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I Became an Angel and Deliberately Started a Cult
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The Dog at Bone Orchard
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Manifest Destiny: A Texan Crusade
Texas lands in a hostile world of classes, quests, and monsters that can wear a courthouse. John Garcia and his hound Max fight to keep survivors alive and build a republic one bloody mile at a time.
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The Series

Book One: My F-Tier Summons Keep Dying for Me

Book Two: My E-Tier Summons Keep Dying for Me (coming next)
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CHAPTER 1 — Truck-kun Sent a Van

A

ndy Chunking had been camping the spawn outside the Better Buy since six o'clock for one item: wristband 41, and the cloth map it guaranteed. The launch line for Junior Scrolls 6 started at the doors and stretched the length of the building.


He had brought a folding chair, a battery pack, an H-E-B bag of Takis, and the paper wristband itself, numbered 41 in Sharpie. It put his name on the reservation list for a Collector's Edition. The Collector's Edition was a box around a disc case, around a printed download code, around a cloth map. He had wanted that province since he was nine.

It cost two hundred and forty-nine dollars, which was predatory whale pricing for a rectangle of printed fabric. In an office in Maryland, Andy pictured a man in a quarter-zip signing off on that number. Then the man jerked off to the preorder graph and slept like a baby. But a preorder was a promise, and he had canceled zero preorders in his life. He had drafted three consumer complaints about it in his head and sent none, because the complaint line was also a queue.

"They killed stealth archer this time," said the guy behind him. He was a Longhorns hoodie wrapped around an energy drink, with a beard that had obviously been a deliberate decision. "The patch notes say so. Sneak damage is capped now."

"They said that about 5. It was cope then and it's cope now."

"Stealth archer was catastrophically busted in 5, and you know it."

"Stealth archer was the game in 5." Andy folded the Takis bag shut and pinned it under his thigh. "You remove the cheese and people discover the next cheese, every single time. It's the same in every MMO. The cheese is always some potion a designer forgot to nerf. That's what the second page of the patch notes is for, man. Read the second page."

"Nobody on this planet reads the second page, man."

"I read the second page, every patch, like a responsible adult."

"Of course you would. You have the posture for it."

"Somebody has to. That's where they bury the nerfs." Andy eyed the beard. "You grew that on purpose, right? You looked in a mirror and chose it?"

"Eat a dick, Chunking."

"Later. I'm camping."

"Your mom reads the second page."

"Your mom is the second page, man. Everybody skips her, and she's where they bury the nerfs."

The beard laughed so hard he spilled the energy drink on the Longhorns, and the guy behind him, who wore a Fort Hood cap and had not spoken in an hour, said, "Medic." An hour later he added, "Did a ruck once where we pissed in the empty bottles and drank from the full ones. Same bottles, by the end. Don't tell the VA," and went back to not speaking.

"You look like you drove in from Round Rock for a cloth map," the beard said.

"Born at Seton, raised in I-35 traffic," said Andy. "I'm a native. That means I'm legally required to tell you Austin used to be weird."

In the display window, a life-size cardboard Godd Howard held a controller and smiled at Interstate 35. He wore a Sharpie mustache that an anonymous patron had contributed on the way in, a Sharpie dick aimed at his own ear, and a speech bubble that read SIXTEEN TIMES THE BUGS. Andy approved of all three. The skybox over the parking lot faded from orange to the flat, sodium-stained darkness that Austin considered night. The line stood up to stretch and settled back down again, a raid group waiting on a ready check that refused to finish.

* * *

R

enata joined the line a few places back shortly after seven, with two children in tow and a phone clamped against her shoulder. An escort quest had materialized at the least convenient moment, in the most dangerous possible zone.


"I know," she said into the phone. "I know you did. I'm here now, so." She wore hospital scrubs under a denim jacket, and her hair was twisted into a knot that looked like it had started the day as a ponytail twelve hours earlier. "Lucía. Hold your brother's hand. Teo. Hand, please."

Lucía was nine, zipped into a puffy pink coat with the hood pulled up. Teo was about five and carried a plastic dinosaur in each fist, which left him no hands available for holding.

"He needs a hand free," said Lucía, and attempted to confiscate a dinosaur.

Teo let out a short, high, perfectly honest scream.

"Ma'am." Andy twisted around in his folding chair. "Would he like to see a cow?"

Renata studied him with the directness of a nurse who was far too exhausted for politeness. "Is the cow on your phone?"

"The cow is on my phone. It's a farming game, and there's a goat in it wearing a hat." He held the phone out with the screen facing the kids, and the cow announced moo in a voice that was, regrettably, his own.

Lucía accepted the phone, and Teo released a dinosaur to reach for it, which resolved the hand problem without further diplomacy.

"The sitter bailed on me twenty minutes ago," said Renata. "And the wristband rules say the person on the wristband has to pick up in person, so."

"So the kids are officially in the line."

"So they're in the line." She sat down on the curb beside his chair with a long exhale. "I've played this series since the third one. I owned the Nine Divines poster. I am buying this game tonight if I have to hold both of them over my head to do it."

"I'm Andy," said Andy, and offered a hand only slightly orange with Takis dust.

"Renata. Say hi to Andy, guys."

"Hi, Andy," said Lucía, directly into the cow.

"What does the goat say?" asked Teo.

"The goat says, 'I am the goat,'" said Andy, in the goat's voice, deeper than the cow's. "That's the only sentence he ever says. He's extremely confident about it."

Teo laughed until his legs folded and he landed on the concrete.

The heavy man in the navy windbreaker stood two places ahead of them, and by the second hour he had memorized both children's names. He wore the windbreaker zipped over a substantial belly and kept his black beard trimmed square beneath the jaw, and he maintained an unusual quantity of eye contact. He returned from the gas station with a box of donuts and distributed it down the line, a politician campaigning along a rope line. His accent came from a long way east, Lebanon or Syria or one of the countries beyond them. Andy could only have named the country by guessing: the vowels were wide, the consonants careful, an English assembled from television.

"Lucía. Teo. Yes? You two want a donut?"

"Ask your mom first, guys," said Andy, because an adult in this line had to act like one.

"They can have a donut," said Renata, from the depths of her phone call.

Teo took two. Lucía took one and watched the man over the top of it, like a kid watching a dog that had already bitten her once.

"Teo. Buddy. You like the big trucks?" The man squatted, which took him a laborious second, and settled a hand on Teo's shoulder. "I have a surprise in my van, around the back. A big one. Very big."

"He likes trucks," Teo reported, referring to himself in the third person with total authority.

"I bet you do. I bet you do."

"Say thank you for the donut," said Renata.

"Thank you for the donut," said Lucía, to the donut.

The hand came off the small shoulder, and it came off slowly. The man drifted back to his place in the line, relaxed, affable, apparently everywhere. Andy's attention kept returning, uninvited, to a puffy pink hood and a small boy with dinosaurs.

Everybody resembled a creep at midnight, because that was an unwritten law of launch lines, the same as every starting zone containing one creature that looked friendly until it attacked. Tonight was different, and Andy had one word for the difference: predator. He kept the word locked behind his teeth. Accusing a stranger in front of a stranger's mother was the wrong move, right up until it became the only correct one.

At nine-forty the man worked his way back down the line with a bottle of water for Renata, insisting it was on him.

"Teo," he said on his way past. "You still want to see the surprise? Around the back. Right around the corner. So close."

In a game, a boss telegraphed its attack with a repeated line. On the second repetition the designers supplied a camera push and a musical sting, so even the impatient player skipping the dialogue understood the danger. Out here the sting played anyway, in Andy's chest, where the developers had left a blank.

"He's fine," said Renata, to the phone, the water bottle and the night in general. "He's right here with me."

"Hey, man," Andy said to the windbreaker's retreating back. "They're good. They've got a cow."

"Sure they do," said the man, and kept walking.

* * *

A

t eleven fifty-five the doors opened a crack, and a manager in a blue polo stepped out holding a clipboard and a fistful of wristbands. The front of the line rose at once, a server population logging in the instant maintenance ended.


"Numbers one through fifty, bring your wristbands to the doors for verification," the manager called. "Have your identification ready. One through fifty."

"That's us," said Renata, already moving, excavating her wallet from the denim jacket. "Lucía, you stay with Andy. Stay right there."

"I'm number forty-one," Andy told her. "I'll be right behind you with them."

"Two minutes. Maybe three."

"Go. We're fine. Lucía, you're officially in charge of the goat."

"I'm in charge of the goat," Lucía agreed.

The crowd compressed against the entrance. When he glanced down at his chair, his phone lay on the seat. The cow on the screen stood alone in a green field, idling, waiting for a finger to tap it. The pink hood had vanished, and the dinosaurs lay abandoned on the concrete beside the chair legs. Two escort targets had despawned without a sound, and the objective indicator in his chest switched from cautionary yellow to emergency red. He had been doing throughput math on one manager and one clipboard. Meanwhile the only escort quest he had ever accepted walked off the map behind a stranger stinking of donut glaze.

He looked up the line and found the heavy man's place empty, his donut box abandoned on the sidewalk where he had been standing.

"Hey." Andy caught the arm of a girl near the front of the line. "The guy in the windbreaker. Where did he go?"

"The bathroom? I think he took the kids to the bathroom. He said their mom told him to."

"Their mom is standing at the doors right now."

"Then I honestly don't know, dude. Sorry."

The bathrooms were inside the store, but the doors were open only a crack, and a manager was standing squarely in them.

Andy sprinted around the side of the building, because in every map he knew, the loading dock was where the villain parked.

* * *

T

he security lights ended at the corner of the building. Behind the store burned one sodium lamp on a pole, the signal a level designer used to announce that the fight was here. It stained the loading dock the color of weak tea and made the darkness around it denser. The smell reached him first: sour milk and old fryer grease, the stale exhalation of a dumpster in August.


The van was white, backed against the cart corral with its side door rolled open. Lucía stood beside it with a plastic zip tie cinched around one wrist, its loose tail dangling to her knee. She held herself with a stillness Andy read as a child who had been told what would happen if she moved.

Teo was half inside the van, where the heavy man had one arm clamped around the boy's body and one broad hand flattened over his mouth. The boy's sneakers were off the ground, pedaling at nothing, and a roll of silver duct tape lay on the van floor beside the man's knee.

Andy stopped at the edge of the light. He had walked into a thousand virtual rooms like this one. The game always granted a merciful second before the enemy turned, long enough to open the inventory and confirm the gear. His inventory was empty.

The man looked at him, breathing hard from the carry, and produced the donut-box smile again, the NPC smile, a texture stretched over nothing.

"This is family business, boy," he said. "Go back around. Go on."

Andy's mouth had gone dry and his hands had gone cold, but when his voice arrived, it arrived level. It was the raid-leader voice, extracted from a headset and used out loud on a live human being, and that distantly impressed him.

"Lucía," he said. "Look at me. Take your brother's hand."

The girl looked at him with eyes that were enormous and bone dry.

"Take Teo and run for the lights. Run to your mom, to all the people." He pointed toward the corner and the glow spilling around it. "Don't stop for anything. GO."

"Run," Andy repeated, and she went.

She went for her brother first, and when the man's hand came off the boy's mouth to snatch at her, the boy sank his teeth into the forearm. For one suspended second, both children were on the asphalt with neither of them held.

Lucía got a fistful of Teo's jacket and dragged him until the boy's sneakers scraped, found traction, and ran. Two small shapes fled out of the light and down the service lane, the zip tie whipping behind the pink coat.

The man let them go and stepped down out of the van. He propped a shoulder against the white steel of the doorframe, crossed one boot over the other, and watched them run, smirking.

"They're kids," Andy said, and then he was screaming it. His voice cracked on the second word and he let it crack. "They're children, you sick fuck. She's nine. She is nine years old, you kid-touching, sweat-stinking, fat-ass fucko, you—" He ran out of words and reloaded the same ones, louder. "She is nine!"

The smirk widened a deliberate notch, the expression of a performer enjoying an audience.

"So loud," the man said. "So brave. Go home, boy."

Then he pushed off the doorframe and started after them, as if Andy were furniture.

Andy hit him.

It was the first punch of his life. It landed in the beard and inflicted negligible damage, and his raid brain floated a white 1 up off the impact and let it vanish.

But he was standing between the man and the service lane now. Tanking. The guy who always picked healer had just learned it the hard way.

With a fist in his shirt and a hand under his arm, the man spun him around and threw him in one motion, with a heavy man's shocking strength. Andy sailed backward through the open side door and slammed onto the van floor across his shoulder blades. His skull cracked against the far wall while the roll of tape skittered away. Knockback, straight into the arena.

The man climbed in after him, and the van dipped on its springs. He was still smiling. The box cutter had already emerged from his jacket pocket with an inch and a half of blade extended, in a fist the size of the donut box.

"You come around the back," the man said, wondering. "You. Nobody asked you, boy."

Andy got two forearms up over his face, the block of an amateur in his first fight. The man took it apart like a mechanic pulling a hose off a fitting. He caught the right wrist, rotated it outward, and drew the blade across the inside of the elbow, deep, in one smooth pull. He repeated the procedure on the left with identical economy and let both arms drop.

Andy looked down at his arms. The inside of each elbow gaped open, clean-edged and pale for one astonished heartbeat.

Then the blood arrived from the brachial artery. It came in hot ropes that jumped with his heartbeat and slapped the van's ribbed floor, one rope per beat. It poured down both forearms in sheets and streamed off the wrists and fingertips. It ran toward the low side of the van and pooled. Debuff: BLEED, duration timer blank, the variety a player either cleared with a potion or died wearing.

"Now you lie down," said the man, "and you be quiet, and I go get them back."

He turned toward the door to climb out.

The door.

Andy had logged nine hundred hours in a game built on a single design commandment: the environment is the weapon. He had written a college paper about it and received an A.

The sliding door hung open on its track at the man's shoulder, a steel slab with a hard leading edge. Andy got up onto his knees in his own blood and wrapped both hands around the interior handle, and the hands closed. The vessels in his elbows were severed and the hands still closed, because the man had miscalculated that detail. Andy hauled the door along its track with every muscle from the shoulders down. The leading edge swept across the opening at head height and met the man's skull above the ear.

It sounded like a melon dropped on a kitchen floor. The man stopped moving, stunned. The health bar Andy's raid brain had hung over the man's head flickered gray, and the first rule any raid taught was to keep hitting through a stun window. He stood in the door opening with his mouth hanging open inside the beard. The hand holding the cutter came up, slow and wrong, groping for Andy's face with the reflex of a bully used to small victims.

Andy dragged the door back and slammed it forward again, and the door beat the hand.

The second impact landed in the same place, and this time the sound carried a crack inside it. The edge bit into the bone above the ear and the skull split along it. A gray curd of brain pushed out through the fracture. A spray of blood and bone chips came off the door's edge into Andy's face and into his open mouth, and he tasted it, copper and grit. The man's eyes went flat instantly, a monitor going dark when the cord was yanked, and the sockets held only glass. His bladder let go inside the navy slacks, then his bowels, and the stink of it rolled over the tape and the fryer grease.

The man sank to his knees because his knees had quit, and his head stayed wedged in the door. Andy's arms were empty now, and the blood had stopped pouring and started dripping, which the second page of the notes said was worse. The cold had climbed into his shoulders. He dragged the door back along its track a final time and drove it forward with his remaining strength. One more hit on an empty health bar, because empty bars had lied to him before. The edge buried itself in the man's skull a quarter of the way through and stuck fast. The man hung there on his knees, held up by his own skull like a workpiece in a vise, one eye bulging half out of its socket and staring past Andy's shoulder.

Andy slumped back against the wall of the van and examined his hands. They were red to the wrist, and the red looked black in the sodium light. The van wall beside him was white and bare, and he had one coherent thought left with any blood behind it, so he used it.

He wrote with two fingers of his right hand, dipping from the pool collecting in the crook of his left elbow. He wrote in capitals, because capitals remained legible at a distance, and where the letters ran he traced over them.

FUCK YOUR FREE CANDY.

It took longer than any sentence he had ever written. At the mouth of the service lane, beyond the kneeling man, phones rose, small glowing rectangles in the dark. Spectator mode. A stranger was going to clip this, and he wanted them to capture the caption.

Under the van's stink ran the smell of copper, and the copper was him. His hoodie was saturated and the wetness was turning cold, while the lacerations had stopped hurting and become simple facts. His own health bar was missing, the one time he needed the number. The shaking had started in his legs, which the notes would have diagnosed, correctly, as hypovolemic shock.

Beyond the corner of the building, Renata screamed. He could no longer see the children, but he heard her call both their names. Teo answered her, and she sobbed.

It was a good scream, the best variety there was, because it contained both names. Through the cinderblock wall the store's speakers came alive, and an enormous, cheerful voice boomed out: All right, Austin. Are you ready? Out front, on the far side of the building, the line roared. Ten. Nine. Eight.

He wanted to hear the end of the countdown. He had been waiting for this one since he was nine years old.

Seven. Six.

His mouth said it for him, quietly, to the roof of the van.

"I never got the map."

The sodium light went out, or he did.

* * *

T

hen, in the dark, after a while or after less than a while, text appeared.


It arrived bare, with the darkness for a screen, and he opened his eyes onto it, or opened whatever he possessed now in place of eyes.

[ CHARACTER — CREATED ]
[ ANDY CHUNKING · Human ]
[ RESPAWN — PENDING ]



CHAPTER 2 — The Trash of Ardnowe

H

e respawned face-down in a turnip field with frost on his ear, and eight feet away a dog was trying to kill him with its voice.


It was a brown farm dog with a white chest, planted squarely between him and a hedge, exhausting its vocabulary with hoarse, professional intensity. Andy got a hand under himself and hauled. There was no death screen and no respawn timer, only turnips and a dog with a maxed aggro bar.

His hoodie crackled when he moved, stiff from collar to hem, brown at the edges and black at the center. The coppery smell was his own, from a night on a van floor. He sat up among the turnips and peeled the hoodie's front away from his stomach. It came off his skin with a sound like tape and took a crust of black blood with it. Underneath, his stomach was uninjured. He pressed on it, low and to the left, where the blood was thickest, and discovered intact skin over intact muscle, with the ordinary furniture of a Takis dinner underneath. Full heal on respawn, apparently. He turned his arms over. The insides of both elbows were pale and smooth, without a scar, and when he made two fists they closed obediently. The wristband still circled his wrist with forty-one written on it in Sharpie.

"Okay," he said, to a turnip. The dog interpreted this as a development and barked harder.

* * *

"W

ren. Wren. That's enough."

The woman who came through the gap in the hedge had a gray knot of hair, two teeth gone on the left side, and forearms roped from a lifetime of yanking turnips out of frozen clay. She wore brown homespun with the sleeves shoved above the elbows. She carried a walking stick and used it as a pointer, aiming it at the dog. The dog sat, and continued barking from a seated position. She swung the stick around to Andy.

"You're in my turnips."

"Yes, ma'am."

"You're bleeding in my turnips."

"I was, but I stopped." He looked down at the hoodie. "It's dry. I think it's all from yesterday."

She came closer, and her eyes traveled past his face to the air a hand above his head. They lingered there for a two-count before her expression closed like a door.

"Well," she said. "You'll want to come inside before the others are up and about."

He stood, and every joint held. He had bled out in a van and reloaded cold, stiff and functional. A hollow ache sat inside both elbows where the box cutter had gone in, a debuff with no icon. She went back through the hedge, and the dog trotted after her, glancing back twice, as if to make sure he understood whose field this was.

He followed. A nameplate hovered above her head in small, plain lettering, rendered in the typeface of ten thousand loading screens: a nameplate on a woman, with a path title printed beside the race.

Human · Cottar

He stopped walking.

She looked back at him, and the nameplate traveled with her, floating a hand above the gray knot of her hair.

"What," she said.

"Nothing. Sorry." He caught up with her. "Ma'am, what's a cottar? Sorry. Y'all have a lot of words here."

"A cottar is a woman with a cottage and a field and a dog and a dead husband, and you may call me Bel, since you're standing in my turnips." She delivered it briskly, a recitation. "It's what a woman turns into when her man's buried and nobody's fool enough to take her with the debts. I'd swap the cottage for a husband with two good arms and a cock that still stood up of a morning. And the sense to keep his mouth shut. And you'll be hungry."

"I'm—" He checked, and discovered that he was ravenous. "Yes. I'm starving."

"Dead men usually are. The last one my field gave up was a tinker the crows had been at for a week. He didn't ask for soup. The crows had his eyes and his fingers, and he still had better manners than most of the living."

"Great. I respawned with the hunger debuff and no loot. I'd kill a man for a Whataburger right now." He heard it and added, "Again."

"I've no idea what you just said," said Bel, without breaking stride, "and I'd like to keep it that way."

