The dock it had moored to, however, was a shattered ruin, the stone pier gone. The wizard’s galley had suffered more damage, the banks of oars snapped off, the sails shredded. Torn free of its mooring, it floated a score of strides from the docks. I saw no sign of the Floating Pig. 
 
    Splotches of white floated in the detritus surrounding the war galley, dead wizards, face down in the water. Stopping at the end of the pier, I wanted to scream in frustration. The ship lay beyond my reach. None of what remained afloat nearby looked capable of carrying me. 
 
    Figures appeared from below decks, three mages in rumpled white, banged around by the ordeal. While the others searched for survivors, a tall woman with a regal bearing gestured toward the pier. 
 
    The boat moved closer.  
 
    Seeing where it would reach the dock, I ran. 
 
    The wizard, distracted guiding the vessel, didn’t see me. When it came close, I sheathed NamKhar and leapt for the ropes. Hauling myself up the tangled rigging draping the hull, I had no plan. I was going to make it to the deck and then kill everything and anything that got in my way until I found Henka.  
 
    Nothing else mattered. Not Naghron. Not my broken heart. 
 
    I pulled myself onto the deck, once again drawing NamKhar. Too tired to lift it, the sword hung heavy at my side. Tremors of exhaustion shook through me. My legs leaden, my arms felt loose and boneless, weak.  
 
    Seeing no sign of Henka, I staggered toward the nearest mage. White robes smeared with filth, stained red, he held a hand to his side. Blood seeped past his fingers.  
 
    “Go below decks,” he commanded. “Help whoever—” He blinked, noting my onyx flesh. “Stop,” he said, fingers of his free hand sketching something in the air. 
 
    Unable to move, unable to want to move, I stopped. 
 
    Eyes narrowed, the mage looked from me to the closed gate. “Did you do that?” 
 
    “I did. Give me the necromancer, and I’ll open the gates. Otherwise, you all die here.” 
 
    He laughed, wincing in pain. “We’re representatives of the Guild.” He gestured at the windowless white tower in the centre of Abieszan. “We have other means of getting home.” 
 
    “You misunderstand,” I said. “Bring Henka to me or I’m going to kill everyone on this boat.” 
 
    That earned me a raised eyebrow. “Go on,” he said, “take a single step toward me. One step, and I’ll fetch the corpse for you.” He waited, knowing I couldn’t move, smug in his wizardly superiority. “No?” he asked.  
 
    He waved another wizard over, a young woman whose robes were in better shape than his. Pale and freckled, she looked like she hadn’t seen the sun in years. I saw an unmistakable familial resemblance. 
 
    “This,” he said, gesturing at me, “is our most ancient enemy.” 
 
    “A demonologist?” she asked with disbelief. “I would have sworn the woman was lying.” 
 
    “Apparently not! He says he commanded the gate demon. I’ll be honest, we’d assumed it long dead. He has at least some power. That said,” he lectured, “the demon has probably weakened over the passing millennia. He’s also likely been here, preparing, for some time.” 
 
    The demon had lost none of its strength. I didn’t mention I’d bound it thousands of years ago. 
 
    “Bring me the necromancer,” I repeated. “Bring her to me, or you won’t make it to the end of your next sentence, never mind back to your tower.” 
 
    “You’ll note the overconfidence typical of stained souls,” said the wizard. “Even held helpless—” 
 
    “NamKhar,” I said. “Kill.” 
 
    The demon sword flashed from my hand. Spinning through the pompous mage, it split him below the ribs, spilling his guts and lungs to the deck. A whirlwind blur, it beheaded his daughter as she opened her mouth to scream or cast a spell. 
 
    Whatever magic held me fell away the instant the wizard died. Suddenly released, I fell to my knees. Rage maintained me, gave me strength. About to order the demon to slaughter the rest of the mages on the deck, movement stopped me.  
 
    Henka exited the hold. Though she walked with pride, back straight, she was a decayed ruin. Pale bone showed through dark flesh. Her hair hung in matted clumps. Opening her mouth to speak, she stumbled as someone shoved her from behind and then kicked her legs out from under her.  
 
    Henka fell. 
 
    Both kneeling, our eyes met. 
 
    A broad-shouldered woman, clad in a hauberk of double-chain and a livery of bright white, stood behind Henka. An armoured helm, visor closed, hid her features. One hand coiled in Henka’s hair, holding her upright, she raised a bright sword over my wife. 
 
    “Stop,” said the warrior. Her voice was pain and loss and anger. “Stop, or I’ll take her head.” 
 
    I hesitated. NamKhar was too far away to kill the warrior before she beheaded my love. Henka had seen worse and survived. We’d left necromancers behind in the old Khraen’s necropolis. If I couldn’t find one closer, I would return there and see her healed. The swordswoman didn’t understand the threat was less terrifying than it might be. 
 
    Opening my mouth to command the sword, I hesitated.  
 
    I knew that voice. 
 
    “Shalayn,” I said. 
 
    My hesitation cost me. The wizard who had been guiding the boat into the dock gestured at NamKhar, turning the sword to a molten puddle. The demon screamed as it died.  
 
    More mages came up from the hold, half a dozen white-robed men and women. Power crackled around them, twisted flames of strange colours, roiling chaos shaped by their will. These weren’t acolytes and wizards in training. These were hardened battlemages, likely centuries old. 
 
    As I raised my hands in surrender, I heard the grunting of someone climbing the rigging behind me. 
 
    Bren gained the deck. Sword drawn, he strode to my side. 
 
    Tien followed. 
 
    Even though the wizard had changed, Shalayn recognized her sister.  
 
    “Tien,” she said. “You’re…” Blue eyes widened with understanding as her sister’s cowl fell back to reveal her rotting face. “No. Please, no.” 
 
    With a sweep of her sword, Shalayn took Henka’s head. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 
 
    Henka’s eyes widened in surprise, her lips moving, as her body toppled sideways. Already dead, there was no great gout of blood. Foul fluids, dark and thick, leaked from her neck as Shalayn hoisted her severed head. Henka swung by her hair.  
 
    Sword in one hand, my wife’s head in the other, Shalayn said nothing. Though I couldn’t see her face in the helm, I saw what she intended by the set of her hips. 
 
    I roared, surging to my feet. 
 
    Shalayn tossed Henka over the railing. 
 
    Eyes wide with terror, the head disappeared from sight, splashed into the ocean. 
 
    My rage died, snuffed, the last of my strength draining away. 
 
    “Tien,” said Brenwick. “Kill them. I command you to kill them all.” 
 
    With a scream of broken misery, the little wizard gestured at the nearest mage, boiled his blood in a torrent of unleashed chaos. She wasn’t a powerful wizard, certainly no match for a trained battlemage, but she caught them off guard. Ready to face a demon sword, they were unprepared for wizardly attack. She had power to spare. Henka had her meditating every spare minute since she’d been raised. Tien had more stored power than most mages centuries older. What she lacked in finesses and skill, she made up for in unleashed might. Stunned wizards came apart, their eyes bursting as they became geysers of bloody steam. 
 
    Shalayn screamed at her sister, begging her to stop. 
 
    Tien couldn’t. Undead, her heart in Brenwick’s possession, she had no choice but to obey. 
 
    The woman who melted NamKhar cut Tien in half with a gesture. The thief lashed back, whatever magic she worked coming apart harmlessly on the battlmage’s defensive spells.  
 
    I lost sight of Bren as he charged the wizards, cutting down the first woman he reached. 
 
    Screams and fire, flickering whips of chaos, lashed the ship. Ignoring it all, I crawled across the deck toward the rail. I would fall into the ocean, sink down until I found her head.  
 
    I would find her.  
 
    I had to find her. 
 
    A mage incinerated Tien, turned her to ash. 
 
    I crawled through what was left, scattered her to the winds.  
 
    Dogged determination. 
 
    Nothing mattered but Henka. 
 
    Armoured boots blocked my path. 
 
    Shalayn stood over me. Removing the helm, she threw it aside. Ice blue eyes. Pale freckles. Strawberry blond hair hacked short. 
 
    “You love her,” she said. “Right? You love that necromancer.” 
 
    I crawled around her, clawed myself forward.  
 
    Shalayn followed, walking at my side. “You knew her from before, didn’t you? I could tell by the way her eyes changed when I told her about you. About us. About what you did.” 
 
    I pulled myself another arm’s-length closer to the edge. 
 
    “It took me a while to piece it together,” said Shalayn. “That was her back in Nachi. She wore a different body, but the wizards told me powerful necromancers can do that. You murdered my sister, and your necromancer raised her and enslaved her. Because you hadn’t already caused me enough pain.” 
 