He kept walking, because the alternative was standing alone in a stranger's turnips.

* * *

T

he lane entered the village between hedgerows and opened onto a dozen low cottages arranged around a green and a well. He clocked it as a starting hamlet, one vendor and a quest board, and the village was already awake.


The lane carried two ruts, deep ones, which had been cut into the frost-hard clay long before this frost arrived. They were wider apart than any cart this village could own, and the impressions revealed wheels shod in iron. Beside them, along the foot of the hedge, ran the path that people actually used, worn pale by generations of feet. Nobody walked in the ruts.

Every villager wore a nameplate. A man leading a horse out of a shed read Human · Carter, while a girl driving geese with a switch read Human · Gooseherd. An old man with a pipe, who was watching the lane from a bench beside the well, read Human · Plowman. A woman in a doorway, holding a small boy by the hand, read Human · Cottar. The geese, the horse, and the dog were all unlabeled.

People came tagged, and animals came plain. The information clicked into place with the confidence of a tutorial that trusted its players, and it was so incongruous in the frozen morning that he laughed once, aloud, in the lane. The woman in the doorway looked up at the laugh, then at him, then at the air above his head. She lifted the boy off the step without hurrying, a mother removing a child from a road at the sound of a cart. She carried him indoors, and the door shut.

The old man with the pipe read Andy's nameplate and turned to Bel with a grave question on his face.

"Bel."

"Lambert."

"That's a summoner's path, Bel. That's the kind the sects—"

"He's hungry, Lambert." She kept walking. "Mind your pipe."

Bel's cottage was the last one before the fields, a single room containing a hearth, a table, and a curtained bed in the corner. The dog collapsed onto a rag by the door with the exhaustion of a laborer finishing a double shift. She pointed the stick at the bench, and he sat.

She went to the hearth and spoke a word. It was a small, flat, unmusical word, a sit addressed to a dog she trusted. A pale shimmer traveled from her lips to the kindling, and the kindling caught all at once, bright yellow from end to end. It burned hot and steady.

[ BEL — HEARTH-WORD (KINDLING) — QI −1 ]


"What did you just do?"

"I lit the fire." She hung a pot on the hook. "Have you never seen a fire lit?"

"I've seen a fire lit. I've never seen one lit like that."

She spoke a word to the lamp on the table, and a thread of the same shimmer crossed to the wick before it caught. She spoke a word at her own hands, and they came away from the pot clean. The soot lifted out of her knuckles in a gray breath. She wiped them on her dress anyway, out of habit.

She had done it three times with the absent attention he would give a light switch. They were cantrips, the small hearth techniques designers handed every villager so a world felt lived in, and these belonged to a woman whose nameplate said cottar.

"That's a breath of qi each, lad," said Bel, when she caught him staring. "Every soul has a pool of it, and every cottar who tempers learns her hearth-words. Yours is the pool that stays shut, I reckon."

"So qi's like mana," said Andy.

"Qi's qi," said Bel. "Mana's what the priests call the feast-day bread." She tapped the hearthstone with her boot. "Mine's plain, the kind that comes up out of the world under us. Angels run theirs gold and demons run theirs hot, and the sects chase every other color going. A hearth only wants plain."

Qi. He had met the word before, in the only cultivation novel he had ever read. It ran eleven hundred chapters about a demon tree that launched its spawn across the stars against a mortal cultivator empire. Here was qi leaving a living person in front of him for the first time, visible as breath on a winter morning. It would be the blue bar, if the book could be trusted, and he wanted to know how much of it he had.

He looked at the fire, and then, because he was incurably himself, he looked at the air above the fire and thought stats.

A cold pinch nipped behind his eyes, one point of qi drawn and regathered within a breath, and the sheet opened. It unfolded as a pale frame of light suspended above the flames, visible only to him, a technique taking its own small bite.

[ INSPECT — ASTRAL QI −1 ]

[ ANDY CHUNKING · Human · CURSED SUMMONER · Realm F- ]
[ BODY F · SPEED F · WORKING F · SIGHT C · WILL D ]
[ HP: 32/32 ASTRAL QI: 32/32 ]
[ TECHNIQUES: BIND — · ASTRAL CHAIN — · RECALL — · INSPECT F ]
[ SUMMONERS BIND BEAST, MADE-THING OR PERSON ]
[ THIS PATH: SENTIENT ONLY ]


He read it top to bottom in one second. Realm came from the novel, where it named the great tiers of cultivation, the steps a mortal climbed toward the sky. His System had apparently translated everything else into the letter grades he had been failing since middle school. He had four thousand hours in MMOs and one novel about a demon tree, and that one novel was about to carry more weight than it deserved. Then he read the last two lines again, and a third time, with his mouth hanging open.

A restriction line sat beneath the rule, spelling out what had been taken away. A restriction like that existed because a developer had nerfed this path by hand, for one account. Beast, made-thing or person. And then, in capitals, the part they had taken. He closed the sheet and opened it again, and the cold stabbed up into his forehead like a slushie brain freeze. The line was still there.

"That one," said Bel.

She stood at his shoulder with a wooden spoon, and she was looking above his head, where his nameplate floated. She touched the spoon's tip to the air where the first word of his path title hung, the word the village had been reading.

"That one isn't natural, lad," she said. "Somebody wrote that on you. Cursed. And I can feel your realm from here without any plate: Mortal, same as me, except you're sitting in its early stage with nothing tempered at all. Most working folk reach the middle stage by the time they're grown. I tempered every winter since I could carry a bucket to get there. I'm a cottar, and a sect wouldn't admit me past the gate. Some are born with no door in them at all, and the wagons know which houses those are. You're starting behind the people who'll sell you bread."

Mortal, he thought, and the meaning arrived before he could stop it: civilian. In the tree book, the mortals were the empire's taxpayers and conscripts, the casualties of the prologue. Her face stayed guarded, and behind it she studied him with careful, unhappy attention.

"Bel. Why did Lambert stop talking? Why did that woman carry her boy inside?"

"Lambert is old."

"He looked above my head, and he stopped talking. You looked above my head in the field. Why does everybody in this village change the subject at the word summoner?"

She returned to the pot and stirred it with unnecessary concentration.

"Because I'd tell you," she said. "And then you'd know. The sects have a word for your path. Grave-humper. There, I've said it at my own table, and I'll not say it twice."

* * *

B

reakfast was salted porridge and a cup of hot milk. It was the best meal of his life so far, though that said less about the porridge than about the night before, and he ate it with the sheet closed and his eyes on the fire.


F-minus. It was the grade a teacher gave when an F felt too generous, and some unknown authority had bothered to give it to him, with Cursed stapled to the front like a note home. He put it on the pile for later, and the pile was growing tall.

He had rolled worse characters in a creation screen, deliberately, for a challenge run. The difference was the re-roll button at the bottom, and this sheet carried a restriction line where the button should have been.

Every game had an options screen, though. He thought settings at the air, and nothing came. He tried options and menu. On escape, a smaller frame unfolded beside the sheet.

[ OPTIONS ]
[ LANGUAGE: MORTAL PEASANT COMMON · MULTIVERSE STANDARD ]
[ YOUR NATIVE TONGUE: ENGLISH · MATCH: EXACT ]
[ TRANSLATE: ON · TERMS WITH NO NATIVE WORD SHOWN IN NATIVE TERMS ]
[ RE-ROLL: — ]


The second line stopped him. The System was not translating anybody. Bel's lips had matched her words in the turnip field, and it had not crossed his mind to check.

The whole multiverse spoke English. It just called English mortal peasant common, and nobody had asked Texas how it felt about the name.

He thought translate off and asked Bel what the fire had taken out of her.

"A breath of—" she said, and the last word came out as two soft syllables, like a breath let go.

He thought translate on and asked again.

"Qi," said Bel. "Are you simple?"

So qi was the System's word, lifted off Earth because Earth had the nearest one. Everything else these people said was plain English, and he was the only person in the village who knew it.

When the bowl was empty he set it on the table and looked at the hearth she had kindled with a word. Then he said the word himself, flat and unmusical, copying her voice as closely as he could manage: a voice command issued to a console that understood him one time in five. The fire burned on, unchanged. No shimmer left his lips, and nothing inside him moved. It was a technique from another path, grayed out on his action bar, and he had pressed it anyway.

He tried it on the lamp, which was already lit. He tried it on his own hands, which were gray with dried blood in the creases, and they stayed gray. The dog raised its head and regarded him with an expression he would have called pity in a person. "Don't," Andy told it. "You lick your own asshole. You lick it at dinner, in front of guests, and then you go around kissing people."

"The dog would light that fire before you did. And you'll want to wash those in the trough," said Bel, from the bed corner, where she was folding a blanket. "Not in here."

"Yes, ma'am."

"And you'll stop talking to my fire. It's a good fire, and it doesn't need a grown man begging at it like a sailor at a shut whorehouse door."

"I was trying to—"

"I know what you were trying. So does the dog."

The cold ticked behind his eyes, and the sheet opened in its pale frame. He settled on BIND and the dash beside it, and thought open at the technique. The panel unfolded downward, past the table, past where the floor should have stopped it.

[ BIND · Realm F- ]
[ CANDIDATES — WILL ANSWER A CALL AT THIS REALM: ]


Under the second line the list began, kept beginning, and sprouted a scroll bar.


CHAPTER 3 — SSS on the First Pull

"A

 summoner with nothing bound is dead by first snow," said Bel.

She delivered the verdict in her weather-report voice. Andy sat on the bench with the candidate list still open and his hands finally washed, which left gray water drying in the creases of his knuckles.

"Dead how?"

"Dead the ordinary way. The path devours its own, lad. It's a hungry path, and it doesn't feed on turnips. A sect would burn it out of you, and I've no sect." She set the spoon down. "A bound summoner has a creature standing between him and the world. An unbound one has a label over his head and nothing else, and there are people who read labels for a living."

"Read them for who?"

"For whoever's paying." She had returned to the pot, and her stirring slowed. "There's a road south of Sett that a man like you doesn't walk twice. An unbound summoner's a Mortal whose blood the wrong people want. No sect comes asking after him, and when he turns up in a ditch, the reeve writes misadventure. That's all you'll get from me on it."

"How long till first snow?"

"A month, if the year's kind."

He kept scrolling the list, because a menu with a scroll bar was a menu with a bottom, and he had not found it yet.

"Then I'd better get on with it."

"You'll want a floor." She was drying her hands on her apron with brisk finality. "They always do. The threshing floor's flat and it's swept and it's mine, and nobody threshes till the last of the barley's in. Use that."

"Bel. Why are you helping me?"

She leaned on the stick and looked at him.

"Because my husband was a summoner," she said. "Every soul in Ardnowe asked me whether I loved him or he'd made me. He never made me. He died the ordinary way. Come on."

* * *

T

he barn stood behind the cottage with a door at each end, so the wind could carry the chaff straight through. Its floor was beaten earth, swept clean and twelve feet across, with the barley stacked in sheaves at the far end. It offered a summoning circle's worth of level ground, no more.


He walked to the center, and the list came with him, hanging in the air. He dragged it to the top with a thought, the familiar cold nip behind the eyes, and started down it, reading every line.

Two hundred beasts scrolled past, wolves, oxen, bears, a creature labeled a bog-eel, every entry grayed out with the same dash. By the fiftieth, he had stopped reading the names and started reading the dash.

"It's the entire bestiary," he told the barn. "It's the entire bestiary, and it's grayed out. This is a tutorial where they show you the shop and then confiscate your wallet."

"Keep scrolling," said Bel.

Three made-thing entries followed, iron, clay, rope, each carrying the identical dash. Then, at last, came people.

Osric, for hire. Ashki, for scraps. The Widow Mere, for company, either the saddest line on the list or the most dangerous. In his experience, for company on a listing came with an hourly rate and a rash.

Then came a line that read like a person in trouble.

Archangel sat beside Human and Kobold with the flat equality of a database sorted alphabetically. Unclaimed was a status. An execution post was her location, right now, while he stood in a barn reading about her. It was a legendary item on a starter vendor's shelf, so it was either a bug or a hook.

"There's an angel on the list," he said.

"There's all sorts on the list," said Bel, from the west door, where she had planted herself. "Pick one that'll live."

"She's at an execution post."

"Then pick quick."

He settled his eyes on the line and thought her.

The list folded shut on the remaining entries and left a few lines and the tail standing, with two lines beneath it that he had not seen before.

[ BIND · Realm F- ]
[ CANDIDATES — WILL ANSWER A CALL AT THIS REALM: ]
[ MARSH WOLF · Beast · — (SENTIENT ONLY) ]
[ IRON HOUND · Made-thing · — (SENTIENT ONLY) ]
[ OSRIC · Human · SELLSWORD · [for hire] ]
[ ASHKI · Kobold · SCAVENGER · [for scraps] ]
[ THE WIDOW MERE · Human · HEDGE-WITCH · [for company] ]
[ SARAFAEL · Archangel · ARCHANGEL OF JUDGEMENT · [unclaimed] · location: an execution post ]
[ SELECTED: SARAFAEL ]
[ REQUIRES — SUMMONER'S BLOOD + 24 ASTRAL QI · SIGIL SITE: THIS FLOOR (ACCEPTED) ]


"It wants blood," he said. "And twenty-four. Out of thirty-two. That's three-quarters of the bar on one cast. Bel, in every game I've ever played, that's the tooltip that says ultimate. That's the one you save for the boss."

"Then she'd better be the boss," said Bel. "And it's no bar, lad. It's your qi, and you've barely a cupful." She crossed the floor, put her paring knife in his hand, handle first, and went back to the door. "Yours. Mind you give it enough."

He turned the knife over, a small blade with a worn wooden handle that had diced a great many onions.

"How much is enough?"

"You'll know," said Bel. "It'll take what it wants."

* * *

I

t took his hand first.


His right hand, holding the knife, moved on its own, and he watched it move. It was an animation lock; the technique had his hand and he was merely a passenger inside it. The hand turned the blade inward and laid the edge against the soft inside of his left forearm. Then it drew the steel toward the wrist in one slow line that went deeper than he would ever have dared. The skin parted over a streak of yellow fat. Blood welled up dark and fast, running off his fingers onto the swept earth. His hand did it with the boredom of long practice. He had done this zero times, yet the practice lived in the hand anyway.

Then it took his mouth.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím."

The words emerged from him in one piece, long and low, in shapes his tongue was encountering for the first time and producing anyway. He listened to himself speak a foreign language with the specific horror of a man hearing his own recorded voice. The cast had a voice line, and the tooltip had omitted it.

The blood on the floor moved. It crawled outward from the drops in thread-thin lines that turned corners and joined. Within two breaths a figure lay traced around his feet. It was a ring inside a ring, with symbols between them drawn in a script he could have studied for a year without mastering. The ring drank the last of it and lit cold silver-blue, star-points pricking out along every line of script like frost forming on a windshield, and up in the barn's rafters a glass chimed once.

Above the ring, the air folded. It looked like a sheet shaken out over a bed and caught at the top of its arc, and it hung there. Twenty-four points of astral qi tore out of his chest toward it, as cold as the light in the ring. The bar dumped in a single tick, and his knees went soft. He grabbed his own bleeding arm to stay upright.

[ SARAFAEL · Archangel · ARCHANGEL OF JUDGEMENT · EXPRESSED: F- ]
[ BODY SSS/F- · SPEED SSS/F- · WORKING SS/F- · SIGHT B/F- · WILL SS/F- ]
[ JUDGEMENT SSS/F- · GOLDEN WING ASCENSION — ]
[ HP: 219/219 HEAVENLY QI: 170/170 ]
[ BIND — RECORDED · F ]
[ ANDY QI 8/32 ]


The sheet arrived before she did, by about a second, because the stat block always loaded before the character model. Then the fold collapsed, and she was on her knees at his feet.

* * *

S

he knelt on his blood in the center of the ring with her head bowed. A gray cloak, which was heavy and sodden along the hem, draped her from shoulders to earth. Beneath it her back was wrong, too broad across the shoulder blades and too motionless, as if an enormous structure had been folded there with effort. Where the wet wool clung, it clung to the full, heavy curve of her breasts. Below them was a waist he could have closed his two hands around. He noticed, because he was twenty-two and had died yesterday.


Her hair had escaped the hood in long orange-red waves, lit from inside like coals under ash, and the shadows beside it took color. The visible portion of her throat above the cloak was flushed scarlet from the collarbones up, on porcelain, and her breathing was not a kneeling woman's breathing. It ran fast and shallow, snagging twice on a sensation that did not look like exertion. She was fighting to slow it and losing, although the losing never reached her shoulders.

Her wrists were bare below the cloak and rubbed raw where iron had clamped them. Where the skin had worn through they bled, and the blood was gold.

He stared at that for a while, because angels in his tree book had bled light, and hers was metal.

Then her right hand turned palm up on the earth. A line of gold light drew itself out of the center of her palm like wire that was being pulled from a spool, and it lengthened and hardened in front of him. Her breath went out of her once, the technique's small bite of heavenly qi. It ran gold, just as Bel said angels ran theirs. The line crossed itself at the hilt, like a sign made in the air, and became a sword. A gold cross burned on its pommel, the flared Templar kind off a dozen crusader skins he had unlocked, and the air smelled briefly of frankincense. It was a long straight blade, pale, translucent, thick as river ice, and light came out the far side of it changed. Her fingers closed on the grip with the ease of a hand made for it.

[ SARAFAEL — HEAVEN-FORGING SWORD — HEAVENLY QI −3 ]


She raised her head. Her eyes were gold from edge to edge, the color of the blood on her wrists, and they rose to his face and remained there. He had been looked at before, by ordinary people, and this required a different verb, because this was being targeted.

Then the last of it arrived and took her. Whatever had been holding her shoulders released all at once, and the gold eyes slid past him without landing anywhere. One hand abandoned the earth, grabbed the leg of his jeans above the knee, and yanked. She climbed the front of him on her knees, dragging the cloak through his blood, and pressed her forehead hard against his stomach. Her free arm went around the backs of his thighs and locked there. She shook from head to heel, laughing into his shirt, high, wrong, delighted.

"It is going," she said, into him. "All of it is going. Oh, that is far. That is so very far to fall. Speak, please, I should like to hear what you—"

She stopped in the middle of the word.

"Ah," she said, much smaller.

Then the words returned at twice the speed with none of the wobble. "That is the suppression. It arrives all at once, and one has no vocabulary for it while it is happening, which I shall want noted, and there is nobody here to note it. Four seconds. Everything I am, down to Mortal, in four seconds. I have been moved by fourteen techniques, and not one of them has ever done that to me." The sword stayed out to the side like somebody else's, and by her face she had forgotten it was there.

The velocity drained out of her too, and her grip stayed and grew heavy. Her cheek turned and rested against his hip, and she exhaled, slow and long. "It is warm here," she informed his jeans, in a voice that had stopped traveling anywhere.

He stood in the middle of it with an archangel wrapped around his legs and no idea what to do with his hands.

Her fingers released him one at a time, and she settled back. She was not sober yet. It showed in the loose set of her shoulders and in the half-second her eyes took to land on him. But she was a woman again, and judging by her face, the woman was mortified.

"Please disregard the greater part of that."

Then, before he could agree: "What is the date?"

Her voice was low, level, unhurried, and it was British, or the local equivalent of British, each word set down separately, like a stone placed on a grave.

"I—" His voice cracked. "I don't know. I got here this morning. I don't know what year it is, or what world. Sorry. Respawn's got me lagging."

"Please do not apologize to me," she said. "A man who says sorry for what he does not know is asking to be told he is weak. You are not weak. You are soft, which can be cured, and I shall be kind about curing it."

She went silent, calculating, by the look of her.

"Then we shall have to ask," she said. "Very well."

She remained on her knees, waiting to be told to rise, like a soldier who would wait as long as it took, with a sword in her hand and SSS on her sheet. His System had translated her into letters, but the letters dredged another phrase out of his memory: True Immortal. The tree book had reserved it for the summit of cultivation, the rank that the demon tree's generals had taken six hundred chapters failing to reach. His heart tilted sideways at the sight. A True Immortal was kneeling in his blood with her color up and her breath uneven. Nothing in his life had ever been offered to him that way. The patch-note reader in him wanted to know what the catch was.

"You can—please get up," he said. "Please. You don't have to kneel."

"I do," she said, and rose anyway in one fluid motion, the cloak falling straight. "You hold me at Mortal, early stage. I am suppressed to your realm, and my cultivation with me, and I shall stand inside it until it rises. It will matter at the first blade." She was shorter than him by two inches, and the sword remained in her hand, point down, its tip an inch above the earth.

She studied him from crown to sneakers, the ring's own look turned on him.