    I wanted to explain. I hadn’t known about Tien until it was too late. Even then, once I knew, I did nothing. I could have ordered Henka to release the wizard, to let her die. I hadn’t because an enslaved wizard was useful. 
 
    “I can still—” 
 
    She stabbed me through the back, pinned me to the deck of the war galley like a bug specimen on display. I tried to move anyway, tried to keep crawling. My hands slipped in my blood, unable to gain purchase.  
 
    “Magic sword,” she said. “The Guild gave it to me.” 
 
    Shalayn left me there. Striding to Henka’s body, she dragged it to the edge and kicked it into the churning ocean. 
 
    Returning to me, she crouched at my side. “When I woke up, I went to the Guild tower in Nachi. I told them I’d met a living demonologist. They probably would have ignored me, but you murdered Tien, who had only recently been accepted into their ranks. That’s why we went to the coast, you know? To celebrate, get away from our problems.” She laughed without humour. “Our problems have a way of following us, don’t they?” 
 
    Crouched beside me, she gazed at the smoking wreckage on the gates. “I convinced them to give me a ship,” she said. “I promised I’d bring them the last demonologist.” Reaching out, she wiggled the blade, sent waves of agony through me. “I’m not going to kill you. That would be too easy. You wouldn’t suffer near enough. We’re bringing you back to Taramlae. They’re going to study you. You see, they want to know who you are. They want to know how you survived, hidden away for so long.” 
 
    I reached toward where Henka had disappeared. In one smooth motion, Shalayn drew a vicious stiletto, spun it in nimble fingers, and slammed the blade through my hand, pinning it.  
 
    I wanted to blame Tien, explain that she lied to me, that it was all her fault. “I’m sorry,” I wheezed past the sword in my chest. 
 
    “Not yet you aren’t,” Shalayn said, standing. “But you will be.” 
 
    “You need me,” I said. “The wizards need me. The gates are closed. No one leaves—” 
 
    “The Deredi will destroy the gates. They serve the Guild.” Looking up, I found pity in those cold blue eyes. “You really don’t know anything.” 
 
    The last thing I saw was her boot. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 
 
    Far below the palace in PalTaq was a place of worship, need, and control. It was fear and insecurity and yet it was security.  
 
    I dreamed of a colossal room, thousands of strides long and wide. Spaced pedestals, waist-high, dotted the floor. A wizened piece of meat, black and mummified, sat atop each one. 
 
    A gust of wind moved my robes as a monstrous creature of dust and air sighed past, sweeping the endless catacombs clean. Every year it got bigger. Already centuries old, someday it would be a truly terrifying beast. I knew I should destroy it before it became too powerful, too intelligent, and yet stayed my hand. My world crumbled, everything I built falling apart. What was the point in ending this grand experiment in elementalism? Someday the wizards would venture down here, looting the bones of my empire. Let them deal with it. 
 
    The door to the Hall of Hearts opened at my approach. I’d bound some lord of hell there so long ago I couldn’t remember its name. Now, it served an eternity as guardian to my most prized possessions. 
 
    I stopped in the entrance, surveying the pedestals, reading the names carved into the nearest. 
 
    Trust is for fools.  
 
    A man doesn’t rule an empire as massive and ancient as mine by trusting. People are monsters, greedy and selfish. They would take everything I built and tear it down if they gained the slightest benefit. I made a civilization where people worked and lived in safety and comfort. My world hadn’t seen war in a thousand years. Peace and prosperity weren’t things that magically happened on their own. Such things had to be made, they had to be carved from chaos. Unstable, easily destroyed, they were fought for and protected. Cherished. 
 
    Much like binding a demon by bending it to your will, I took a world at war with itself and bound it in a single empire. Beyond corruption, I ruled with an iron fist and stone eyes ever vigilant. For what could you offer the man who quite literally owned everything? 
 
    The names carved on these pedestals, however, were the names of the men and women I most depended on. I trusted them because I owned them, heart and soul. 
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    “Light,” I said, and the bound fire elementals ringing the massive chamber burst to joyous life. 
 
    Pedestals, with their grizzly little trophies, as far as my stone eyes could see. 
 
    “She betrayed me,” I said to no one. “How could she betray me?” 
 
    I walked the length of the room, passing pedestal after pedestal, reading the names. Some of these people I remembered. Some were destroyed or missing, their hearts only here because I knew better than to discard anything. 
 
    “How?” I asked. “She loves me. I know she does.” 
 
    There, at the far end of the room, stood a single pedestal separated from the others. A single, two syllable name carved into— 
 
    The dream stuttered and twitched when I tried to read it, a missing instant of time, a slice of stolen memory. 
 
    I expected to find the pedestal empty, her heart gone. That was the only explanation for the betrayal. Someone stole her heart. Either they freed her or used her heart to turn her against me. 
 
    Her ancient heart, calcified with time, sat where I left it.  
 
    “How?” I asked again. “How could you do this to me?” 
 
    I touched the heart, knew instantly where she was. I could, if I wanted, see through her eyes, hear what she heard. I could communicate with and through her. 
 
    “I could destroy you,” I said. “It would be nothing. Easy.” 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    It was a sad bluff at best. I loved her. I needed her. She was mine. 
 
    Gripping the cold heart, I lifted it from its pedestal. It felt nothing like flesh. 
 
    “How did you betray me?” I asked. “I order you to answer me.” 
 
    I didn’t, she said. I love you. I will always love you. Now, and forever. You know that. 
 
    I did.  
 
    A thousand lifetimes ago I held her heart in my hand and commanded her to love me.  
 
    I ordered her to love me forever. 
 
    I told her to shape herself to my whims, to the perfection I required. 
 
    Even now, after this most terrible betrayal, she loved me. She had to. I left her no choice. 
 
    Yet she claimed not to have betrayed me. 
 
    “Explain,” I said. 
 
    I love you. And I will always act in your best interest. Even when you don’t understand what that is. 
 
    Frowning, I placed the heart back on its pedestal. 
 
    What did she mean?  
 
    Could I trust her to know better than I what I needed? 
 
    I laughed, a cold echo filling the chamber. 
 
    Trust is for fools. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY-THREE 
 
    The dream fragmented apart like dry leaves or a shattered god. 
 
    I will always love you. Now, and forever. 
 
    The heart. Henka’s heart. Though I couldn’t remember reading the name, that instant inexplicably missing, it could belong to no other. 
 
    For all my protestations of undying love, I had enslaved my wife. I worshipped her. And I hadn’t trusted her enough to let her be free. 
 
    I am a stained soul. Rot crust of the world.  
 
    Selfish. 
 
    No single word captured my deep vile filth. 
 
    Everything Henka did, every woman she harvested, every death I thought to lay at her feet, was my fault. She constantly remade herself as my dream woman because she had no choice. She knew I was shallow and needy and bent herself to fit.  
 
    I held her heart and ordered her to love me, utterly and completely, forever. 
 
    That was the last command I issued her. 
 
    Maybe she was the one who broke me, who littered the shards of my soul across the world—I still didn’t know for sure. If she did, it was because she was doing what she thought best for me. Because she loved me. If she thought the collapse of my empire would make things better for me, she’d topple it without hesitation.  
 
    Every failure and tragedy befalling me and those I cared about was the result of my pathetic insecurity, my fear of being alone, and my inability to trust. 
 
    I was and always had been my own worst enemy. 
 
    “Be a better man,” I whispered. 
 
    The first step would be returning to the scene of my most heinous crime and freeing Henka. I didn’t know what she’d do. Probably end me forever, grind my heart to so much black dust there’d be no chance of any grain finding the rest.  
 
    I deserved no better. 
 
    I deserved much worse. 
 
    The first step? I laughed at my stupidity. Henka was gone, lost in the ocean mud. 
 
    Eyes closed, I listened to the slap-crash of waves, the groan of wood. Sails snapped and cracked in the wind somewhere above. We were no longer in Abieszan harbour. Closer, I heard the heavy rattle of iron links. Chains. My chains. 
 
    Naked, stripped of everything, I lay in several inches of brackish water. Goosebumps pimpled my flesh, a bone-deep chill. Manacles gripped my wrists and ankles. I could move, but not far. Something bumped against me. 
 
    My rings and Soul Stone were gone. No Felkrish to carry me away. 
 
    I felt thin, stretched to snapping. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I saw dim shapes floating in the water. Everything hurt. Touching my chest, I found the scar where Shalayn’s sword punched through to pin me to the deck. There’d be a similar if slightly larger scar on my back. I fed souls to a demon to make myself armour. The first time I wore it a magic sword punched through it like it was nothing. 
 
    “You’re awake.” 
 
    I recognized Shalayn’s voice, though I couldn’t see her from where I lay. 
 