"You are younger than I supposed," she said. "And you looked at me for a long time before you spoke. You may continue looking. I have been looked at by worse men, and for worse reasons. Yours is a reason I recognize, and I find I do not mind it. You have good hands and a long back, and you opened your own arm without being asked twice. In the Host you would have been given a banner, white, with a gold wing on it. Note that, please."

He went red to the ears and looked at the ring instead. In the back of his head, the kid he had been at nineteen, on a headset, said dude, the summon is hitting on you. He ordered the nineteen-year-old to shut up, and the nineteen-year-old declined. Dude. She said worse men. She's rating you. Don't look at her tits. You're looking at her tits. You're going to get smited for a boner.

She was rating him: he had just bled to drag her off a post, and now he held her bind. Gratitude looked exactly like this. So did a bound thing being sweet to the hand on its leash. He had no combat log for which.

Her eyes went to his arm and the blood running off his fingers.

"You are bleeding," she said.

"Yeah. It's—the thing took what it wanted. Bel said it would."

"Then it has had its portion. Hold still, please."

The sword came apart into gold motes that drifted up past her wrists and went out, smelling faintly of frankincense. She tore a strip from the cloak's hem with a page-ripping sound and bound his forearm from wrist to elbow in three tight turns. Her fingers were cool and dry, and certain of every turn. The bleeding slowed beneath the compression. "The ring took the correct amount," she told him, unasked, tucking the end. "It brought me. Therefore it was correct. That will hold until it is properly seen to." She stepped back one pace and was still.

At the west door, Bel had gone quiet.

Bel looked over the archangel, the gold on the swept floor, and Andy with the knife still in his hand. Then she read the title in the air above the woman's head.

"Judgement," she said. "The last lot through here with that word over them, white sashes and a rope apiece, hanged my sister's husband for a ewe he'd bought fair. Hanged the ewe beside him, for the lesson, and left the pair of them up till the crows had the eyes out of both. My sister cut him down herself. The ewe she ate."

"I'll see to the pot," Bel said. She went out through the west door into the daylight and left them with the ring, the dash, and the word over the angel's head.


CHAPTER 4 — Day-One Romance Option

B

y noon the village knew what the summoner had brought home, because word traveled through a starting zone at the speed of one old man with a pipe.


Lambert knew first, since Lambert watched the lane for a living. Sara, as she had told Andy to call her, came down it behind him in her gray cloak, with the sword dismissed and her hair tucked under the hood. The old man took the pipe out of his mouth and did not put it back.

Andy read the nameplate above her head again. He had read it at every rest since the barn, and it announced the same title every time.

Archangel · Archangel of Judgement

"It says archangel twice," he said, low. "And they can all see that. Right? Everybody can see that."

"Yes. The System wished to be certain."

"Does it bother you?"

"I have been read all my life." She said it with her head still facing forward. "It is a face. Please disregard it."

Lambert rose from his bench when they drew level with the well, a courtesy he showed nobody. He lowered the pipe to his knee.

"Lady."

"Sir."

"You'll be going on the Sett road." He addressed her hood and talked past Andy, who might have been the horse she had ridden in on. "It comes through in the small hours. Thursdays. Iron on the wheels, so you'll hear it in the lane before you see it. It doesn't stop in Ardnowe. We're not worth the stop." He looked down at his pipe. "I've watched that lane a long while and I've never once seen under the cover, and I'd take it kindly if you didn't tell me what's there."

"Sir," said Sara, and the old man put the pipe back in his mouth and sat down.

Andy studied the ruts while Sara watched the eastern road.

"He talked to you," he said, once the well was behind them.

"He talked to my label. A mortal gives face to Archangel and none at all to a summoner's path. Yours he will not address. Note it, please. It is the first true thing this village has told you, and it told it to me. He is a coward, poor man." She considered Lambert's back. "He is correct to be one. I would have made the same choice in his boots."

Thursday. It was a weekly reset running on rails through a village that had learned to stand well back from the road for it. He had the day and the sound, nothing else, and he put both on the pile.

On the walk back he had Sara say the word again and ran it through the translate toggle. With translate off, it came out as three syllables of nothing he knew. With it back on, Thursday. Their whole week came over like that, a local name with an Earth one laid on top, and the System never once mentioned it. He put that on the pile too.

The children turned up within the hour, three and then six, lined up at the gap in Bel's hedge along the edge of the aggro radius. They kept the silence of children who had discovered the exact distance that counted as away. Sara regarded them once, gravely, inclining her head an inch, and they scattered. They returned in ten minutes with two reinforcements.

Bel set bread on the table. It was a round loaf, dark and dense, with a cross scored into the crust. The air above it did the trick the air above everything did now.

[ LOAF — BEL'S ]
[ QUALITY: FIELD-GRADE · RATION 2 ]


He laughed with his hand over his mouth while Bel stared at him, because the bread had a tooltip and the tooltip had graded it.

"It's got a rating," he said. "Bel. Your bread has a rating. It says field quality."

"It is field bread," said Bel. "What else would it say?"

"Common. White text." He turned the loaf until the cross faced him. "Ration two per loaf means the devs have a hunger bar on me and haven't displayed it yet, which is rude. There's a thirst bar coming next, I guarantee it. Also hidden." Bel took the loaf back without comment.

Sara accepted the piece he cut for her in both hands, holding it as if it had been presented to her at an altar. She ate it slowly, every crumb, watching him throughout, and when she had finished she laid her hands on the table.

"You're doing it again," he said.

"Which thing."

"Looking at me while you eat."

"I am deciding whether I like you," said Sara. "It proceeds faster with the eyes open. It is going well. Please do not let it go to your head."

It went directly to his head, and to his face, a status effect with a visible tell. At the hearth, Bel made a noise into the pot that was nearly a laugh.

Under the heat lay the cold thought that lived under every warm one: she is deciding whether she likes the man with the ring. A woman handed a second life would study the stranger who handed it to her either way. From across a table, the two possibilities wore the same gold eyes.

"Thank you," said Sara. "That was the first bread since the post."

"How long were you on the post?"

"Long enough for the bread to matter."

* * *

H

e opened the path description in the afternoon, in the barn, while rain drummed on the roof. Cold needled behind his eyes and eased, and the sheet unrolled its fine print.


[ CURSED SUMMONER — BREAKTHROUGH BY THE DEATHS OF THE BOUND ]
[ WHEN IT HURTS YOU, IT COUNTS · ░░░░░░░░░░░░ 0/3 ]
[ A FULL BAR CALLS THE TRIBULATION · THE TRIBULATION GRANTS THE REALM ]
[ RECALL — BLOOD AND ASTRAL QI REQUIRED · A VALID SIGIL SITE MUST BE OPEN ]


He read it to her aloud, lobby-style, a briefing before a pull.

"That's the path," he said. "Bel says people temper half a life to break a stage. I don't temper. I bind people. When one of them dies and it actually hurts me, a bar ticks over. Three ticks fill it, and a full bar calls down a tribulation." He laughed once, and it emerged wrong. "In the tree book, tribulation was lightning. The sky's final exam. It hits the cultivator who's breaking through, and if he survives, he rises. So I guess I'm the lightning rod." He stared at the panel. "There's a word for this build, too. Demonic cultivation. In the tree book the demons were the villains, the ones the tree fired across the stars to devour the mortal empire, and I rooted for eleven hundred chapters against them."

She had been standing at the east door watching the rain sweep across the stubble, and she turned around.

"Then you already know what you are," she said.

She said it flatly, with air drawn in before it and none left over afterward. It was the voice she used for everything, the courtesy of a person telling a stranger the time. Under the manners, the sentence had a floor, solid through the soles of his shoes. A game would have buried that line in a cutscene and made you replay it at hour forty to understand.

"What I am," he said.

"A summoner. It is written above your head, in your sheet, and on that floor." She nodded at the ring on the threshing floor, which Bel would probably sweep around for a week and then over. "The path is a fact. You are the one who read it and did not close the sheet. That is the portion you decided."

"I didn't decide anything. I picked the line that looked like a person in trouble."

"Yes," she said. "That is what I said. You picked me. I came off the post. Therefore your picking was correct, and I will not discuss it, thank you."

She resumed watching the rain, and her back was a shut door with a great deal of weight leaning on the far side of it.

He sat on a sheaf of barley and eyed the shoulders beneath her cloak, a character model whose geometry the cloak kept clipping, and thought about binds.

He understood what a bind was designed for, in every system that had ever shipped one. He had read the is my companion's affection real threads, including the lone guy at the bottom who insisted it's a number, dude, it goes up when you give her gifts. Everybody had despised that guy, and he had been correct. The sects in the tree book had a name for a doubt like that, one that fed on a cultivator's own heart: a heart-demon. He had a bad feeling his path ran on them.

* * *

T

he rain intensified at dusk, and Bel stood in the cottage doorway watching her barley in the field. "Well, fuck," she said, loud enough for him to hear.


"It'll be soaked through by morning," she said. "It's a winter's bread, and it'll be soaked and sprout in the stook. I've one back, and it was bent over this field before Lambert lost his teeth."

"Then it goes in the barn," said Sara.

She was already moving. She strode past Bel into the rain with the hood raised and the cloak fastened to the throat. She crossed sixty yards of stubble to the first stook, grabbed it around the middle, and hoisted it.

A stook was eight sheaves bundled upright, about the weight of a sack of seed corn. She clamped it under one arm, took the next stook under the other, a grown man's weight between the two, and carried them across the stubble to the barn with her back dead straight. Rain poured from the outer sheaves when she set them down beside the ring. Carry capacity: apparently unlimited.

"That's a strength check," said Andy, to the doorframe. "That's a strength check she doesn't have the stat for. She's early-stage Mortal while I'm holding her. I read it. Early Mortal doesn't pick up a—Lift with your legs!" he called after her, uselessly. "That's a workers' comp claim. Back home she'd have a lawyer by lunch."

"Back home," said Bel, "you must have a great many lawyers and very little barley. And it's no stat, lad. It's tempering. She's had that beaten into her back for a lifetime."

She returned for the next pair, and then the pair after that, with the steady rhythm of a combine harvester. Andy went out after her.

He survived seven stooks. He knew it was seven because counting was the only thing he could still do while his arms trembled and his bandaged forearm flared with every lift. On the eighth, the sheaves separated from the ground and his stamina bar collapsed to zero. His knees buckled, and he sat down in the mud with the stook on top of him. Overencumbered. "Godd Howard," he told the barley, with real tenderness. "It just works."

Sara dropped hers, came back, and hauled his burden off him.

"Inside, please," she said.

"I can—"

"You have twenty-six of thirty-two qi. I read it when you fell. I carry a True Immortal's tempering beneath the suppression, and you have never tempered at all. Your qi sits in your pool, a hand below the navel, and yours, forgive me, is a thimble. No one has a core until they form one." She hauled him upright by the good arm, turned him toward the barn, and let go. "You have bled today. Sit where it is dry, please. This is mine. A sect would call it tempering. The elders sit on a cushion in a cave for forty years, grow piles the size of plums, and call that tempering. I call it barley."

"Is this a discussion?"

"It is a decision."

"Great. Cool. The tank's benched the healer. In four thousand hours of raids I've never once been benched by my own tank. In raid chat we had a name for a tank who pulled without calling it, and it got you kicked."

"I do not know what a healer is," said Sara, lifting a stook, "and you are not one, though you are very sweet."

He sat in the barn doorway on a sheaf, wrapped in a horse blanket Bel had brought out, and watched her work.

She worked through the night. Every stook came under cover, and the cloak remained on her throughout, saturated. She was grinding a flooded field from the bottom of the Mortal realm and made it look like an idle animation. Twice, when a gust caught the door, the wet cloth pulled tight across her back. The anatomy beneath it shifted, a folded structure straining for release. She kept it contained, he guessed because Bel was standing in the cottage doorway with a lamp, and Bel missed nothing.

The dog arrived and settled against his hip. Around midnight Sara crossed the field in the darkness for the fortieth time, a stook under each arm. Then he confided in the dog, because the dog would guard the secret.

"You can't ask," he told the dog. "A bound creature answers. That's what it's for. You can't watch, either, because obeying me and liking me look identical from outside. Same skin on two different builds. And you can't unbind her and see who stays." He rubbed the dog's ear. "So there's no test. There's only this, watching her carry barley and deciding what it means."

The dog sighed.

"Yeah," said Andy. "Me too."

Then a new and worse suspicion arrived: anybody who knows you can bring her back would carry your barley all night for the ring's sake alone. Three doors, and every one opened onto the same field and the same woman in the same rain.

* * *

A

t dawn the rain ceased. The field was empty and the barn was stuffed to the rafters. He had slept at the end, propped against the sheaves, for most of what was left of the night, while she carried the remainder of a field. He had given up counting after forty.


When the last stook was stacked, she stood in the east doorway and held out her right hand. A line of gold drew itself out of her palm and hardened into the cross-hilted sword. Her breath went out once. Then she ran forms in the gray light, cut after cut, until the translucent blade hummed in the air like a struck wire. A sword that rested for a night lost a week of cultivation, she told the dripping eaves, and she had lost enough weeks on a post. When she finished, the gold unthreaded from her hand and sank back into her palm as glittering motes.

Then she stood with her back to him and wrung the hem of the cloak in both hands. The water ran gold for an instant where it crossed her lacerated wrists before running clear.

She dragged the cloak off over her head to wring the body of it. She stood in the doorway naked with her back to him, the wrung cloak hanging from her fist, indifferent to him, a soldier at parade rest. It was a dancer's back, long and finished, porcelain from the nape downward beneath the wet blood-orange hair. The two folded wings lay flat along her spine above a narrow waist. Two dimples sat low above her hips, beaded with rain, over the first bare swell of her ass. She wrung the cloak, shook it out, and pulled it back on without once turning around. He had been awake for the performance, and she had not checked.

His cock was hard before he knew he had been looking. "You're not out of breath," he said.

She turned her head. Beneath the saturated wool her chest was motionless, because as far as he could tell, breath entered her only when she had a sentence to deliver, and the rest of the time she did without.

"I am rarely out of anything," she said. Then, because he was still looking, and she had seen the looking: "I have finished deciding. I like you. I was a long time on that post considering what I would want if I ever came off it, and one of the wants was a man in my bed who chose to be there. I have looked at you across a table and a field now. I should like you to lie with me, and then again, and I am telling you the time as kindly as I know how. Go and wash, please. Bel is making the bread."

He went and washed. In game terms she had skipped straight to the romance flag with no meter at all. The guy at the bottom of the thread said it's a number, dude inside his head all the way to the trough. He had never kissed anyone in this world. She was already scheduling him. The headset kid had fallen off his chair. On reflex he drafted the talk anyway: boundaries, a timeline, maybe a pamphlet. There were no pamphlets here. She had said lie with me like a quartermaster saying rations.


CHAPTER 5 — Fetch Quest: Eggs

B

el sent them to Sett with a basket of eggs, a string of onions, a shopping list, and the coppers for a coat.


"Ask the date while you're there," she told Sara. "The reeve keeps it. And ask him where a man buys boots that will last, because those—" the stick indicated Andy's sneakers, gray with mud "—will be dead before the barley's threshed."

"They're limited edition," said Andy.

"They're limited," Bel agreed, and went in.

So they marched east out of Ardnowe on the Sett road, Sara carrying the basket with the cloak fastened to her throat. Andy wore the hoodie, whose bloodstains had been laundered to a brown ghost that refused to leave. It was the first quest, fetch and deliver, with a date as the secondary objective. An hour out, the road dropped through alders toward the sound of rushing water. Water in a starting zone meant a bridge, and a bridge meant a fight.

He had been lecturing for most of the hour, and she had tolerated it.

"—so a tank's job is aggro. You make the enemy look at you and hold it there while everybody else does the damage. That's you. Your sheet's a tank sheet, body and speed and the rest all at the same grade. I've read a thousand of those."

"It is a sword path, tempered to the bone. Call it whatever your tree book calls it. And your sheet."

"My sheet is a guy in a lobby with a headset." He kicked a stone. "I read the second page and call the pulls. In a real party that's a job. In a party of one and a half it's a hobby. I'm the guy who dies first and blames lag."

"Then call one, please," said Sara, and stopped walking.

* * *

T

he stream was forty feet across and knee-deep, racing over shingle. Stepping stones crossed it upstream, and six feet of bare clay climbed from the far bank to the road. The alders grew dense on both flanks, cover no honest traveler needed. He read the arena before the enemy, which had always been his habit.


A man stood on the road at the crest of the far bank, waiting, with his thumbs hooked in his belt. Andy read the air above him.

Human · Cutpurse

"Okay," he said. "So the nameplates are honest, and the level designer's a hack. Choke point, high ground, cover on both flanks, one road. It's the first ambush in every game ever made."

Two more stepped out of the alders, one on each flank, and the three looked over the ford with the professional patience of veterans. A scripted spawn, and the trigger was a man with a basket.

[ HOSTILES ×3 — CUTPURSES (FORD TOLL) · REALM E ]
[ HP 48/48 EACH · BLADES · PRACTICED ]
[ TRADE: CUTPURSE — PRIOR TRADES: EXPIRED ]


Realm E, his System called it, a full realm above the Mortal on his own sheet. Forty-eight health apiece made a hundred and forty-four points lined up along a riverbank. Beside him stood a woman whom his System graded at the bottom of everything. His mouth went dry for the second time in two lives.

"Sara. They're a whole realm up."

"Yes. Qi-Gathering," she said, without taking her eyes from the bank. "They have tempered past Mortal and begun drawing qi into the body on purpose. It is the second realm. Most bandits never reach it, and these are proud of it."

Qi-Gathering. The tree book had used a nearly identical phrase for the rung its hero occupied on page one, the foundation every cultivator started from. Here it was a promotion over him, over her, over everybody in the ford who mattered to him.

"You're early Mortal. Every one of them outranks you, on paper, on—"

"On paper," she said. "The realm belongs to the sheet. The tempering belongs to me, and I earned all of it before the post." She passed him the basket. "Set it down where it is dry, please."

He set the basket down with a single objective: read the room, call the pull, and let the tank tank.

"The toll's a copper a head," the man on the road called down. "Two for the angel. Archangel of Judgement, it says over her, twice for luck, and she's walking behind a Cursed Summoner, friend, so she's leashed. A leashed judge is worth double. I know a sect that would pay to watch one kneel. Nothing personal. Sect don't patrol this far, and it's a hard road."

Andy's heart did a stall-door slam. Three on one. She's undergeared. You have zero cooldowns and a basket of eggs. He chewed on it and came up with the only item in his inventory: a call.

"Sara," he said in the lobby voice, the one that had run raids for strangers at two in the morning, and it surprised him by being available. "Left one's your pull. He's already leaning forward. Take him at the stones, where he can't spread out. The middle one's the boss, so he'll hold the road until he has to move. Right one's the flanker. He'll come through the water once you're busy. I've got eyes on him. Go on my call."

"The left one first," said Sara. "At the stones. Then the right, when he wets his feet. Yes." She raised her voice to the road. "I am sorry, highwayman. The leash is to him. I chose it. It is the finest leash in the kingdom, and you will not live to see a finer."

She planted her feet on the first stone, where the current foamed white around its edges.

"Go," said Andy.

She went.

* * *

T

he left one came down the clay bank fast, like he had done this before. He carried his knife low with his free hand reaching for her cloak, because the AI had one script and was running it.


She met him on the third stone, which was a foot across and treacherous. She was early-stage Mortal, but the suppression pressed down her body and left what her hands knew alone, and his knife slid harmlessly past her hip. Her hand caught the wrist and yanked him off the stone into the current, a grab that became a throw with frame-perfect timing. On the way past she drove her heel into the back of his knee, and the knee buckled with a wet pop. The kneecap slid sideways under the skin and stuck, and the leg folded under him.

"Manael," she said, going by. Gold flashed from her grip into his wrist when the verdict landed, bright as an altar candle, and her breath left her once. A small gold cross burned itself onto the back of his hand and stayed there, a brand. His fingers sprang open on the hilt all at once, as if the hand had been told to.

He sat down in the water and screamed, and his nameplate faded from red to gray. Out of combat. A one-word voice line and a visible hit effect had done that.

The boss left the road then, because a woman had just dumped his man in the water. He charged straight down the clay with the knife raised, fast. His blade opened her across the outside of the left forearm while she pivoted to intercept him.

The cut opened, and the blood that came out of it was gold.

From the shingle it shone luminous in the gray morning, streaming down her wrist, and the sound that came out of him had no words in it.

She had already moved. Her wounded arm locked beneath the man's knife arm, and her other hand planted flat against his sternum and shoved. She ran him backward up the clay until his heels struck the bank and his head struck the road. She stripped the knife out of his fingers on the way down. He lay on his back with his boots in the air and his knife in her hand.