    “They’re rats, you know,” she said. “They keep coming to you and they keep dying. Iremaire says they’re drawn to your stained soul. She says they drown trying to be close to you.” She huffed a soft laugh. “Kind of a theme with you.” 
 
    The grave I crawled from in the north had been littered with the stiffened corpses of birds and rodents. 
 
    I rolled over so I could see her. Holding a lantern in one hand, the other resting on the locket of her empty scabbard, she stood in the doorway to my cell. Beyond Shalayn, in the main hold, lay neat rows of stacked crates and barrels. A mage in pristine white robes stood at the bottom of the steps leading up to the next deck. Probably sent to make sure Shalayn didn’t kill me, he wore annoyance in the hunched set of his shoulders. 
 
    Judging from the bilge water, I was in the lowest level of the wizard’s galley. 
 
    “How long have you been waiting to gloat?” I asked. 
 
    “Since you murdered my sister.” She spoke quietly, not wanting the wizard to hear. 
 
    “I didn’t abandon you,” I said. “In the wizard’s tower. Tien told me to get that ring because she knew it would take me away. She didn’t know where, but she knew I’d never return.” 
 
    “And yet here you are.” 
 
    “If she hadn’t interfered—” 
 
    “What?” snapped Shalayn. “We’d still be together? There’d be some happily ever after?” 
 
    Henka would never have allowed that. I doomed Shalayn from the moment I climbed onto that wagon with her. Even then my wife watched, spying through her undead servants. Even then she planned my future, worked toward the day we would meet again. 
 
    Everything done in what Henka perceived to be my need. 
 
    “Who is Iremaire?” I asked. 
 
    “She’s the one who burned your friend,” answered Shalayn. “I watched as he crawled across the deck, flesh boiling. I watched him slip over the edge and fall into the ocean. The flames lit him bright as he sank.” She sighed at the memory. “It was like watching a torch carried off down a long tunnel. Dwindling. Dwindling. Gone.” 
 
    Bren. 
 
    I closed my eyes, felt another husked rat bump against my ribs. 
 
    “He was your friend, right?” said Shalayn. “Did you make him promises too? How about the bitch whose head I tossed into the ocean? What promises did you make her? Did you tell her you loved her, that you’d be together forever?” 
 
    “Cut me open,” I said. “Carve out my heart. Smash it back to what it was. Throw the rest in the ocean. Make the man you knew.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” she said, darting a glance over her shoulder. “We are far past that.” 
 
    Brenwick, my hope at being a better man than the Demon Emperor, was gone, burned by the wizards. It was a foolish hope. I was who I was. I was always going to be him. Had I embraced my past instead of fighting it, I never would have ended up chained and helpless in the stinking hold of a wizard ship. 
 
    Henka, my forever love, lay at the bottom of Abieszan harbour. If some sea creature hadn’t found her head and dragged it out to sea.  
 
    I would free myself from these chains. I’d kill the wizards and take their ship, sail back to Abieszan and find her. Nothing would stop me.  
 
    “Did you ever love me?” asked Shalayn. 
 
    “No,” I said.  
 
    It was what she needed to hear, but it was also true. I liked her. I respected her speed and strength. I liked that she was dangerous and reckless. I liked drinking and fucking. At the time, I hadn’t understood the difference between that and love. 
 
    It was different now. I understood all too clearly. 
 
    Love is a terrible thing. 
 
    At least mine is. 
 
    Shalayn drew a long breath, let it out slow. “You’re going to die. You’ll be tried for murdering Tien and that mage you killed in Taramlae. You’ll stand trial for practicing the dark arts. The punishment is death. First, though, they’ll question you. They’ll torture you. They want to know if there are more demonologists.” 
 
    “As far as I know,” I lied, “I’m the only one.”  
 
    I was out there, shards of me scattered around the world. I didn’t want the wizards looking for them. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “But I told them you mentioned a hidden enclave where demonologists live and train, preparing for the day when they can strike back at the wizards.” 
 
    I laughed, appreciating the lie. “Then they’ll definitely torture me when I deny it.” 
 
    “That was my thought,” she said.  
 
    One question ate at me, demanded attention. “Did you tell them about my heart?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder again, checking that the mage remained at the steps. Leaning closer, she said, “That part of it is obsidian? No. I worried the Guild wouldn’t bring me along. I needed to be there. I needed to see you brought down. I needed to hurt you back.” 
 
    The Wizard’s Guild had no idea who I was. Instead of being terrified, they chained me here like a common criminal. 
 
    “Who is Iremaire?” I asked again. Both Shalayn, and the wizard Bren killed in the alley, mentioned the name. 
 
    “Guild battlemage. She’s what they call a Hunter. She tracks those practicing forbidden arts and brings them to justice.” 
 
    Justice? I wanted to laugh. As if wizardry was somehow purer than elementalism, shamanism, or sorcery. Though even Nhil, a demon, referred to demonology as ‘the dark art.’ 
 
    “Iremaire said you’re her first demonologist in near two thousand years,” continued Shalayn. “She said they hunted and killed your kind after the fall of the Demon Empire. After a thousand years, they thought they’d finally rid the world of their foul blight. She never expected to see another.” 
 
    Iremaire looked like a woman not yet in her middle years but was far older. Old enough to remember the Demon Emperor. Old enough to remember the Guild betraying him. 
 
    For so long I’d assumed the Guild was behind the shattering of my heart and the fall of my empire.  
 
    I was increasingly sure it was Henka. 
 
    I knew she betrayed me but couldn’t remember how.  
 
    She betrayed me because she loved me. 
 
    I wrestled with the contradiction. 
 
    I would find her. I would ask why I couldn’t remember her. I would ask why nothing remained of Nhil. I would ask why she betrayed me. 
 
    I would have my answers. Even if I had to drag her all the way to PalTaq and lay my hand upon her calcified heart, I would have my answers. 
 
    “She Dreams in Blood,” I said. 
 
    “Who does?” asked Shalayn, curious in spite of herself. 
 
    “My god.” 
 
    “What does that mean? She dreams of blood? She has bloody dreams?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “It’s her name.” 
 
    Or at least a crude translation of it. 
 
    If the wizards took me back to Taramlae, they would discover my identity. Whether or not they shattered my heart the first time, they would not make the mistake of freeing me again. They would kill me, cage my heart somewhere safe. They would hunt the other pieces, collect them in their foul towers. They would end me forever. 
 
    I could not allow that. 
 
    “What is one more broken promise?” I asked Shalayn. 
 
    “To you? Nothing.” 
 
    I accepted her judgement.  
 
    “I’m going to do something terrible,” I said.  
 
    “Again?” 
 
    “I’m going to do something that might be irrevocable, that might damn this world. I don’t know, not for sure.” I shrugged, my chains rattling. “I can’t remember her.” 
 
    “Her?” 
 
    “This is your chance to save the world,” I told Shalayn. “Kill me. Cut out my heart. Break it to dust, sprinkle it overboard.” 
 
    She stared at me like I was insane. “It won’t work. The wizards are taking you back to Taramlae and there’s nothing you can do.” 
 
    I called my god. 
 
    I spoke her name in a language alien to mortal thought. Voicing it broke me, frayed my sanity. Part of me shrivelled and died, a desiccated husk of soul. 
 
    She Dreams in Blood, and I called her back to my world. 
 
    For I was the Demon Emperor. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 
 
    She is rage and she is death. She is the nightmare. She is the devourer of worlds, the mother of damnation. She gave birth to the lie, consumed the last truth.  
 
    She is horror. 
 
    She is my god, and She Dreams in Blood. 
 
    Needing a physical vessel to communicate with my pathetic shattered mortal self, she chose the wizard at the bottom of the steps. The flame in Shalayn’s lantern flickered and cowered, shrank in horror. Colour died, leached from the world and devoured. The air thickening to a nauseating crush, the curve of the hull, moments ago as clean as everything the wizards touched, wept tar and puss. Oak boards groaned in fear. 
 
    Still clutching her lantern with its tiny nub of bleached flame, Shalayn vomited down the front of her shirt. She shook, eyes rolling, trying see over her shoulder. Muscles locked in terror, she couldn’t move. The bones in her clenched jaw creaked, a tooth snapping with a loud crack from the pressure. 
 
    Uncaring of his white robes, the wizard shuffled through the bilge water to stand behind the swordswoman. Tears of blood cut his face, gushed from his nose to stain his upper lip and drip from his chin. His flesh bubbled and stretched as if his very bones sought to flee. 
 
    Placing a hand on Shalayn’s shoulder, my god whispered something in her ear. Sobbing, she shat herself and knelt in the filthy water before me. Growling low and animal, she snatched a rotting body from the water, licked it, and tossed it aside. Somewhere deep inside, whatever remained of the swordswoman giggled, a mad, broken sound. 
 