"Pathmál," said Sara, standing over him. Gold settled across his hips like an anvil, rooting him to the bank, and her knuckles went white on the stolen knife while the word drew on her.

His nameplate went gray.

"RIGHT," Andy bellowed. "SARA. RIGHT, IN THE WATER, HE'S—"

He had had eyes on the flanker right up until the gold, and then he had stared at the gold like loot. The flanker had crept into the ford while he stared, knee-deep and silent, on the near side. He was six feet from Andy with a knife, and he had read Cursed Summoner off Andy's nameplate and reached the conclusion every ambusher reached: the summoner was the one body on the bank with no tempering at all. Kill the healer. Every pickup group in history understood that strategy instinctively.

Andy made the only move his build allowed and backed off the shingle onto the slick stones, and the knife sliced his hoodie where his ribs had been a moment earlier. The man's boot landed on the wet shingle Andy had just left and shot out from under him. Kiting won him half a second with footwork, the healer's only cooldown.

Sara was already coming. She launched off the far bank into the stream in a single flat trajectory and plowed through the current. Her eyes went over the man standing between her and her summoner, top to bottom, like a sheet with one line on it.

She drove the boss's knife through the base of the flanker's throat from the side, in and out in one motion. The blade emerged with a wet suck and a jet of arterial blood behind it that slapped across Andy's shins, hot through the denim. The man's hands flew to his neck and tried to hold it in. It pulsed through his fingers, and his heels churned the stream to froth. Then he collapsed face-first, and the current drew the color out of him in a long red ribbon toward the south. Andy stood with the man's blood cooling on his legs while his teeth chattered.

Sara turned him face-up on the shingle with her bare foot. "Sarael," she said, and she said it gently. A gold film shivered down the borrowed knife as the word left her and faded from the steel. The gold ran off the point into the man and burned a cross onto his forehead, and gold fire stood up around him on the wet stones like kindling catching under a stake. The hair on his forearms curled and stank. His last kick stopped mid-thrash, laid down like a sentence read out.

A chime sounded, clear and small, from everywhere at once: the quest-complete sting.

[ CUTPURSE — SLAIN (SARAFAEL) ]
[ LOOT — CUTPURSE: KNIFE ×1 · COPPERS ×7 ]
[ SARAFAEL · F- · HP 211/219 · QI 158/170 · LEFT FOREARM: CUT ]
[ JUDGEMENT — UNCLENCHING EDICT (MANAEL) · ROOTING EDICT (PATHMÁL) · HEAVEN'S VERDICT (SARAEL) — HEAVENLY QI −4 EACH ]
[ ENGAGEMENT — THE FORD TOLL · ELIMINATED: 1 (SARAFAEL) ]


He had slipped off the stones into the shallows. He stood shin-deep at the ford's edge having thrown zero punches, breathing hard enough to have sprinted the crossing end to end. His hands were trembling, and it was the exhilarated variety of trembling.

He had spoken a word, and an executioner who could take apart three armed men had obeyed.

He had said left and a man had gone into the water. He had said right and she had pivoted. The pivot was an event in the physical world that he had caused with his mouth, from the safe side of the stream. It was better than the van, because here he had been the voice in the headset, the role he was born for. He stepped up onto the shingle and grinned at the water with ferocious satisfaction.

Then he looked at the dead man on the stones, and at the ribbon traveling south. The grin drained away and left his face empty, and because she was watching him, he held the expression.

Sara stood in the stream to the knee with gold dripping off her wrist into the brown water. She turned the arm over and examined it.

"It is a small cut," she said. "The realm is a fact. I had forgotten how a fact feels. I chose to take it. I did not choose your gasp. Civilians gasp. Soldiers count."

"You're bleeding."

"So are you, under the cloth. We match." Crouching, she set the knife on a stone, tore a second strip from her hem one-handed and bound the wound before she looked up at him. "You were pleased with yourself a moment ago. I would like you to keep it. It suits your face better than the other expression."

"You're bleeding gold and you're worried about my face?"

"I am worried about neither. I am telling you the time, gently." The strip went tight. Then she took his wrist to check the rag on it, and her thumb lingered on the inside of it, resting on the pulse. She let him see her feel it quicken, and keep it. "That is quick. Note it, please. I shall be counting it again, with pleasure." She stood. "Come and hold the basket, please. They will need their hands."

He held the basket. He could not tell whether the thumb on his wrist had been Sara or the bind being courteous to its holder, and nobody on the bank could tell him.

She went to the man on the road first, because he was the ringleader. He was conscious, and by his face he had understood: he held out his own hand before she asked for it, his face the color of the clay.

She took it. Her thumbs found the base of his first two fingers and pressed once. Two knuckles left their sockets with a small sound, and he screamed into the road.

Then came the one in the water, dragged to the shingle by his collar. He screamed at the sight of her hands and then, higher, when they touched him. She found the same two knuckles on his right hand and put them out with one press of her thumbs, and the fingers hung crooked and fat as sausages from the joint.

"Manael," she said, turning back to the man from the road, in the same gentle voice, and a cross seared gold into his ruined hand. The brands dimmed her a breath at a time. Andy stood with the basket and understood that he was hearing a sentence already passed, and that the passing of it was the merciful part.

[ INJURY RECORDED — FINE-GRIP LOSS: PERMANENT ×2 ]
[ TRADE: CUTPURSE — CAPACITY REVOKED ×2 ]
[ SARAFAEL · QI 154/170 ]


Then she knelt beside the corpse and took his coppers with brisk efficiency. She counted two coppers into each ruined hand.

"Porter's rate," she said. "Your friend goes to Sett, to the reeve, on your shoulders. You will carry him carefully. You will tell the reeve what happened at the ford, accurately. Then you will find work that a hand which cannot close can still perform, tomorrow and the day after, until the work has made you into men the label can call by a better name, or until you fail at it and die. Either will serve. A porter needs a back, not hands. Your backs are sound. I checked them while you were screaming, and I am sorry it hurt."

They stared at the coppers and waited for the metal to explain itself. Above the one from the road, the tag reconsidered while he stared at his own hand.

Human · Porter (provisional)

* * *

T

hey walked on toward Sett slowly behind the three men: the road man carrying the dead one, the lamed one hobbling after on a hedge staff. Sara had taken the basket back and carried it on her good arm, with Andy beside her.


He had been silent for a mile, the post-clear silence that came after the loot was rolled.

"That was fun for you," he said at last, because it was true and because he needed to hear how she would phrase it.

She looked back along the road toward the ford, the stones, and the water traveling south.

"It was good work," she said. "Small, and complete."

"You killed him."

"He went for you. I am sorry for him." She gave him one word, then the next. "The other two went for the basket. That is the entire difference, and it is sufficient. I would kill him again tomorrow, before breakfast, and I would say please. Sparing a hand that reached for my holder would crack a sword-path dao heart. Mine does not crack."

In Texas a DA would have taken a year over this. Stand your ground, reasonable fear, a grand jury, a podcast. Here the grand jury was an angel counting coins, and she had already ruled.

The road continued toward Sett, where the date and a coat were waiting.

"I called that," he said. "The pull. The stones. The right side. You did what I said."

"You called it correctly."

"That's not what I—" He studied the back of the dead man's head, bobbing on his friend's shoulders. "I liked it, Sara. Calling it. I liked it more than the map." He heard himself. "I've wanted that map since I was nine."

"Yes," she said. "I saw that too."

"Cool," said Andy. "Great. Love being a window." The joke died on the road, and she stepped over it.

The one from the road spoke once, a mile later, addressing the road in front of him. His friend's dead weight lay across his shoulders with his ruined hand hooked beneath it.

"You'll want to be off the Sett road by dark, lady. You and him both."

"Why," said Sara.

He took a long time answering, while the dead man's boots swung against his hip.

"Because it's hers after dark," he said. "She's a summoner past any realm this county can put a sword to." That was the last word he offered Sara or the road, and above his head the tag continued to read provisional.


CHAPTER 6 — Misclicked a Succubus

T

he reeve's ledger at Sett counted people. It ran forty or fifty names to a page in brown ink, with a line ruled through one in five. Sett itself sat on a low hill half a day east of Ardnowe. It had two streets crossed at a pump, more alehouses than wells, and a gallows on the green that nobody had bothered to take down. The street smelled of spilled beer and wet ash. Men drinking on the benches at noon read SUMMONER over his head and pulled their legs in. The reeve kept a room off the market hall with a barred window. He was a long-faced man with ink to the second knuckle of every finger and a cold he kept wiping on his sleeve.


The ledger lay open on his desk at a ruled page, and the names marched down it in their column. Andy read it upside down while the man wrote, and the reeve let him. The man read Sara's nameplate and took down the ford in three lines, with the corpse delivered on a cutpurse's back. Then he lifted a dead carter's coat and boots off the peg behind his desk, handed them to Andy, and asked no questions. Beneath the three lines he wrote Ardnowe. Summoner. Mortal, blotted the entry, and closed the book. Andy took it for a roll of summoners, kept for whoever sat above a village reeve.

"What's the column?" Andy asked.

"Sett's," said the reeve, and gave Sara the date.

Sara had asked for it at the door in her stone-on-a-grave voice. She took it and said "Thank you," and nothing else. She turned away, and she did not give it back. The reeve kept them past dusk over the paperwork, so they walked the Sett road home in the dark after all, Sara in front. Her right hand stayed open at her side for every mile of it. Past the second milestone a heavy shape moved in the black field on their left and kept pace with them for a furlong, breathing. Sara stopped. Gold lit along her open fingers, a hilt half-called out of nothing, and the shape in the field stopped too. After a while it went away through the stubble, and Sara walked on with the gold still on her knuckles. She said one other sentence on the road, an hour later, to the hedgerows.

"Longer than I supposed."

He let it lie.

Bel's coppers had bought Sara a gray wool dress and hobnailed boots off a chandler's peg on the way in to Sett. Andy needed none of the coppers, as it turned out, because the reeve dressed him for free. Sara inspected both seam by seam under the reeve's lamp and pronounced them correct.

Now he stood on the brown ring in Bel's barn wearing his new coat of knee-length brown wool. It was a gear upgrade that still carried a dead man's stats. The lamp hung on its nail beside the west door, where Sara stood, and he pitched the proposal he had been theorycrafting since the ford.

"Okay, real talk. A party needs a tank and a nuke."

"A tank," said Sara, holding the word up like a bone she had found in her bread.

"You. But a tank can't kill anything fast. That's the nuke's job." He made a gesture that signified fireballs. "We need one before somebody with more than three cutpurses comes down that road."

"And the list will give you one."

"The list has two hundred beasts on it with a dash beside every one." He opened his hand at the air. "But lists have a bottom, and the bottom of this one had an angel on it. So I'm going to scroll past the dashes and find the biggest, ugliest doom-beast that answers a call at this realm and happens to know it's alive, and point it at people who deserve it."

"Very well," said Sara, lifting the lamp off its nail and holding it aloft, which was her way of announcing that she would be supervising.

* * *

H

e thought bind. His eyes went cold at the back, and the list dropped out of the darkness like a curtain. He knew its shape now: two hundred dashes, three made-thing entries, a handful of people. He scrolled straight to the people.


Then he reached a line that had not been there yesterday morning.

[ BIND · Realm F- ]
[ CANDIDATES — WILL ANSWER A CALL AT THIS REALM: ]
[ THE WIDOW MERE · Human · HEDGE-WITCH · [for company] ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL · Greater Succubus · PLEASURE SOLDIER · [accepting] · location: a library ]
[ — END OF LIST — ]
[ CONFIRM BIND: DIANIZOBILAL? ]


He read it twice, because a daily reset had apparently occurred and the shop had restocked.

"Succubus," he said. "Of course it's a succubus. The list has a bottom and the bottom is a succubus. Godd, you absolute hack. Every succubus in every game is the same pin-up off a barracks locker. Horns, heels, a waist you could snap, and a rack with its own hitbox."

"Yes," said Sara, from the door, and the lamp held perfectly still.

"Greater Succubus. Pleasure Soldier. Accepting." It sat beneath the Widow Mere with the same flat equality every line displayed. It was the only entry on the list with a yes already inside it. Every other candidate had pulled back from him. This one had pulled toward him. "A library. A pleasure soldier in a library. What is she doing in there, a reading?"

"Andy."

"I know what a succubus is. I've romanced three." He shoved a hand through his hair. "That's a support class with a charm kit, not a nuke. That's a—"

He stopped, because he had been about to say a dating sim with a health bar, and Sara was in the room, and Sara had a health bar too.

"I'm not doing it. We wait for a beast with claws." He jabbed a finger at the line. "That's a glowing chest in the middle of an empty room. I've opened that chest. It's a mimic with a good haircut."

He turned to leave the ring.

The panel traveled with him, a HUD element pinned to the camera. It expanded one line further while he turned, a hand's width from his face. His nose went straight into the confirmation. It was the worst misclick of his life, and he had once sold a legendary sword to a vendor for six gold. A cool blankness pressed the tip of his nose, a window touched from the inside, and then the chime.

"No," he said. "No, no, wait, I didn't—"

[ BOUND: DIANIZOBILAL · Greater Succubus · PLEASURE SOLDIER ]
[ RANK HELD (HELL): FIRST PLEASURE SOLDIER OF THE ARMY · STATUS ON BINDING: MID-COITUS (INTERRUPTED) ]
[ BODY A/F- · SPEED A/F- · WORKING A/F- · SIGHT A/F- · WILL A/F- ]
[ CASTING A/F- ]
[ HP: 76/76 HELLFIRE QI: 107/107 ]


"First Pleasure Soldier of the Army," he read aloud, because his mouth was faster than his judgement. "Mid-coitus. Interrupted."

"It is a rank," said Sara. "Hell's army ranked its camp-women the same as its foot, forgive me. I have burned their tents. Please disregard it."

The technique seized his hand, another animation lock. His hand yanked Bel's knife out of the coat pocket and tore Sara's bandage off. It slashed a new cut along the line beside the one she had bound in the barn. His mouth delivered the voice line, low and long. The ring drank the blood and ignited silver-blue. Star-points pricked out along the cut, and the air above the ring folded until the fold hung suspended.

It tore out through his chest, and the bar settled at eight.

"Oh, come on," he told whoever designed panels that expanded into a man's face. "That's not a confirmation. That's a trap. That's a—"

The fold collapsed.

* * *

T

he sound arrived first.


It was a moan a politely raised twenty-two-year-old recognized on the first note and hunted for an exit on the second. It was low, rising, helpless and delighted with itself, the arrival voice line every streamer muted. It came out of the fold before the woman did and continued after she landed, still climbing. Then it lost its footing and fell apart in the middle, on a note that had plainly been headed elsewhere.

She was on her knees on the ring, facing him, with her head thrown back and her eyes shut. One hand lay flat on her own chest while the other braced in the dirt. Her hips rocked forward once, onto nothing, and stopped. Her skirts had ridden up to her waist, and she was slick to the knees, her own wet running down the insides of her thighs and dripping onto his ring. From three feet away she smelled hot and musky under the barn's straw. She made a second sound, much shorter than the first, which Andy would have classified as a curse in any language.

"Ûzz."

Then the rest of it arrived.

A lifetime of cultivation drained out of her from the top downward. The process played across her face until what remained no longer knew where it was. She twisted around to look behind her and up, well over a man's height, and found a barn wall. She crossed the ring on her knees without appearing to decide to and seized a double handful of his hoodie. Then she hauled herself up him onto her feet until her forehead struck his chin. The horns slid past his ears on both sides, and she laughed into his chest, out of all proportion.

"Down," she said. "Down, down, down. Oh. Oh, all of it. That is the complete staircase. Who are you. Who are you, I am going to need your name, I am going to need it written—" Her hands climbed his back and clamped his shoulders with a grip that would require prying.

Then, briskly, into the hoodie, at speed: "Down to a Mortal in under four seconds, and the literature calls that an adjustment. I have been brought down faster exactly once, under a gnome, and gnomes are little crank wankers who finish before the bed stops creaking. I shall be writing a letter. I shall be writing several."

Then the briskness ran out of her and she went heavy. Her weight arrived on him all at once, warm, and her cheek turned against his chest. "You smell of a barn," she said, comfortably.

She let one shuddering sigh into him. Then she peeled herself off him, sank back to her knees, sat back onto her heels, and opened her eyes.

She wore glasses. He fixed on them first, hunting for a safe object, a minimap to stare at through a cutscene. They were round lenses in gold frames, set on a face that was cream-pale and flushed pink from the collarbones out. Behind the lenses her eyes were violet. Her hair read black in the lamplight, cut to the shoulders. Two horns rose from it, polished to points and chased with gold filigree along their length. Her dress was plum silk, ink-stained at the cuffs and cut low, and the tops of her breasts shoved against the neckline with every breath. She had brought a book, and a slim field-book with a pen clipped to its cover rode in the front of her dress.

Behind her a violet tail lay in a loose curve. The spade at its tip was tapping the earth once a second.

She looked at him, then at the air above his head, and then back down.

"Andy," she said. "Is it? The label says Cursed Summoner, which is a path and not a name, and I would prefer a name. I am Diana."

Her voice belonged to a lecture hall, and every vowel had been to university. Her eyes traveled down him once, a scholar inspecting a spine on a shelf. Then they traveled down him again, and the second pass was not scholarship of any description.

"Andy," said Andy. "Yes. Sorry. Hi. Are you—"

"I am not well. I am extremely fucking not well, and I am going to be precise about it, because the field-book deserves precision." She did not look away while she said it. "Four seconds ago I was finishing. The gentleman was about to finish inside me. Your panel arrived between one heartbeat and the next and removed me from him. I have arrived here empty, unfinished, and in one hell of a temper." She snatched the book off the dirt and rose in one motion with it under her arm. "You will forgive the noise. The literature warned me about the transit. It neglected to warn me about the timing." She hugged the book. "He was the Prince of Damnation, since you will ask. My ex. We have been on and off for three centuries, and tonight was on. Twelve feet of him, horns like a ram's, a brain like a ram's, and sixteen inches of cock, and he was rearranging my guts with it. You have interrupted a prince, Andy, one stroke from the end. The son of a bitch will write."

Andy wanted the ground to open and take him.

Then she saw Sara.

* * *

S

ara had come two paces off the door while the fold was still collapsing. She stood there with the lamp in her left hand and the sword drawn gold out of her right palm, point down, the draw going out of her on one breath. Her face was the face from the ford.


Everything about Diana stopped.

The face stopped first. She looked at the woman beside the doorway, and the scholar fell off her face all at once. What was left looked like a person far smaller and far less capable, on a barn floor, looking up.

Then she backed away.

Her knees went, and she went backward on her hands and heels across the ring, scuffing three of her own summoning marks out on the way. She stopped when her shoulders struck the barn wall and there was no more backward. The tail whipped around and clamped along her own leg. The spade tucked beneath her thigh, where a creature hid the parts it did not want seen. Both hands came up flat in front of her face with the palms outward. It was the oldest gesture in existence, and it had never once worked.

The sound she made had no language in it at all. It came up out of the bottom of her and continued for a while.

He had bound her a minute earlier. She was still lying on the floor of the descent, without the machinery a person used to assemble a face. Her face displayed nothing but the fear.

"No," said Diana, to the doorway. "No. No, no, no. Oh, fuck me, I know that face. I know that face, I have seen that face, I have seen it—"

She stopped, as if her mouth had outrun her, and she shut it hard, as a reader shuts a book on a page nobody else is allowed to see.

She straightened her glasses with a hand that could not manage it, and it took two attempts.

"Ah," said Diana, to nobody, in a tiny voice.

Sara had not moved. The sword remained in her hand, point down, and her expression had not altered in any way Andy could have described to another person afterward. A quality in it had gone slightly still, the stillness a room took on when a particular name was spoken there. Then it was her ordinary face again.

"Sara," said Andy. "Sara, stand down. She's on the list, she's bound, she's—"

"I know what she is. She is incorrect, and I am not, and I am sorry for her. That is the whole of it."

"She's party."

Sara read the woman in front of her from horns to heels and arrived at the bottom.

"Very well," she said. The sword unthreaded from her hand into gold motes that drifted down and sank into her palm, and her breath went out once with them. She stepped back one pace to Andy's side and kept her eyes on the demon.

Diana exhaled, and the breath shook. It was faction hostility, two summons on one party frame with a red bar between them, and he had bound the second one with his face.

"Angels hunt demons," she told Andy, too fast. "For sport. It is in every sect primer. The holy sword path is my kind's natural hunter. Her heavenly qi knows my hellfire as a hound knows a fox, even pressed down to Mortal. I mention it so that you comprehend what you have just asked her to do, and what she has just done. She is a khegar, a belower, a harp-fucked holy bitch with a psalter up her ass—" Diana glanced at the sword and swallowed the rest of the list. "An angel," she finished, pleasantly.

"You can't say that," said Andy, on reflex. "That's a slur. You can't just—"

Both women turned and looked at him. Wrong lobby, Andy thought.

"We hunt them," said Sara. "For sport. Yes. Forgive us."

Diana looked at her, and Sara looked back.

"You do not deny it."

"No."

"Well," said Diana, straightening her glasses, although they were straight. "That is refreshingly honest, and I shall be sleeping very lightly, with my thighs open toward the door, so that whatever comes through it in the night at least comes in by the correct entrance."

It was a good answer, a whole paragraph of general demonology. It landed on the spot where, forty seconds earlier, a terrified demon had begun a sentence with I have seen it and then silenced herself before finishing. Andy, who read everything, bookmarked the seam without knowing what it was the seam of.

She got up off the wall and turned back to Andy.

"Now," she said. "I was employed until three minutes ago as head librarian to the Prince of Damnation, and I have departed without notice. When he sends a letter, and he will, it will come under black wax with a horned crown pressed in. Put it in the fire. He sits a realm so far above mine that I cannot see the top of it, and a lord of that height cannot let his librarian walk off without losing face. He will want the face back. Second. I have brought the wrong book." She picked a treatise on drainage up off the floor and held it up. "Third. You are bleeding on the floor, and your angel is looking at me as if I intend to eat you. I would like the field-book to show that I have done nothing, so far, but arrive."

"That was a lot," said Andy.

"I am a lot," said Diana. "You are shorter than the literature promised, for a stubble-fire, and they breed you short on purpose, like pit ponies, in the same damp straw, and the stud is chosen for the length of his cock, which is the one thing a stubble-fire breeder ever measures. Your face is considerably better. Good hands. I shall note all three. Stop bleeding on the paper."

"On my face?"

"On the floor. Your face is acceptable where it is." She came a step closer. The tail curled around and stopped an inch short of his boot. "I accepted, Andy. Your offer came up through a thousand miles of rock into a library, and it said Andy on it, and Mortal. Nobody at the bottom of Mortal can reach a greater succubus. Nobody. I said yes for the literature, to see the stubble-fire who could. I thought I would fuck around with your kind for a few years, a few decades, and go home with a book. I also read the line under the offer, the one that describes what a summoner's blood can make. I have had most of what a body can desire. The desire I have carried longest is written on that floor with your name on it, and I want you to wonder why."

He wondered. Affection is a number, dude. A succubus had read the one path that brought its dead back through a ring and had said yes in advance. Either she liked his face or she liked the ring, or the ring was liking him on her behalf, and nothing on her said which.

Andy stood with his arm bleeding into a dead carter's coat and did the arithmetic: by the width of his own nose, he had doubled his summons. Sara had not taken her eyes off Diana once, and by the look on her face he had also started a war.


CHAPTER 7 — Hidden Stats

T

he room's rhythm was wrong, and he lay still in the dark before dawn to find out why. Sara was at Bel's hearth with her back to the room, feeding the fire one stick at a time and humming under her breath. It was a low, slow tune without any words he could catch. Diana sat at the table behind her with her back to the hearth and her sleeve pressed flat across her mouth. Her shoulders were rising far too fast, in, in, in, and never out. Tears ran from under the gold frames and dripped off her jaw onto the treatise, and she let them run. He guessed that wiping them would have made a sound.


Her lips moved behind the sleeve, because she was counting. He recognized that count, since he had done it on a bathroom floor the night before a final: four in, hold, four out. She could not reach the out.

The humming stopped, and Sara turned with the poker in her hand.

"Are you unwell?"

"Smoke," said Diana, into the sleeve. It came out nearly level. "The flue. It is nothing." It was a lie, and not a good one. Andy figured a demon who flinched in front of an angel lost face, and she had lied to keep it.

Sara looked at the hearth. Bel's flue drew like a chimney in a painting, and there was no smoke in the room at all. She looked back at Diana, at the wet jaw and the sleeve, with the flat gold attention she gave a page in an unreadable script. If she found anything on it she could use, she kept it.

"Then sit nearer the door, dear," she said, and turned back to the fire. After a while she resumed humming.

Diana rose without a sound and went out into the yard. Andy closed his eyes, because it was plainly not his to witness, and sleep reclaimed him before he could decide what it had been.

Diana was in the doorway when he woke the second time, and she had arranged herself there. It was a companion posed at the spawn point for the player's first look. One shoulder rested on the frame, the drainage treatise balanced against her hip, and the tail curled once around her ankle. The dawn behind her was working hard in her glasses and on her horns. She had evidently been standing that way for some time, waiting for the bench to produce an audience.

When she was certain of him, she tucked the treatise into the coil of her tail. Then she stretched slowly, both arms extended over her head against the frame. The ink-stained dress rode up to the top of one cream thigh, and the bodice, which had never been adequate to her, surrendered. She spilled over the neckline until one dark pink nipple slid free of it, and she held the stretch there, watching him over the glasses to measure how long he lasted. He lasted about a second and found the ceiling.

"One second," she said. "We shall work on that. Good morning, Andy."

"Morning."

"You slept seven hours. The literature holds that a summoner's first night after a second binding is broken by dreams of the bound. I wished to observe it, and instead you snored like a hog in shit." She fished the book out of the tail's coil and raised it an inch. "This is a treatise on drainage. I have read it twice since midnight. It is shit, bound in calf."

"What's Sara doing?"

"At the hearth, boiling a substance." Diana's chin rose a degree, into the pose of a frontispiece portrait. "Andy. I have a question, and I want an honest answer, because I am compiling."

"Okay."

"Have you ever been the object of a succubus's attention? The sources are unanimous on the response. Rapid pulse, dilation, an inability to complete a sentence, and a cock at attention inside a count of four—"

"No," said Andy. "Never. And I'm not going to pretend I know how this goes. I got you by nose. I was leaving the room."

The frontispiece held for a second longer, because it had been constructed to hold. Then it had nowhere to go. It hunted for the next line and discovered that line written for a different answer. The player had picked the option the writers skipped. The chin came down the degree it had risen, and the tail uncurled from her ankle and lay flat.

"By nose," said Diana.

"The panel opened into my face."

"That is not in the literature. I have read the illustrated editions, the ones the sects lock up for their elders to wank over."

"I'm starting to think the literature was written by people who never did any of this." He sat up. "It's a wiki. Guys who watched a stream once, wrong about the drop rates, and everybody quotes it anyway."

"I have contributed to the literature," said Diana, "and the sect manuals cite me."

"Yeah. I figured."

Diana let that sit. Then she opened the drainage treatise to a page in the middle and read it with tremendous concentration.

* * *

T

he sheet appeared while Sara was putting bread in his hands. He had thought party at the air, modeled on stats, and the air obliged: a chill behind his eyes, then a party roster. He had found another menu just by asking for it.


[ PARTY — BOUND 2 · REALM F- ]
[ ANDY · BODY F · SPEED F · WORKING F · SIGHT C · WILL D ]
[ SARAFAEL · BODY F- · SPEED F- · WORKING F- · SIGHT F- · WILL F- ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL · BODY F- · SPEED F- · WORKING F- · SIGHT F- · WILL F- ]


He stared at the fourth column, and his mouth repeated the expression it had made at Bel's hearth on the first morning. No composition screen had ever studied him back.

"Diana. How good are your eyes? Your real ones, under the suppression."

"Superb," said Diana, from the doorway, into the treatise. "I am an archivist. I read across a hall."

"Sara?"

"Adequate," said Sara. "A judge is a poor reader. I have never needed to be a good one."

His System, eavesdropping, lit the A beside Diana's true SIGHT and the B beside Sara's, the grades it had shown him at the binds, and he understood at last what it had been translating: superb and adequate. His own column read C.

"Mine's better than adequate," he said slowly. "And you're both reading early Mortal on everything, because that's the suppression—" he could hear the patch note, working as intended "—so right now I have the best eyes in the party. Me. I couldn't read the bottom of a menu without the app."

"That," said Diana, closing the treatise, "is the single most humiliating column I have ever been part of. I was present for the census of the ninth ring, where they counted us by the ass."

"It is a fact," said Sara. "Disregard it, please."

"I shall not disregard it. I shall cite it." Diana came in off the doorframe and sat down across from him. She looked at his face like an error in a standard text. "You are aware, Andy, that in the Mortal realm, early stage, an Archangel and a Greater Succubus are, for practical purposes, two moderately fit farmhands and a man with good eyes."

"Mortal. Bel taught me that one. My System prints it as F-minus."

"Then hear the next rungs pronounced by a person, since the System cannot bow." She counted on her fingers with pedagogical relish. "Mortal, where you are, and the only rung this plane grows by itself. Its qi is the plain kind. Every other kind blows in from some other plane, mine from hell and hers from heaven. Hell calls this plane gishvragakh. Too much farmland. Qi-Gathering, where the cutpurses at the ford were, and I am told they were insufferable about it. Foundation, where a body stops being a body and becomes a vessel. Each realm has an early stage, a middle, and a peak, and a cultivator tempers for a lifetime to escape the first." She lowered her hand. "There are six more above Foundation, and you will not need their names for a year. I shall teach them to you when a monster requires it."

"You're skipping the top."

"I am skipping everything between here and the top. The top is sitting at the hearth." Diana tipped her horns toward Sara. "True Immortal. The ninth realm, one rung beneath godhood. The sects do not discuss the rung above it at all."

"One rung beneath?" Andy stared. "In the tree book, True Immortal was the summit. The last page. There wasn't anything above it."

"Then your tree book was written by a stubble-fire," said Diana, fondly, "who died before he could finish a thought. And I am opening a glossary in the field-book, Andy. Each time you say level or bar where a cultivator would say realm or qi, I deduct a mark."

"Nine letters on my sheet, F up to triple S, three steps each, and the panel prints the letters because it knows what I am. Twenty-seven rungs. I've grinded ladders longer than that. I've never once started on the bottom rung with a minus on it."

"The minus is new to me as well," said Diana.

"And you intend to point us at enemies," said Sara.

"I'm going to point you at whatever I see coming. In every party I ever ran, the guy with the map was the guy who mattered, and he never had the best gear."

"Then look at me, Andy, since you are the eyes." Diana folded her hands on the treatise. "You have been trying not to since the barn. The trying is adorable, and it is partly what I am for. Look."

He looked at the horns, the glasses and the ink on her cuffs, then at the heavy breasts straining the bodice, the wide soft hips, and the tail curled behind her thighs. A studio had poured its budget into this character model. She timed him and announced, "Twelve seconds. The literature says four. Either you are a saint or your cock is shy, and I shall want a larger sample." Sara, at the hearth, set the pot down harder than the pot required. Andy opened his mouth to defend twelve seconds and found no stat in his build that covered it.

"Sara."

"The pot slipped."

"The pot did not slip," said Diana, delighted. "The pot was put. Andy, the holy bitch has just put a pot down at me. I want that recorded on the first page."

She leaned toward him, making no attempt at discretion. "In my tongue we call them khegar. Belowers. That is the everyday word. The formal one requires a full breath to pronounce, and it translates, with regret for the elegance lost, as harp-strung-through-the-cunt." She turned to the hearth. "Pass the salt, belower," she said to Sara, warmly, like an endearment. Sara passed it hard.

Sara put a second pot down.

"Two pots," said Diana. "Both on the first page."

He wanted her, pots and all. Then, beneath the wanting, the other thought surfaced, as usual, and this time with teeth.

Look at the build.

He knew this companion's slot by heart. He had met it in a dozen games and skipped the romance in eight of them: the big-chested demon girl with horns and glasses who arrived already interested. She delivered the line about being fed by attention and leaned in at the campfire. Her tail performed the emoting the writers were too cheap to put in her face. Waifu bait. The forums had shorter words for her, fuckdoll the politest, and he had typed it himself, laughing, at two in the morning, about a bundle of polygons on a screen in Austin. That word sat in his head now, in a cottage in another world, with the actual woman three feet away timing his stare. It made him feel like dirt scraped off a boot. Beneath that waited the question that had been lurking since the confirmation went into his face.

What if it is me.

Sara had been on a post, dying, and he had reached into a list and removed her from it. A person taken off a post had reasons to be warm that had nothing to do with any technique, and he could live inside that explanation. He had been living inside it for two days. She had asked him into her bed at a barn door, and he had gone to wash and never answered.

Diana had come off a prince in a library, mid-stroke, and the line on his list had said accepting before he asked her anything. Now she was across a table at dawn with her tail an inch from his boot, being delightful at him. The only event in between had been BIND.

He knew what charm accomplished in a tooltip, because he had played the class. A player pressed the button and the target's attitude changed without any prompt, and the tooltip called it befriend because befriend tested better than the truth.

His sheet said BIND, and it said nothing at all about what BIND did to the interior of a person. The bind had opened his arm and drunk his qi, and that was the part he could see. About the other half it had gone silent, a piece cut out of another person where he could not see it.

A succubus was nourished by being wanted, and he wanted her. If the technique had installed that in her, then every warm hour he would ever have with this woman was an act he had committed upon her.

He could not ask. He had worked that out on the first night with a dog, and the conclusion had not improved with age: a bound creature answered. There was no combat log, either. Four thousand hours, and every encounter he had fought came with numbers he could review afterward. Here he was inside the only encounter that mattered, with the log disabled.

"You have left the room," said Diana.

"Nowhere good."

"Then come back, eat your bread, and do not do that at a table. It is very rude and I cannot cite it." She said it lightly. She was watching him, and for one second she did not look like she was performing anything.

He ate the bread, while behind him the door stood open with the morning light on it. Diana made a low, pleased sound with a melody inside it, gone before he could save it, and looked away from him at Sara's ears.

"You are unpierced," she said.

Sara turned from the hearth.

"I merely observe it. Every bestiary holds that seraphic flesh will not accept a piercing. The wound closes around the post inside the hour. It is one of the seven canonical proofs of—"

"The literature is wrong, I am sorry to say," said Sara, and slammed the pot down on the table. "Eat, please."

Diana stared at the pot, then at Sara's ears, and reached for her pen.

"I shall want to test that, on her holy ass," she said.

"You shall not, thank you," said Sara. She ladled porridge into a bowl. "Demon flesh is the useful thing to know about." She said it to the pot, as plainly as a recipe. "A tail comes off at the third bone from the root, from the side, in one stroke. Any higher and it is still a whip. Any lower and you are into the hip, and the blade sticks. A sword-path cut is the one wound demon flesh cannot close around. That is why my path hunts yours. I mean it kindly." She set the ladle down and pushed the bowl across to Diana.

Diana's spoon halted halfway to her mouth, hovered there for a breath, and continued. Under the table, her tail withdrew and coiled tight against her own ankle.

Andy kept his mouth on his bread and was happy. Two companions were bickering in party chat over his head. He had waited his life for a game that did that, and this one had managed it at breakfast.

* * *

B

el walked them to the end of the lane, the tutorial NPC walking the player to the zone line.


"A summoner, an angel and a demon under my roof," Bel had said at the door that morning, when she saw the horns. "The reeve'll be up my lane inside the week with worse behind him. I'd sooner bless you to Ferrow than lie awake hating you here."

"Yes," Sara had said, and that had ended it.

At the lane's end he held the paring knife out to her, handle first, and she closed his fingers back around it.

"It's done onions," she said. "It'll do the rest."

"Bel—"

"Go on. Wren." The dog, who had followed to the hedge, sat. "You have a creature standing between you and the world now, lad. Two. That's more than he ever had. Try to keep them."

He tried to answer, and his voice had quit on him, because the questgiver had delivered a line that landed. Sara inclined her head the inch she granted children. Diana curtsied, a full, deep curtsy from a formal court. "Thank you, kind stubble-fire," she said. "One must be kind quickly, when one is so brief. A stubble-fire with your manners would have been the kitchen's favorite blood slave in my mother's house. We tapped the good ones at the wrist and thanked them for the vintage." Bel studied her, the horns, the tail. Then she turned to Andy and did not look at the demon again.

"My mother would have spat at you," Bel said, to Andy and not to the demon. "I'll keep my spit for the barley."

She walked back up the lane with her stick, eyes front all the way.

"They always walk off when a demon thanks them," said Diana. "It is the horns."

Andy had heard stubble-fire a handful of times since last night. He had tagged it as flavor text, a short-life joke off a lore tab. By the set of Bel's back going up the lane, it was worse than that, and he did not want to learn how much worse. Diana watched her go with a fond smile and ink on her cuffs.

* * *

T

he Ferrow road ran northwest between hedgerows, long and straight, and on his HUD the party sheet sat where a health bar belonged.


[ ANDY · Realm F- MORTAL (EARLY) · HP 32/32 · QI 32/32 ]
[ SARAFAEL · Realm F- MORTAL (EARLY) · HP 219/219 · QI 170/170 ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL · Realm F- MORTAL (EARLY) · HP 76/76 · QI 107/107 ]


Beside each letter the System now printed the realm in small capitals, as if it had sat in on Diana's lecture at breakfast and taken notes. The three pools were his in the sense that a party frame belonged to its leader. He walked in the middle with Sara on his left and Diana on his right, while the Ferrow road unrolled ahead through stubble fields and pasture behind the hedges, a farm every so often with its smoke going straight up, and the fog of war retreated off the map. For a mile he forgot he had died in a van.

Then the cart arrived, because a mile of good light with a full party frame always ended in an NPC on the road.

It was a farm cart behind a brown horse, with a man at the horse's head and two children on the boards behind him, legs swinging. The girl waved at Diana, because children waved at horns. Diana waved back.

The carter looked at Sara, then above her, and his face repeated what Lambert's face had done. He looked at Diana, then above her, and his face did worse. Then he looked at Andy, and above him.

He stopped the horse, an NPC reading a nameplate and rewriting its script mid-walk with his children aboard. He hurried back along the cart and set the girl down on its far side, on the verge, then hauled the boy after her. Placing himself between them and the road, he walked the horse past with his hand on the boy's shoulder, his eyes fixed on the hedge.

"He is teaching them the path," said Sara. "Mortals teach their children two lessons about summoners before their letters: that the path eats whoever stands near him, and that anyone a summoner binds, he can make love him. Heaven ruled that every path to cultivation is a step nearer the Creator's love, and so they do not burn you. They only move the children."

The girl peeked around her father's legs at the horns and waved again, smaller. Then the cart was past, the road was empty, and the three of them walked on.

Andy looked at the air above his own head, which was blank to him and legible to everybody else in this world as a single word.

"He read me," he said.

"Yes," said Sara.

"Not you. Not her. He was scared of you two, sure. But he moved the kids for me."

"Yes."

"What does it say? Over my head. What does the word look like, from the outside?"

Sara walked several steps before she answered.

"It looks like a warning," she said. "It is meant to."

A red name. He had walked through a hundred towns with a red name and watched the guards turn. It had been a reputation number to grind back with fetch quests, and it had been funny. This was the least funny message he had ever read.

"It is not the worst word," said Sara. "Cursed is a class, and no law touches a man for what he was made able to cultivate. Draw one breath of qi from the plane of curses, and the System prints a different word over you. Sinner. After that, heaven stops ruling and starts sending." She studied the blank air over his head like a gate guard checking a seal. "Yours does not say it. If it ever does, they will send a hunter. Pray it is not me."

So there was a worse flag than red. Every server had one, the flag that made a red name kill-on-sight, when the guards stopped turning away and came running.

Diana had gone quiet, staring straight ahead down the road with the treatise flat against her chest, and the tail had stopped moving.

"He put them on the far side," she said, to the road. "Away from you. That was correct of him, by the label. It was correct." She paused. "I did not enjoy watching it."

"No," said Andy.

The road ran on toward Ferrow, and he watched it for the next red name, because for now his eyes were the best the party had. The road did not make him wait long.


CHAPTER 8 — Loot: One Spoon

D

iana spotted the wagon marks first. She had been studying the verge while Andy watched the road. His sight was sharper, but she knew what wagon ruts meant, and a perception check took a knowledge bonus.


"A vehicle pulled off the road here," she said. "Heavy. Iron on the wheels. Four of them." She had stopped on the verge above the drainage cut with the treatise under her arm and her head tilted. "And left again. Toward the fork."

"Farm wagon," said Andy. Then he remembered the iron ruts from his first morning, in a lane where the villagers had worn a pale detour alongside them.

"A farm wagon is built light and shod in wood, Andy. This is a wagon for hauling weight a long distance. And it stopped here, on saturated ground, where nobody stops. Stubble-fire farmers build for one short life and a cheap funeral, and in between they fuck like rabbits in a warm hutch. This was built by a man who expected to live."

Sara was already down the bank past them both.

The drainage cut ran beside the road, six feet across, three deep, brown to the brim, and ten yards beyond the culvert a woman lay in it. A game would have called it environmental storytelling and rewarded nothing for stopping to look.