    Stepping past Shalayn, the wizard examined his fingernails, pulled one off and ate it. Rats, dead and alive, swarmed the mage, climbed his robes, gathered in adoring worship at his feet. 
 
    “Hate bodies,” he grumbled, making a face at the taste. “Pathetic.” Grabbing a finger, he bent it until it snapped. He broke two more fingers, frowning at the splayed digits.  
 
    Black blood poured from his eyes, ears, and nose, the flow increasing until every orifice ran like an onyx river. Achromic in the white flame of Shalayn’s lantern, an ebony stain spread through white robes like an infection. 
 
    My god spoke through the mage’s mouth. “Failing meat. Won’t last long.” Gums shrinking, his teeth tumbled free to splash at his feet.  
 
    One eye found me. Then, the other. 
 
    Kneeling behind the mage, Shalayn clawed at her arms with ragged fingernails as if trying to strip flesh from bone. As if she might escape into pain. 
 
    My god leaned close, sniffed at me. “Brought me into this?” she demanded, bending another finger until the joint cracked. “Weak. Soft.”  
 
    Of its own volition, a forearm bent until the bone snapped, wet splayed splinters tearing through skin. Rats scampered to the wound, attacked the exposed bone with vicious teeth. 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    The wizard breathed in short, wheezing gasps. “You,” my god said, crouching before me. Muscles writhed, twisting snakes. Grabbing my face, she pulled it to hers. Her fingers felt like iron nails, digging into my skull. “You.” One eye rolled to study me while the other stayed focussed on my face. “Not right.” She licked my neck, frowning. 
 
    I called her, but in truth, I knew nothing of my god.  
 
    “I lost Henka,” I said. “I need—” 
 
    “Good! The Queen of Dead is dangerous.” Mouth frothing with dark blood, her words were mush. 
 
    “I have to save her!” 
 
    “No,” she said with utter finality.  
 
    A shudder ran through Shalayn, a keening whine of agony slipping between clenched teeth. 
 
    “You have been foolish,” my god said. “This…meat cannot hold me for long. Open the gates.” 
 
    The gathered rats climbed the mage, chewed at skin and muscle like they sought to free her from the body she so loathed. A swollen rodent corpse gnawed a hole in the man’s cheek. 
 
    In my ignorance I thought simply calling my god would be enough. It wasn’t. Only the tiniest sliver of her divinity possessed the mage and already his body frayed apart under the strain. There was some way to open a portal for her true self—though my sanity quailed and blubbered at the thought. That knowledge lay further down my path. 
 
    “Take this ship,” she commanded. “Return to PalTaq. We’ll bring an army—” She stopped, the mage’s nostrils flaring. “You lost the world. You fell.” 
 
    “I was betrayed,” I said. 
 
     “You were bested.” Eyes narrowed, she examined me. “You are broken, your soul fragmented.” 
 
    “Someone—” 
 
    My god drove the fingers of her unbroken hand into my chest, punching them through the cartilage. She tore me open one-handed, splintering ribs and perforating my lungs. 
 
    Helpless, I lay sundered at her feet. She crouched over me, her fingers, cold like death, digging about my organs, tearing and pulling as she searched. She found my heart. Gripping it in her fist, she ripped it free, turning it before her eyes. 
 
    My exposed lungs laboured to draw shuddering breath. I coughed weakly, sputtering blood into the air. 
 
    She dug out the obsidian, held the stone before my fading sight. 
 
    “This pathetic shard is all that remains?” She licked the blood from it, scowling. “I taste insecurity wrapped in need and weakness.” Dismissively dropping it back into my chest, she glared rage. “I see her hand. Find the pieces of you that matter. The piece that understands power. The piece that drives you to master your world. Destroy the corpse queen. Fail me again, and I’ll scrape your world clean of life.” 
 
    Prying my mouth open, she kissed me, breathed life and purpose into my ruined body. 
 
    The rats mobbed the mage, tearing and devouring, gnawing bone until nothing remained.  
 
   


  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    There are cracks in everything. 
 
    Every plan has its flaw. 
 
    You follow the path laid out like a fool, blundering from failure to failure. 
 
    Again, and again. 
 
    A dark god. A shattered man with a broken heart. 
 
    Doomed to be what you loathe. 
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