She lay face up on a silt shelf at the cut's edge with the water lapping at her ears, dressed in a gray linen shift with the sleeves cut away. It was the garment a person wore when another person chose the clothing, and it had gone dark down the front from collarbone to hip. The darkness was spreading into the brown water around her in a slow cloud.

She was staring at the sky, breathing in small, quick pulls, silent.

Sara waded into the cut to the thigh and hauled the woman's head clear of the water. The woman let her, studied Sara's face and the air above it, then returned her gaze to the sky and went on breathing.

Her shift had fallen open at the ribs where Sara lifted her, and the wounds turned Andy's stomach over. Two blade wounds gaped as wide as mouths, low beneath the ribs on the left. Through the lower one a loop of gray intestine had pushed out and lay on the wet linen, pale and slick, rising and falling with her shallow breaths. The water around her had turned the color of strong tea.

"She is cut," said Sara. "Here, and here. Under the ribs. The blade was long."

"Is she—"

"She is dying, Andy. She has been dying for some time. Come down, please."

* * *

H

e went down the bank and knelt on the wet rim above them.


The flanker had died quickly, while this was slow, a bleed with a long tick and a party carrying zero heals between them. The woman's face was gray and young, her hair hacked off at the jaw with a blade, and her wrists bore the same marks as Sara's. Iron had bitten them deep, and often.

Her eyes climbed to the air above his head and read it, then came down to his face and held there with an attention he could physically feel.

"Hey," he said. "Hey. What's your name?"

She said nothing, and after a second the silence itself became the answer. A faint gray seam stitched her lips together, visible only when he stared, like a line of ash drawn across her mouth. By the look of it, a command had been sewn into her. It had stayed, because whoever could have lifted it was not here.

So he did what he always did, and the suspicion that it might be rude arrived about two seconds late, in Diana's voice. He thought stats at the air above her, the cold made his eyes water, and the sheet opened over a dying woman. He was inspecting her for gear, and her gear consisted of a shift and a silence.

[ TILDA · Human · [bound] ]
[ BODY C/D · SPEED C/D · WORKING D/D · SIGHT D/D · WILL B/F- ]
[ DEATHS: 114 ]


Diana made a small, sharp sound above him on the verge, a scholar's intake of breath.

"You read her," she said. "Andy. One does not read a stranger's sheet unasked. Among cultivators you lose face by it, yours and hers—"

"Hold on."

He went over it row by row, his finger tracking in the air as it had tracked tooltips since he was six.

The first four rows sat at their true values or one realm under. Only WILL had collapsed, all the way to the floor.

Then there was the fifth row.

"WILL B," he said. "Held down to F-minus. Below a newborn's."

"Yes," said Sara, from the water.

"That's—" He started again, more slowly, because the sheet was wrong and sheets were always right, so a different fact had to be true instead. "Suppression is the holder's realm. It sits on everything. His realm stops her BODY and SPEED at Foundation. It would stop her WILL at Foundation too. A realm can't push one row all the way down to the bottom of Mortal and leave the others where it left them."

"No," said Sara.

"So that's not suppression. Somebody—" His eyes dropped to the number beneath the rows. "Somebody walked that number down. On purpose. One death at a time." The word for it arrived, and he wished it had not. "He's farming her. She comes back, he kills her, the number goes up, and his bar fills on her. That's a guy standing at a respawn point with a stopwatch."

The woman breathed in small pulls, and the cloud continued spreading.

A guy with a ring. He looked at the wrists in the water and at the wrists holding the head above it, raw in the same two places. The arithmetic completed itself before he could stop it. That was the path description he had read off a panel in a barn, with the variables filled in. A holder bound a person and let her die, and the bar filled. He repeated it a hundred and fourteen times, and the row on the sheet that recorded who she was sank notch by notch. In the end there was a woman in a ditch who could not say her own name unless she was told to. Another summoner had read fine print like his and kept going. The only difference between that man and the man kneeling on this bank was a number. Then the rest of his own panel caught up with him, counts only when it hurts you, and nobody had loved this woman a hundred and fourteen times. Whatever that holder walked was a cousin of his path with the hurt ground off.

He looked up at Sara, and Sara's face made a small movement that was finished in the time it took to see it. A new stillness entered it, one with a floor beneath it. Her eyes traveled to the woman's wrists and to the number, then returned to Andy carrying an expression he did not know.

He hard-saved it, in the folder labeled this character will kill a man before the credits.

* * *

"F

eet," said Diana, from the verge.

She was crouched on the wet grass with her glasses pushed up on her forehead, reading the ground from six inches away like a manuscript. Detective mode.

"The wagon stopped. The horses stood here for a while, because they pawed. A man descended from the box, here, a lean stubble-fire in heavy boots, long in the stride and good in the thigh, by the spacing of it, and walked around to the back, here, and stood. And here he stood longer. And here—"

She stopped and placed one finger, carefully, into the clay.

"Here he pressed an object into the ground. Round. This wide." Her finger and thumb formed a circle slightly larger than a coin. "A raised device on it, a sect mark or a house mark, and I cannot decipher it at this realm, which is an insult to a reader who once deciphered a palimpsest by moonlight with a greenskinned sheath meat riding her face at the time."

"A token," said Sara.

"A token, then. Iron, judging by the residue it left, with soul qi pressed into it. Violet, the color it always is. He pressed it in, lifted it, and the wagon continued." Diana straightened, lowered her glasses, and looked down the ruts toward the fork with a face gone quiet. "And there is a second set of feet, Andy. Lighter. Bare. They come from the back of the wagon to the edge of the cut, descend into it, and do not come out."

Everyone looked at the woman in the water.

"She walked in," said Andy.

"She was told to," said Sara.

"Another summoner is doing this," said Diana. "A cultivator on a summoner's path, Andy, and further along it. A man who holds her, who drives a wagon shod for weight, and who presses his mark into the earth as if he were signing a page." The tail had gone rigid. "A hundred and fourteen, and he left her in a drainage cut."

* * *

T

he woman's breathing changed and grew shallower. Sara shifted her grip to hold the head higher and gazed down into the gray face with the floor in her own.


"Tilda," said Sara, and the woman's eyes shifted to her at the sound of the name. "You may speak. I am telling you that you may."

Gold settled on Tilda's lips like a wax seal with a cross pressed into it. The seal cracked down the cross, and the gray seam across them flaked away into the water. A breath of heavenly qi left Sara with the verdict, and the color drained from her own mouth. Tilda's lips moved, stiffly, like lips out of practice.

[ SARAFAEL — LOOSING VERDICT (SPOKEN) · SEAL BROKEN: SILENCE ORDER (SOUL QI) · HEAVENLY QI −8 ]


"Thursday," she said. It was a breath with a shape.

"Thursday," said Sara. "Yes. Thank you."

Then the eyes traveled past Sara's face to the sky and remained there. The small pulls ceased. A bubble of pink froth swelled at the corner of her mouth and burst. The cloud in the water spread one final inch and stopped spreading.

The chime sounded, clear and small. The kill sting played for a woman in a ditch the same as it played for a cutpurse, because the sound existed as a single file.

[ TILDA — DIED ]
[ HOLDER'S COUNT · DEATHS: 115 ]
[ LOOT — TILDA: SPOON ×1 ]


A spoon floated up beside her hip and rolled over in the brown water. It was wooden and worn thin at the bowl, an object a person kept because it was the one possession she had been allowed to keep.

Andy turned away from the cut and vomited into the grass. Behind him Diana went on annotating the ruts, and Sara held the dead woman's head above the water.

It came up fast and continued past empty, his hands braced in the mud, the loudest sound on the road. A hundred and fifteen deaths, and a spoon.

Sara laid Tilda on the bank and closed the eyes with two fingers. Kneeling over her with the water streaming off her cloak, she spoke one word close to the gray face, low, in the language from the ford.

"Olethiel."

A thin gold line traced the sign of the cross over the closed eyelids and faded. The slack face went still and smooth, as if the word had shut a door behind her. The word took the color from Sara's lips again. On the verge, Diana's tail went rigid at the sound and stayed that way until the word was over, and for a while afterward. Andy saw it from his hands and knees without understanding it, and he pinned it beside the other anomaly.

[ SARAFAEL — EPITAPH SEAL (OLETHIEL) — HEAVENLY QI −8 ]


Then he got up onto his knees and asked the only question he had left.

"Who comes for her?"

Sara kept her hand on the dead woman's forehead. She did not look up.

"Nobody comes for her."

"No. Somebody. There's a reeve at Sett. There's a road here, people use this road, there were cart tracks on it an hour ago." His voice was failing and he let it fail. "Somebody reports this. Somebody writes it down. You take her into a town and you put her on a table and somebody—"

"Andy."

"Somebody has to care that this happened."

His brain was dialing 911 on a phone he did not have. Coroner, news van, candles on a fence, a fundraiser page with a blurry photo. None of it existed here. The news van in this county was a crow.

"A great many people will care," said Sara, "for the length of the caring. Then they will go and get the barley in. Mortal grief lasts as long as mortal barley." She took her hand off the forehead. "The reeve at Sett will write her in three lines, as he wrote the ford in three lines. Hers will be shorter, because she carries only the name her sheet gave us, and nobody remains to add a second. Then he will rule a line through it, because that is the column he keeps. The column is long, and it was long before you were born. He is a clerk with a rope. Clerks with ropes have hanged more innocents than every demon in hell, and I have counted both."

The page he had read upside down on a desk the day before came back to him, forty names deep, with one in five ruled through.

"That's it," he said. "That's all of it."

"It is a summoner's," said Diana, still at the ruts.

She delivered it like a citation, because it was one. By the set of her shoulders, the lecture voice was the only platform she had left to stand on.

"That is all of it, Andy, and you shall have the true version from me rather than a kind one. The primers have a word for what is lying in that cut. Husbandry. It sits between hunting and hymnody, with no more ink on it than either. It is not a crime in any sect I know of, and it is not a crime in this county. It is a method. The men who do it are not hunted for doing it. They are hunted by people who want what they have got by doing it, which is a different sentence and always has been." Her hands were trembling on the treatise, and she steadied the treatise with them. "The world knows what your path is. That is why the old man at the well you told me about would not speak to you. They do not fear that you will go bad. They have counted, over a long time; the counting came out a particular way, and they have arranged their villages around the answer."

"How many," said Andy.

"You do not want the number."

"How many, Diana."

"I have no number. That is the answer, and it is worse than a number." She looked down into the cut. "Nobody counts these. That is what I have been failing to say to you for the last minute. There is no roll anywhere in the world with her on it." A breath. "There is one roll with her on it, and a man with a wagon is driving it toward Sett."

Andy knelt beside a woman nobody was coming for, with a hundred and fifteen printed above her. His own path hung over his own head in a word that made carters move their children. The ordinary way, Bel had said in her kitchen about a dead husband, in her weather voice, and he had heard grief. It had been a category. His stomach heaved again, on nothing, and he crouched over the grass beside her with spit trailing in strings.

Nobody mentioned the vomit. Sara held Bel's waterskin out to him with her eyes on the dead woman. He drank, spat, rose, and wiped his mouth on the dead carter's sleeve. "Sorry, man," he told the carter. "You weren't using it." Then he heard himself and wanted to lie back down.

He grabbed the spoon out of the water on the way up the bank, because a looter collected the drop even when the drop was a spoon. He pocketed it beside Bel's knife. It was a quest item with a lock on it and no use at all.

"The wagon went toward the fork," said Diana. "Toward Sett."

"Then so do we," said Andy.


CHAPTER 9 — Auto-Translate Off

T

he ruts left the road a quarter mile short of Sett and climbed a cart track to a barn standing alone in a field. There they had stopped, deepened, and pulled out again. It was a waypoint where a load had been collected. The barn smelled of old grain and mouse, and the cold inside it was worse than the cold outside.


"It loaded here," said Diana. "It arrived light and departed heavy."

"Loaded with what?" Andy asked, although the depth of the ruts had already answered him.

Diana studied the barn and said, "I have a hypothesis, I would prefer to be wrong, and I am rarely wrong."

It was a grain barn, stone below and timber above, with the south doors open on a dirt floor as long as a bowling lane. The daylight gave out two-thirds of the way down its length. It resembled a dungeon entrance with the lighting done correctly, and a figure was kneeling at the far end, inside the fog of war. There was a cutscene loading back there. Sara raised an open hand, and the party stopped in the doorway.

* * *

T

he figure was a girl in a hat, and the hat came first, a witch's hat, black and tall with the point bent over. A band of crystals circled it, catching the door-light and throwing it back violet. It was a class cosmetic, designed so a server's population could identify the build from across a zone. Then the hair, so pale it read almost white, cropped at the jaw. Then came the arms, slim and lightly corded, with wrists that looked too delicate for what they could do. She wore a long coat hanging open over a man's shirt knotted up under her breasts, and between the knot and her belt ran a strip of flat, light-tan stomach with the muscle showing when she leaned. She wore belted shorts cut high on her thighs. There was no mark on her anywhere, not a freckle, as if she had been poured.


She held a short wooden-handled knife and was incising the dirt floor with it, a hand's width at a time, to the depth of a finger. After each cut she sat back on her heels and inspected it. Beside her a tin held chalks, each in its own slot. On the wall above her, marks in charcoal marched in columns.

If she had heard them at the doors, she kept cutting anyway. Now she set the knife down beside the tin, perfectly square to it, and looked up. Her eyes were amber. They went to Sara first, and then above her. Lambert had done that, and so had the carter, a flick to the nameplate and away. This was different, a reader working down a page from top to bottom, making certain. Her eyes lamped amber, and faint violet script crawled over Sara from crown to boots, like ink soaking up through wet paper, while the girl's lips moved, reading it. It pooled darkest at the throat and in the soft place under the ribs, where a knife went in easiest, and her eyes lingered there. A small breath went out of the girl as she read. Then the script crawled over Diana, and then over Andy.

[ WITCH — SOUL-LAMP GAZE — SOUL QI −1 ]


The sensation resembled a hand passing close to the back of his neck, a presence reading his sheet to the bottom line. Diana had gone rigid, and Sara's empty right hand had made a small movement at her side.

"She read us," said Diana, low. "All three. Before a word. Andy, one does not—"

"Bit," said the girl in the hat.

She said it to Sara, flat and short, a word about the weather, while looking at the air above an archangel's head.

"Bit of a sheet, that," she said. "Shame about the second column. And the wings. Folded up like that, it's giving sat-on. The rest of you looks like nobody's ever sat on you. Tragic."

Then the look came off Sara and moved to Diana, and it stayed there a good deal longer than it had stayed on an archangel. It traveled from the horns downward. It was neither a quick look nor a polite one, and it did not bother pretending to be either. It paused twice on the way, once in the middle and once at the tail. Then it climbed back to Diana's face without a trace of apology.

"Now that," said the girl in the hat, taking the knife back up and resuming her cutting with evident satisfaction, "is literally so good. Obsessed."

Andy's brain snagged on the word. A witch in a crystal hat had just said obsessed, in the exact voice of a girl filming herself for strangers.

Diana's tail, which had been rigid since the doorway, cycled through five positions in about a second and settled on none of them.

"I beg your fucking pardon?" Diana clutched the treatise to her chest like a shield.

"You. You're a very good one." Cut. Sit back. She inspected the cut rather than Diana, which made the compliment worse. "I've read about your lot. Never seen one. The drawings are rubbish. They do the face wrong and they always put the horns too far back." Another cut. "Yours are right. Calling it now: the tits are right, too. They always draw those wrong as well. Too small. Yours are bigger than the drawings. A lot bigger. I looked."

"They are mine," said Diana, "so one would hope they are where they were put, and I would like it entered that we have been in this barn for forty seconds."

"Mm," she said, agreeably, and cut the next hand's width.

Diana's voice came back a touch too fast and much too bright. "I am an archivist. I run a library. I am here in a professional capacity, I am bound to that young man by an accident involving his face, and I am not—I do not—" She stopped and straightened her glasses. "You have made me lose a sentence, you little bitch."

"Sorry," she said, without sounding it. "Only the air over your head says Pleasure Soldier, professor. In big letters. I read it off the floor. How many soldiers in an hour, professor? Asking for the angel. No shade."

Diana drew a breath and found the rest of the sentence, which turned out to be an alternative sentence. "I do not, as a rule, take compliments from stubble-fire girls in hats. I take them from men, in a bed, with their cocks in me, and afterward I write down what worked." Her throat went pink, and she fixed her eyes resolutely on the chalk line. "That was more of the sentence than I meant to find."

Andy looked from one to the other and got exactly nothing from either. Two companions who had met ninety seconds earlier were running a conversation on a subtitle track he did not have.

Subtitles. He thought translate off.

The witch sat back on her heels and let fly.

"Ey, proffy. Y'ben stood thur all mawk an' no mettle, like a glimmock on a gatepost. Gawp harder, why don't yer. Skeg yer own tail if yer've lost yer thread."

Diana went pink again, down both arms to the ink on her cuffs. Sara's mouth thinned by a hair, because both of them had caught every word.

"Yer a right drabble, proffy," the witch went on, pleased with herself. "Twicet the drabble an' half the brass, an' twicet as moony wi' it. Blessed be."

Andy had caught blessed be.

He thought translate on so fast the pinch stung behind his eyes.

"—so pick-me, professor," the witch finished, "and so delulu about it."

The System was translating her; the witch had never heard of Earth. She was talking a gutter dialect, and the System had no Earth words for her kind of mean except the ones mean girls used. Diana and Sara were hearing her real accent, and he was getting the group chat.

He decided, standing in a stranger's barn, that translate was staying on and never going off again.

* * *

"W

ho are you?" said Andy, while Diana reassembled her composure one vertebra at a time.

"Depends who's asking, and you're a Cursed Summoner with an angel and a demon and a dead man's boots, so." She yanked the knife back up, cut on, and gave him a horse-breaker's once-over that had already decided against the horse. It lingered a second longer than a horse-breaker needed. "Nice coat, though. Fills it all right. Thin arms, though. I could snap one. Smells like you've been bleeding in it. Dead man's?"

"Carter." He had not intended to confess that, but those eyes pulled confessions like a magnet pulling filings.

"It'll do. Jess."

"Jess." He tested the syllable, which suited her, short and hard.

"That's the one."

"I'm Andy." He offered his hand, remembered she was holding a knife, and took it back.

"I know. It's over your head. Well. Cursed Summoner's over your head. Andy's a guess."

"What are you doing?" He shoved his hands into the dead carter's pockets.

"Cutting a circle," she said, as though he had asked what she was doing with a spoon at dinner. He looked at the tin and at the columns on the wall and thought crafter, then she is claiming a plot. He had never been so glad to find a crafting station. "Slow, this time," she went on. "Deosil, sunwise, and every cut starts where the last one ended. You cut it slow once, on ground you've stood on, and after that you can cut it fast. That's the trick, and I'm telling it because you've got an angel and I'd like her to hear I said so." Athame. He knew that word. A college girlfriend had watched every witch show ever made, and he had half-watched them with her. The knife in Jess's hand was what all of them had meant by it, short and plain-handled. The shows' athames cut nothing but circles. Jess's had dried brown into the grain of the handle, and onions had not put it there.

Sara had come down the barn with them and stopped where the light gave out.

"You are cutting a claim," said Sara, in the voice that had ruined two cutpurses' hands at the ford. "That is theft, I am afraid. You are a thief. I have ruled on it, and I am sorry. In the Host we took thieves' hands at the wrist, and the Host was never robbed twice."

"A circle's a sect technique, angel," said Jess, without looking up. "Recognized in every sect I've ever been thrown out of. Rule on it all you like." She blew chalk dust off the blade.

"On this floor." Sara measured the barn with one long look, a general sizing up a battlefield.

"On this floor." Jess sat back and looked at Sara's face, under the sheet this time. "Because a wagon stops on this floor. It loads here Wednesdays. It stopped today and loaded, two days early, and it'll stop again. When it does I'd like the floor to be mine first. That's what a circle is. A technique for getting there first, and the only one I've got that a sect would call one."

"Where does it go?" said Andy, because the ruts outside had been deep enough to swallow a boot.

"South." Cut, and the violet in the circles brightened a fraction. "Loaded going south, empty coming north. Every time. Round by Ferrow, the long way, where no reeve looks in a wagon, over the weir, onto the Ashe road, and I've never followed it past the turning, because I'm not stupid. The escorts sit at Qi-Gathering, and they're only the escorts. Whatever holds them outranks me by more than I can count." Sit back. Look. "You've walked in from Ardnowe, so you'll have seen the ruts. Everybody's seen the ruts. Nobody's seen the end of them and come back to say."

Andy's hand dove into his coat pocket of its own accord, grabbed the spoon, and held it up. The knife stopped. Jess looked at the spoon, and the amber eyes went still, with no reading in them. Then she cut on, every bit as deep as before.

"Tilda's," she said. "Where?"

"The drainage cut on the Ferrow road. She—" He stopped. "She died. In the water. We were there."

"Dead again, then." Cut. Violet script came up on the bowl of the spoon in his fist, thickest where a thumb had worn it thin. "Her soul's been through this a hundred and fifteen times." She said the number as flat as the charcoal on the wall.

"You knew her." It came out as an accusation, although he had not intended one.

"I knew of her. Seen her three times, dead two of them, and the third walking behind a wagon with a rope on her." She sat back and flicked the tin's lid open with the knife point. Two worn spoons lay in the end slot. "That's a table that dropped a spoon. Every time. It's the only thing she's got."

The barn was quiet, except for dust settling in the door-light.

"Thursday," said Andy.

Jess looked up.

"She said it. Before she—she said one word. Sara told her she could talk, and she said Thursday."

Jess's eyes went from him to the columns of charcoal on the wall, and Andy followed them. One of the columns recorded days.

"Thursday," said Jess. "Yeah. That's when it comes back through."

* * *

A

bove the circle a crafting progress bar hung in the air, its draw listed in qi.


[ SHADOW-NAIL CLAIM (IN PROGRESS) ]
[ CUT: 2 OF 3 CIRCLES · DEPTH: FINGER · CLAIM: PENDING ]
[ CHALKED WORKING DRAW: 40 SOUL QI ]


The two finished circles held a thin violet shine inside the cuts. The shine pulsed faintly whenever she leaned over them.

"You're reading my circle," said Jess, with her eyes on the floor and her knife-hand motionless.

"Sorry." He dismissed the panel with a blink. Nothing went out of him, and he wanted to apologize to a librarian.

"Don't be. It's on the floor, not on me." Cut. "Reading me is different. You'd want to ask first."

"So it's a server rule," said Andy. "No inspecting other players without asking."

"Don't know what that is." Cut. "If there's chalk at it, I'll come."

"You read all three of us before you said a word," said Diana, from the edge of the light, her tail still locked straight.

"I did, yeah." Jess did not look up, and her knife did not pause.

"That is—"

"That's how you know what's in the door before it's in the barn. You'd do the same if you could." Jess regarded Diana with an amber look, everything displayed on the surface. "You can't, at that realm. I can, because a soul reads like a page if you know the hand it's written in, and it takes a breath of soul qi. So I did. It comes up violet with frost on it, whoever's pouring, and it makes you nosy. I'd do it again, and I took my time over the middle one. Blessed be."

The last two words arrived in a different voice, round and ceremonial, a voice for pronouncing benedictions. It vanished as fast as it had come, and Andy stared at her. The voice line had a source, the source was Jess, and the source's source was a game designer in Maryland who had visited zero barns.

"What," said Jess, pausing her knife again.

"Where did you get that?"

"Get what?" She tilted her head, and the crystals on the hat band scattered colored light across the floor.

"That voice. You said blessed be like—" The exact cadence came back to him from a game on Earth, long before this barn. "Where did you get that?"

Jess cut the next hand's width, and her mouth made a small, private movement.

"Come, summoner," she said, in the voice, low and grand, rolling out of a cave, "and look upon my circle, and bring your angel. You have arrived at the appointed hour. Uninvited. In a dead man's coat."

The floor of his stomach dropped out from under him. One line in his save had loaded from another file.

"That's—" he said. "That's mine. That's my—how do you—who taught you that?"

"Godd Howard," said Jess, flatly, and returned to cutting.

It was the single most unsettling sentence he had ever heard, and he had heard this is family business, boy. A gutter witch in a barn in another world had spoken a designer's name with a farmer's reverence for a saint. She had said it to him, and the raid brain tagged it the tutorial is watching you.

He stood in the grain barn with a dead woman's spoon in his hand, an angel on his left and a demon on his right. Jess cut a circle into the floor with his own voice in her mouth, and she kept the source to herself.


CHAPTER 10 — Tamed, Still Hostile

J

ess let them sleep in her barn on one condition: nobody crossed the wagon-rut line that cut it in two. Andy, beyond sleep, sat on the line against the barley and watched her finish.


The third circle closed shortly after midnight. When the blade completed the circuit, the violet in all three circles flared hard along the cuts, and every shadow in the barn leaned toward the circle for one long breath. Andy's own shadow leaned with them. Its hand slid across the dirt toward the cut, and his real hand went cold to the wrist, then numb, then felt the first edge of the circle like a knife laid flat. Jess looked up at him from the circle and held it there a breath longer than she needed to, smiling. Then she let his shadow go, and the circles settled. She swayed on her knees as the claim drank forty qi out of her. She inspected all three by the light of a candle stub. Then she took a stick of charcoal and wrote a short column of marks beside the circle before closing the tin.

"That's it cut," she informed the roof, and then, because he was the one within reach: "You can stop watching. It's done. It'll keep."

"What did you write?"

"What it takes. Nothing comes out of a circle you didn't put in. Write the take first, every technique, so the floor knows you know." She lay back with her hat over her face and her boots crossed. "Sleep, Cursed Summoner. Your angel's on the door. She's not going to blink."

Sara stood in the gap between the south doors with the darkness behind her, and she had stood there since moonrise, a tank on the door who never went idle.

He rested his head against the barley.

From the straw at his shoulder, Diana said quietly, "I am lying a hand's width from a man I intend to have, and I am reading." She turned a page too soon to have read it. "Both of those are true. Good night." A pause. "And the stubble-fire witch on the far side of the line snores like a blacksmith's bellows with a hole in it. Swamp stubble-fires sleep in the sty with the sows for the warmth, and fuck them for the company, so at least it is authentic."

"I'm not asleep, professor." Jess did not lift the hat off her face. "And I heard sty. That's so cute. Say it again, slower, and come across the line to do it."

Diana turned another page she had not read. "Stay on your side, stubble-fire. You are not ready for what a Greater Succubus can do. I have broken far more seasoned whores than a swamp witch and sent them home walking funny for a week."

The hat came off. Jess sat up on her circle in one hard movement, and her eyes lamped amber in the dark.

"Not ready." She said it flat, and the flat had teeth. "Say it again. Look at me and say it. You clocked I come up to his shoulder and figured you'd pat the little thing on the head and send her to bed? Ew. No. I'm a grown-ass woman, professor. I run my own barn. I cut my own circles, and nobody taught me a single one. I'll put you through the floor of this barn and you'll thank me in Demonic. Don't you ever look at the size of me and see a child."

Diana's page stopped turning. "I said ready. I meant practice. I never said years."

"Then say practice." Jess lay back down and dropped the hat over her face. "Delulu succubus. You'll say it on your knees."

He managed about a minute. Then the encounter pulled itself.

* * *

T

he bolt came through the gap in the doors a foot from Sara's head and traveled the length of the barn. It buried itself in the north wall above Jess's circle with a sound like a nail driven into a board.


"DOWN," said Sara, and flung the doors wide. Jess rolled up onto her knees on her circle and jammed her hat on. Sara stayed in the gap with the sword up, waiting on his call, because a tank who charged before the caller spoke pulled the whole room.

Four lanterns snapped open on the cart track at the shot. The men behind them had climbed it dark, and the flat gleam of crossbow limbs showed in front. A night spawn, ranged, and the strategy guide covered those in the paragraph everybody skipped. The first two reached the doorway at a run. The lantern light raced up the floor and found Diana sitting upright in the barley in her shift, one strap slid off her shoulder, with the treatise in both hands and her glasses crooked.

[ HOSTILES ×4 — WAGON ESCORT · REALM E ]
[ CROSSBOWS · LANTERNS ]


He had taken it in fragments as it assembled, and lived through every one. Hostiles four. Realm E, Qi-Gathering, a realm above the party. Ranged. The raid brain read it off the top and arranged the rest of him, screaming, in a formation behind it, and the formation held.

Wagon escort. His guts went cold, because he knew whose wagon. Then a second bolt split the barley beside Diana's ear, and the panic grabbed for the only button he possessed.

He thought bind at the darkness of the barn.

He thought it at the barn from end to end, mashing the single technique on his action bar. The technique searched for a sentient creature within reach and found one fifteen feet away, kneeling on a completed circle. A circle was a claim, a claim was a door, and the door stood open.

The confirmation expanded above her head.

[ BIND — IN REACH: JESSAMINE · Human (Ascendant) · WITCH · [circle open] ]
[ CONFIRM BIND: JESSAMINE? ]


Jess looked up at it for one second. Her eyes traveled from the confirmation to the air above his head, read the path there, and returned. A piece of arithmetic passed through her face and came out with a result.

Then she reached up with two fingers and pressed his panel herself.

The chime sounded. An NPC had accepted a party invitation by clicking his interface, the first he had ever seen travel in that direction.

"Thirty-one hours," she said, and she was smiling before the word was finished. "Yeah. Go on, then."

The technique seized his hand. It yanked out Bel's knife and laid a third cut along the line on his forearm inside three days. In the doorway, a crossbowman worked a lever. His mouth delivered the words, and the blood ran off his fingers across the floor in a thread toward her circle, which ignited cut by cut in cold silver-blue. It tore out through his chest, and he slumped hard against the barley.

[ JESSAMINE · Human (Ascendant) · WITCH ]
[ BODY C/F- · SPEED C/F- · WORKING S/F- · SIGHT B/F- · WILL S/S ]
[ ASCENSION · INCOMPLETE ]
[ JESSAMINE · 31 ]
[ HP: 65/65 SOUL QI: 132/172 ]
[ ANDY QI 8/32 ]


Jess's hand had gone to the tin and stopped flat on the lid. Her head fell back, and her ears went red all at once. Her thighs clamped together, and her hips rolled once, hard, against nothing. Her eyes went bright and wet, enormous in the lantern light, and her mouth fell open.

Then the bond's first rush took her.

It took her from the top downward, as the fold had taken Diana on a threshing floor. But Diana had been arriving, and Jess was being opened. It looked like whatever she had been a second earlier was draining out of her chest into the floor, crushed under his realm. Her whole body jolted. Her back arched. The knife tumbled out of her hand. The hat slid off the back of her head, and she did not look at it.

She scrambled off her own circle on her hands and knees across fifteen feet of barn floor, fast and clumsy, one elbow buckling on the way. Then she wrapped both arms around Andy's leg and hung on.

She laughed into his knee, out loud, in the middle of a firefight. It sounded like a laugh she had never made in her life. It continued too long, and it contained nothing except victory.

"Mortal," she said. "The bottom of Mortal. The bottom. Boss, I had a soul realms deep in me and now it's the bottom of Mortal, where'd it go, where'd it go—" Her face lifted off his knee. She was grinning at him from a hand's width away with her eyes streaming and her pupils shrunk to pinholes. "It's gone. The floor took it. Your realm sat on it and I felt every inch of it go."

Another bolt hissed into the straw behind them, and neither of them moved.

"Jess—"

"Don't you move." Both arms tightened on his leg. She was trembling against his shin in long waves radiating outward from her center, a body shaking at the crest of a fever. "Don't. It's still going. It's still going down and I haven't hit the bottom of it yet, and I want to be holding on when I do."

"I'm on the floor," said Andy. "There's a witch on my leg. I think I just died a second time."

"Good," said Jess. "Stay there. Stay exactly there, and don't tell me which leg."

Then, fast, with the edges back and nothing loose left anywhere: "Thirty-one hours. That's the number. That's the number I was after."

Her arms were still wrapped around his leg, and she gave no sign of noticing.

The shutter came down. Her face went blank, and she stared at a point in the empty air while a calculation worked behind her eyes. Then she crawled back for her knife and stood, recomposed.

* * *

"S

ara," said Andy, from the floor, and his voice came straight from the lobby. "Door. The one with the lantern, he's the loader, he's slow. Take him. Diana—"

"I have him," said Sara, and went.

She charged out through the doorway in her pale early-Mortal body with the gold line already drawing the sword out of her palm, her breath going once for it. The loader saw an angel coming and made the sensible decision, which was to shoot. The bolt punched through the cloak at her hip and carried away a strip of gray wool, a hit on the cloak physics and a miss on the hitbox. Then she was on him.

She did not go for the throat. She went for the arm that had worked the lever and severed it above the elbow in the same motion that carried her through the doorway. The steel grated through the bone like a spade through gravel. The arm was still gripping the crossbow when it landed, and its fingers worked the lever twice more, on nothing, before they stopped. The man stood and stared at the space where his arm should have been. The blood came a heartbeat later, hard and rhythmic, painting a stripe three feet up the doorpost that went black in the light. He sat down in the doorway with his other hand clamped over the stump, and it pulsed between his fingers like water through a sluice.

Sara drove the point in beneath his collarbone. "I am sorry," she told him, leaning until the point came out low in his back. "Hold still, please. It is quicker if you hold still." The sound he made, a wet whistling bleat through the hole in his lung, went into the wood.

The lantern he had dropped rolled against the doorframe and lit it all from the floor upward, the worst possible light for butchery. Andy, on the barn floor with eight points of qi inside him, took in every detail, and his stomach climbed into his throat and stayed there.

"Sarael," said Sara, gently. Gold ran the length of her blade on the word, flared once and went out. A cross burned gold on the loader's forehead, and the gold pyre-fire licked up around his boots and caught his beard. The whistling bleat cut off. The smell of burned hair and pork fat rolled up the doorpost, and he sagged on the steel. A tremor ran through her sword hand, and she turned to the second man.

The second man had his crossbow raised and aimed up the barn at the small bareheaded figure standing at her circle. A man afraid of a chalk witch would shoot the chalk witch.

"JESS," said Andy, "he's on you—"

"Seen him," said Jess, and spoke one word.

"Gaiste."

It took from her first. The technique tore its soul qi out of her before the word landed. The breath left her in one long shudder that stayed gone, and her knees dipped. Then the word arrived at the crossbow.

Thorned violet cords bloomed out of the air around the weapon in the half-second the string was loosing, frost spitting where the thorns caught. The bolt struck the cords and turned inside them like a bird in a net. It flew back along its own trajectory into the throat of the man who had fired it.

It went in under his jawbone and came out through his eyebrow, with a tuft of the brow still stuck to the head.

It did not kill him, and that was the detail Andy retained. The man dropped the crossbow and stood in the doorway with a foot of his own bolt driven up through his skull. His hands rose and found it, one at each end, and he gripped it like a commuter hanging on to a bar on a train. His legs failed. He sat down beside the one with no arm, his hands still clutching the shaft. His heels pushed him backward over the threshold an inch at a time for a while.

Jess watched every second of it with her chin raised, her mouth open, and the tip of her tongue resting on her lower lip. When his heels stopped, she drew a long breath through her nose, like a woman smelling fresh bread. Frost feathered violet on her lower lip, and Andy took it for the cold.

"He'll want that back," she said, and laughed.

The two men still on the cart track looked at Sara in the doorway and at Jess. They hit their flee threshold and ran, their lanterns swinging away down the track.

[ HOSTILE — SLAIN (SARAFAEL) ]
[ JESS — CAST: THORN-KNOT SNARE (GAISTE · SPOKEN, RAW) — SOUL QI −20 · JESS HP 65/65 · QI 112/172 ]
[ HOSTILE — SLAIN (OWN BOLT) ]
[ LOOT — WAGON ESCORT: CROSSBOW ×2 · BOLTS ×14 · COPPERS ×9 · LANTERN ×1 ]
[ ENGAGEMENT — THE WAGON ROAD · ELIMINATED: 2 · WITHDRAWN: 2 ]


Diana lowered the treatise.

"I would like the field-book to show," she said, "that I held the treatise over Andy's head for the whole of that, that it stopped nothing, that I knew it would stop nothing, and that I did it anyway."

* * *

J

ess turned from the door with her knife in her hand and her hands still shaking. She stopped over him and looked down, then up at the air above his head, then down again. She read the sheet first, as if the man could wait.


"Right," she said. "So that's done."

"I'm sorry," said Andy. "I didn't—it just went for anything, I didn't pick—"

"You didn't." She squatted with her arms on her knees. "I pressed it. You were thinking the word blind and grabbing at anything, and it landed on my floor because my floor was open, and I looked at what it was offering and said yes. Don't go putting that on yourself. It's mine. And your face does a thing when you bleed, like a kicked dog. In the swamp a man who makes that face gets his throat cut for his boots. Stop it. Not the kicked-dog face. Cringe."

"Why'd you press it?"

She looked at him with the amber eyes, and her mouth made its small, private movement.

"Thirty-one hours," she said. "Long as you're breathing, I don't stay dead. Work it out."

He tried to, and then a fragment of it came down on his chest, heavy. He turned it over like a fight that had gone suspiciously well.

She had said thirty-one hours, and no panel had shown him an hour of it.

He replayed it twice and reached the same answer both times. The confirmation had appeared above her head carrying her name, an open circle and no hours anywhere on it. She had studied it for one second, pressed it, and announced the number aloud with the smile already fastened to the front of it. She had read it faster than he could have, a min-maxer reading a popup. She had been on that floor cutting a claim since before they walked in. The wagon stopped at this barn, and she said she never followed it past the turning. It could have been luck.

Sara had come to him off a post, and Diana by accident of his nose. Jess had been standing on an open door with her arithmetic already completed, in the dark, waiting to see who came through it.

A free respawn point, and she had bound herself to it. Every rogue in every game did the same at the first inn.

The pile he kept for later had become a shelf, and the shelf had started as a joke about inventory space. It held three items now, and a lucky barn was not one of them.

"You're bleeding on my floor," said Jess. "Sara. Has he got a bandage or is he just going to leak? If he's the leaking sort I'd rather know now. I'm not carrying a leaky one. The ick."

Sara had torn three more strips from her hem while guarding the door. She bound the arm while Jess checked every knot. "I anticipated the bleeding," Sara said. "Forgive me, but a summoner who leaks like a split wineskin dies in a ditch, and I will not be bound to a ditch."

Then Jess stood and looked over the two dead men in the doorway and the wagon ruts across her floor.

"Fourteen bolts," she said, reading the loot table over his shoulder. "Those are mine."

"Loot's party loot."

"Loot's whoever picks it up first. And a claimed floor belongs to the claimant, by circle-wright's right. My floor, my bolts. That's the rule."

"That's not the rule. That's ninja looting. I've kicked people from a party for that. I've kicked people I liked."

"Kick me, then," said Jess, and gathered them up into a bundle she jammed through her belt beside the sheathed knife. He had exactly one weapon to kick her with, and he had already used it twenty minutes earlier on her floor. "They'll come back with the wagon on Thursday. Nobody wants to be the one who tells him the barn's got an angel in it." She tucked the tin under her arm and put her hat on. "Worst party I ever met, and I'm being so for real. An angel who talks like a judge and probably fucks like one, I'd swear to it. A demon who talks like a book and smells like a brothel. And a boss who whines. Not Sett. The wagon men drink in Sett, and they'll be telling it by the second cup. There's an inn at Ferrow with a fire, and we're going to it. I'm not sleeping on this floor with a hole in the door."

"We," said Andy.

"You bound me, Cursed Summoner. Where you go, I've got to be in reach." She hooked his arm, hauled him up off the floor by it, and kept it. "Don't read anything into the arm. You're slow and I'm not carrying you. I'm your property now, boss. Mind the witch, and don't bleed on her."

Diana dragged her dress on over the shift at the door. They walked out past the two dead men into the darkness carrying the lantern the table had dropped. The coppers were in Jess's tin, and she had pitched both crossbows into the dung-pit behind the barn, because a crossbow left lying was a crossbow that came back for you. The bolts she kept, for snare-stakes. The lantern she hung on the first gatepost they passed, still lit, for whoever came for the dead. Jess kept his arm the length of the cart track. Before her bind sheet folded he had read the S over S and the 31 beneath it. He hard-saved both. It was a stat row with the suppression stripped off it, and he had seen one once before, on a boss.


CHAPTER 11 — Raid Night: Wednesdays

A

ndy had walked a day on no sleep after a night of bleeding, and Ferrow reached him as a smell before he saw it: river weed, malt from a brewhouse, and the smoke of a hundred chimneys. Then the town came up out of the dusk, one long street of timber and plaster with the Tull running dark below it and a square at the top with a market cross. The inn on the square was the Millstone, and its hearth was as long as a wagon. He could have kissed it. Ferrow was a hub town, and that hearth was a rested-experience fire, the first save point since Texas.


"Sit, please," said Sara, and he sat.

The party claimed the table beside the fire. Two dwarves already seated there looked up, then looked higher, and relocated their cups to a wall. The nameplate had communicated move. "Good," Jess told their backs, loudly. "Your table stank of feet. Ew." One of them turned around, and she showed him her teeth until he kept walking. They were dwarves, genuine ones, with beards to the belt and nameplates reading Dwarf in plain white. Every server he had played had them, and not one had gotten the smell right: iron, beer, and wet wool.

"Drunken mug huggers," said Diana, from the doorway, at a volume that carried to the far wall. "They drink to forget that they live in the ground, and then they hug the mug so it cannot leave them either." Both dwarves set their cups down. The near end of the room fell silent, and the serving woman with the jug turned and fled to the kitchen.

The older dwarf pushed his sleeve up and laid his wrist on the table where the room could see it. A band of shiny scar ran all the way around it, the ring a mine-cuff left when a man wore it for decades.

"Deep Chain," he said, to the room and not to her. "The salt pits under Harl. I was born down there, and I was forty the first time I saw the sun." He looked at Diana, and then at the title over her horns. "Say it again, demon. Pleasure Soldier. We had your sort at the pit camps too, on the overseers' side of the fence."

"He is flirting," Diana explained to Andy, fondly. "Dwarves flirt with insults. It is terribly old-fashioned." She was still studying the nearer one, specifically the scarred forearm on the table, which was as thick as bell-rope. "Short. Built for tunnels, and for holding a woman against a wall for an hour without setting down the cup. A pity about the smell. They wash once a decade and wipe their asses with gravel." The nearer dwarf spat into the hearth.

Andy looked at the ring of scar and had nothing to say. By the fire Jess was grinning at the dwarf, delighted, with a chalk in her teeth. The older dwarf tipped the first swallow of his cup onto the hearth before he drank, and the fire hissed and burned blue for a breath.

Sara sat across from him with her back to the hearth. Jess settled on the hearthstone itself with her boots toward the fire and the tin open on her knees, sorting chalks. Diana sat down on the bench beside him.

Her hip came against his hip. Her thigh lay along his under the table, warm through the thin silk of her skirt. Her shoulder found his when she leaned toward the fire, and it did not move. In any game he had played, this was an affection meter climbing in real time, and he had zero idea what the bar unlocked. Under the table, when he shifted his feet, the tail had already wound once around the table leg between them.

"Andy," said Diana, "you are very warm."

"It's the fire."

"It is not entirely the fire."

"You're pretty warm yourself."

"I am a demon, Andy. It is the least of what I am. But I shall take it, I shall write it down, and you may regret having said it at your leisure."

"Diana."

"I only observe it." She turned a page of the drainage treatise, and her shoulder pressed closer. "Observation is the method. All of it."

Under the table, the spade of her tail found the gap above his boot and lay against the bare skin of his calf, warm as a palm. It stayed there while she read, and every time he shifted, it tightened, a bookmark guarding its page.

Sara watched all of this from across the table, said, "Wednesday," and began.

"At dawn I take the yard with the sword for an hour. A blade that rests loses its edge in the wrist before it loses it in the steel. In the morning, rope, a hatchet, two blankets, and boots for Andy that a carter has died in less recently. At midday Jess walks the weir road and studies the ground. In the afternoon Andy sleeps, whether he likes it or not, and I hold the door. At dusk I sit beside him at the fire with my hand on his knee for the length of one hymn. I have decided that I like it, so it is on the schedule."

"And Thursday?" said Andy.

"Thursday the wagon comes through, and I judge whatever it brings me. A verdict delivered sharpens the judge." She held out her hand. "Please pass the bread."

"You do this every week," said Andy.

"I do this every day. You have witnessed four of them." She grabbed a piece of bread from the plate, shoved it into his hand, and closed his fingers around it. "A week is a thing you use. If you do not decide how, it gets used anyway." Guilds planned a raid week like that: farm Monday, gear Tuesday, pull Wednesday.

"You'd have made a terrifying guild leader," he said.

"I do not know what a guild is," said Sara, "and yes. Whatever I schedule this week is correct, because I scheduled it."

From the hearthstone, without looking up from her chalks, Jess said, "She's right. Thursday's the day. Everything before Thursday is waiting in line."

He shrugged off the coat and hoodie, then pulled off his boots beside the fire, because his feet had been wet since Ardnowe. He yanked the socks off, held them up gray and steaming, and searched for a peg to hang them on.

"Trench-foot grade," said Jess, from the hearthstone. "I've smelled better on a drowned sheep."

"I have smelled a battlefield in its third week," said Sara. "It was fresher. Forgive me."

Diana said a word.

"Vûr," she said, the smallest possible fraction of it, low and gravelly. A hair of black crack opened across her fingertip and scorched shut. A black flicker of flame crawled through the wool like a vine putting out leaves, tendrils and all, and heat rippled after it with a smell of brimstone and spilled wine. The socks went from soaked to dry between one second and the next, stiff with it. The steam lifted off them in a puff that climbed the chimney. They smelled faintly of a tavern in hell, and Diana sniffed the air over them with approval.

"They would have smelled of smoke by morning, and I could not watch that happen to a pair of socks. A hellfire thread, a single bead of blood, the smallest thread of my fire. Every child in hell learns it before they learn to read." He lacked it, and the look over her glasses confirmed that she knew he lacked it.

[ DIANA — CAST: HELLFIRE THREAD (VÛR) — HP −1 ]


He put the socks on, the warmest objects he had touched since a sodium lamp. At last a quality-of-life technique had been cast on him, and the caster was a demon.

Across the table, Sara had lifted his hoodie off the bench, where he had shed it with the coat, the one with the brown ghost down the front. She looked at the stain and found against it, one flat word under her breath: "Savael." A gold cross pattée burned across the cloth and ate the stain out of the weave, and the smell of frankincense rose off it. Her breath left her once. She folded the hoodie and set it down with a cook's quick hands.

[ SARAFAEL — CAST: MENDING EDICT (SAVAEL) — HEAVENLY QI −2 ]


Jess, on the hearth, chalked one line around her own boots, and a thumbnail of soul qi went out of her, violet along the chalk. The dried mud jumped off the leather all at once, like fleas off a wet dog, and landed in a neat gray ring on the stone around her feet. She held the line a breath longer than it needed, and the leather of her boot tops puckered and curled up off the stitching like skin off a burn. She let it go with a small, interested sound and swept the mud into the fire. It would do that to skin, too. Her eyes went to the bare ankles of the serving woman passing with the jug, and stayed on them to the kitchen door. Andy decided not to think about it.

[ JESS — SCOURING LINE — SOUL QI −1 ]


Three women had thrown three utility casts in the time it took him to lace one boot. His path had zero utility techniques, and nearly every one it did have opened his arm.

"I'm the guy in the party with the worst build," he said, "the worst gear, and one job. The job is talk."

"Path, not build. I deduct one, you gorgeous creature," said Diana. "A drunken mug hugger once explained his build to me for an hour with his cock in his hand. He still finished before the explanation did. Then talk." She leaned in and put her mouth an inch from his ear, so that the sentence entered warm. "I have been listening a lifetime for a summoner worth the trouble. Do go on."

* * *

"C

an I ask you all a question?" he said, later, when the room had thinned and the fire had collapsed to coals.

"You may."

"Go on."

Jess continued sorting and flicked a broken chalk into the fire. Her eyes traveled over Sara's frame, then Diana's, and dropped back to her chalks while her lips moved on a number. A crafter counting stock, Andy decided, and let her count. She climbed up onto the bench beside Diana and flicked the next broken chalk off the tip of her horn. "Budge, professor. Your ass takes up half the bench." Diana budged, nose in the air, and Jess went back to sorting.

"When I bound you—" He looked at Sara, then Diana, then Jess. "You're decent to me. Sara feeds me. Diana dries my socks. Jess pressed her own confirm. And I can't work out whether that's you or the technique, because there's no test. I can't even unbind somebody to see who stays, because then I'd be a guy in a barn with a dash."

The fire ticked.

"So I'm asking anyway," he said. "Knowing I can't trust the answer. Is it real?"

He forced himself to say the rest, the part that had kept him awake.

"And there's a third door. The ring. You all know what the ring does if you die, and what a death of yours does to my bar. So even if it's not the technique, there's a plain reason to be nice to the guy who can bring you back. A bound thing that wanted the ring would be exactly this warm, and I'd never see the seam. It'd be a flawless fake, like a skin off a sketchy site." He stared into the coals. "Three doors, bro. Real, or the ring, or the technique. And every answer opens all three."

Sara set both hands flat on the table.

"You have stated the difficulty correctly," she said. "Most summoners do not."

"That's a dodge."

"It is." Her hands did not move. "I was on a post. I am at a fire. The distance between those two is a fact, and I am aware of who closed it. Whether the rest is the technique or me is a question for a person who has not decided. I have. Let it lie, please."

"Diana?"

"All the literature on the bind," she said, "and I suspect every page of it was written by a summoner asking that question at this hour. I find you warm. That is a datum. I decline to interpret it tonight. And there is a datum I have kept back, because it is indelicate at a fire. The literature holds that a summoner of your path has a constitution that refines whatever passes through it, which is why your blood is richer ink than a hedge-cultivator's. What else of you is richer I decline to say in front of a witch."

"Say it," said Jess.

"No." Her hand turned his face toward her by the jaw, and she studied him over her glasses from three inches away. "But I will say this, and you may open all three doors on it. I have been bound before, Andy. Twice. Both stood below me. They could leash me; they could never reach in. Neither made me want to put my hand here." She placed it there, flat against his chest, over the heart. "And neither made me look at a man and think of what I might keep of his. A summoner's seed is richer than his blood, the literature says. I want to keep every drop of it, in my mouth first and then wherever else you can reach. I have thought it twice since the barn. Interpret that in the morning." Her hand slid down his belly to his belt and hooked one finger under the leather. It rested there, then withdrew.

His pulse jumped under her palm. She could not have missed it, and every word had left all three doors standing. A bound creature would say it had been bound before. One who wanted the ring would say it warmer, and the technique would say it best of all.

He looked at the hat.

"Jess."

"Ask me tomorrow," said Jess, sorting.

"Why tomorrow?"

"Because tomorrow I'll have an answer, and tonight I've got chalk to sort." She closed the tin. "Go to bed, Cursed Summoner. Sara's got the door and I've got you." She said it to the air above his head, where his sheet hovered.

* * *

H

e was on the stairs when Jess came in from the yard.


He had not known she had gone out. She had left the bench some while before he stood up; he had not noticed when. Now she was coming through the yard door with the cold clinging to her and her hat in her hand. Nothing at all was wrong with her, except that her boots were soaked to the ankle, although it had not rained in days.

Jess went past him without a word.

"Your boots are wet."

She stopped on the second stair with her back to him and thought about it for a second and a half. Andy took the pause for remembering.

"Trough by the shambles," she said, and turned around. "Two of the four ran off the cart track last night. Both of them came here. They're in the hayloft over the shambles, because that's where you go in this town if you've no bed and you're not going home, and I know that because I asked the inn's boy where he'd go." She came back down one stair. "One of them's in the trough."

The taproom murmured behind him, low, two dwarves, a pair of drovers and a dog.

"You—"

"He was drunk in the straw, or a thing my size never holds a Qi-Gathering man. I held him under. Hand on the back of his neck, knee in his spine, face in the trough. It takes longer than you'd think and it's loud for the first half. He kicked the post till his boot came off, and he bit my thumb through the water. Then the bubbles came big, then small, then he pissed himself and went soft, and I counted a hundred after to be sure. When I turned him over, his eyes were open and full of green scum." Her tongue touched the bitten thumb. "A Qi-Gathering body drowns the same as a Mortal one. Didn't burn a breath of qi on him. Kept what's in my pool for Thursday." She said it in the voice she had used for take first, every technique. "The other one I left. I want one of them going back to be frightened at the wagon-man, and I want the other out of the count. Two is a pair. Two can decide a thing together. One is a man on his own who's just found his mate in a trough, and a man on his own on Thursday morning does what he's told and nothing else."

"Jess."

"You're doing the face."

"You drowned a man in a trough while I was—" He stopped, because the end of that sentence was while I was asking you whether you liked me, and he would not say it on a staircase.

"While you were at the fire. Yeah." She put her hat on. "Look at it properly, boss. You wanted me in the party. That's what's in the party. Squeamish at a trough. Sweet. It's giving week-one casualty."

His HUD had printed nothing, though he had been checking it since the yard door opened, without deciding to. There was no panel yet, no chime, no line in a flat font announcing that a party member had eliminated a hostile. The System held opinions about bread, but about this, so far, it had held its tongue.

Then he did the other rude thing, because he could not stop himself. Cold shot up his sinuses like a dive into a January creek, and her sheet came up.

The number beneath the word had not moved from thirty-one. It had read thirty-one in a grain barn, and it had read thirty-one an hour ago on a hearthstone with her boots to the fire.

A woman had calmly told him she had killed a man, and the one number on her he could not decode had not budged. It did not count kills, then, and he stopped wondering what it did count.

"Go to bed, Cursed Summoner," said Jess from the top of the stairs, flatly.

* * *

H

e lay on a pallet in the Millstone's loft beneath its single window, with Diana and Jess breathing around him and Sara standing at the door. He was tired beyond sleeping, and the panel arrived when he had stopped looking for it, white against the rafters.


[ QUEUED — HOSTILE SLAIN (JESSAMINE) · DROWNED · TROUGH BY THE SHAMBLES ]
[ ENGAGEMENT — THE WAGON ROAD · ELIMINATED: 3 · WITHDRAWN: 1 ]
[ ANDY — ASLEEP: FALSE ]
[ OBSERVED BY: JESSAMINE ]


The System spoke in a flat voice, and every panel he had read in his life had been composed in it. Until now it had never used that voice to inform him that a girl in a hat was lying awake across a dark room, watching him fail to sleep.

In the darkness beside the door, two amber points were open and trained on him.

"Godd Howard," he whispered at the rafters, with all the love he had left.

"Go to sleep," said Jess.

"You go to sleep."

"Tomorrow," said Jess, and the amber was still open the last time he looked.


CHAPTER 12 — No Kill Credit

A

t dawn on Wednesday Jess was writing orders on the stable barn's north wall, and Andy crossed the yard with two cups to read over her shoulder. She had moved out there before first light, to be alone with the wall. Frost whitened the yard pump, and the light came flat and white over the stable roof. It looked like the first normal morning since the loading screen. The list ran down the whitewashed timber in charcoal, in her square handwriting, under one word: ORDERS.


"Morning," she said, and finished a line. "Read that."

It specified where to put her: the bench by the front door, facing the square, hat on, tin in lap, cup in hand, first in line for bread. It said count the crows. It said don't let the demon take my knife. It said don't let the angel pray over me, I'll come back and bite her. It said nobody shuts my eyes. It said the boss cries, let him. It said if the boss looks at my tits while I'm dead, fine, he never gets to otherwise. At the bottom there was a blank space, and she aimed the charcoal at it.

"Initial it."

"Initial what? Jess, what is this? Is this a prank?"

"It's what you do with me when I'm dead. Standing orders. Everybody who dies on a schedule should leave some." She held the charcoal out, blunt end first. "Go on. It doesn't hold till the summoner's put his mark on it. That's a rule."

"Is it?"

"It is now."

He set the cups on a bale and wrote A.C. beneath the orders on the whitewash, the first document he had signed in this world. He signed it without asking what a single line was for, an end-user agreement scrolled to the bottom and accepted, while she watched, her mouth doing its small, private thing.

"Right," said Jess. "Watch this."

* * *

S

he sat down beside the brazier with her back against a bale and unhooked the knife from her belt. Then she opened her left wrist from the heel of the hand to the middle of the forearm in one smooth pull. The skin fell open on either side of the blade. For half a second the tendons stood white in the trench before the red covered them.


He knocked the cups off the bale, and he was kneeling beside her before he knew he had moved. The cut gaped wide and ran lengthwise, a wound made to stay open. The blood came in pulses, dark at the edges and bright at the center, running off her fingers into the straw. It was a party member pulling on purpose to test the respawn mechanics, and the subject of the experiment was him.

"Jess—JESS, what the—what are you—"

"Curious," she said. "Hold that, would you. I want the other one to match."

She moved the knife to her left hand, already weakening, and opened the right wrist while he was grabbing for the left. He clamped the left forearm in both hands and squeezed. The blood came out between his fingers, hot, hotter than the van, and kept coming. The second wrist opened beneath his elbow with a small, wet sound.

"SARA," he screamed at the barn door. "SARA, DIANA—"

"They can't do anything," said Jess, calm and growing quieter. "Nobody can. That's the point."

"SARA!"

"She'll come. She'll stand there." A breath. "Watch the panel, boss. Don't watch me. I'm boring."

He was not watching the panel, because he had both hands clamped on her left forearm with his thumbs dug in where he guessed an artery ran. Nobody had ever taught him, and the internet with its tutorials was a world away. The blood escaped around his thumbs in pulses that beat against his palms, and a sound was coming out of him that he could not hear.

Jess was not watching the panel either. Her head was tipped back against the bale and her eyes were fixed on his face, where they had been since the first cut. They were interested, as she was interested in a floor, an amber attention traveling over him inch by inch and recording measurements. Her mouth had fallen open, and her breathing had gone fast and shallow while the rest of her went slow. Her thighs pressed together in the straw and rubbed, once.

"There it is," she said.

"There what is? Jess. There's what—"

"Your face." The words were softening at the edges. "That's the real one. I've been trying to get that one up since the barn." Her right hand lifted off the straw and patted at his knee twice, wetly. The second pat missed. "S'good. You've gone all—"

"JESS—"

"Sh. I want to see the end of it."

Her lips had turned the color the flanker's had turned. The blood saturated the straw, his coat, and his hands to the wrist. It ran under her in a sheet, and he knelt in it, warm through his pants and then cool. He had two hands and both of them were on one wrist, and the other kept coming anyway. Her health bar dropped on his HUD tick by tick, and he could do nothing with the number except read it.

"Bound goes down," she said. "Watch."

"Jess—"

"Window opens. Thirty-one hours. That's the one to watch. Then the bar. Watch what the bar does. It won't count me, boss. Don't be insulted."

"Why—"

"Told you." Her head sagged against the bale. "Curious."

The eyes stayed open and interested for a while after everything else had stopped, and then they were only open.

[ JESSAMINE — DIED ]
[ BOUND 3 → 2 · RECALL WINDOW OPENS IN 31:00:00 ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM F- → ? ]
[ ░░░░░░░░░░░░ 0/3 · BOND: NEW · NOT COUNTED ]


The panel called this a breakthrough bar, and in the tree book a cultivator meditated on a mountaintop for thirty years to fill one. His own was apparently designed to fill on a woman's wrists. It had the look of a reputation bar, the slowest grind in any game. She had called it a bar. Nobody in this world said bar but him, and she had picked it up off the barn floor with everything else.

It had not moved. It sat dark from end to end, and beneath it the System had delivered its verdict in two flat words: not counted. He had known her for two days. He had been horrified, and he had fought for her wrists. But whatever fed this bar wanted love, and he had not loved her yet. The System had measured the gap and printed the result.

Sara came through the door at a run from the river path below the inn. Jess had wanted the yard that dawn, so Sara had taken her sword hour down by the water, and the screaming had reached her faint and late. She stopped. She took in Jess against the bale and Andy kneeling in her blood. His hands were still clamped on a wrist that no longer needed them. Her face did the thing from the drainage cut, the stillness with a floor under it, and then she was kneeling too.

"Let go, Andy, please."

He did not let go. He moved his grip higher up the forearm instead, because higher was the standard procedure when lower was failing, and dug both thumbs into the soft inside of her elbow. All his weight went down on a corpse ninety seconds old.

"Andy. There is nothing to hold."

"You can do the word. You did the word at the ford. You did the word in the cut. You've got a word—"

"I have a word for the dead. I have none for this. Judgement has no technique that undoes a death. Only your recall does. That is the summoner's path, and not mine."

"Then get one." His own voice came apart, and he did not care. "You carried a field. You're an—" He rounded on the door, where Diana stood with the field-book open. "You run a library. There's a book. There's always a book, you told me there was a book for everything—"

"There is no book for this," said Diana. Her face was white, and she was writing.

"Then stop writing."

The pen lifted from the page and stayed lifted.

"Andy," said Sara. "Please let go of her arm."

"If I let go, she's—"

"She is already. She was already, the moment the second wrist opened." Her hands closed over his, not gently, and pried his fingers open one at a time, like a mother opening a child's fist around a forbidden object. "Let go. Please."

He let go. Then it erupted out of him, worse than the drainage cut. In the cut the dead woman had been a stranger and it had used only his stomach. This used all of him. He sat back in the straw with his red hands extended in front of him, because there was no place on his own body he was willing to put them. He shook from the shoulders, violently enough that Sara laid a hand between his shoulder blades to hold him together. The noise that came out of him was a hit dog's, and it would not stop.

Nobody in the barn moved through any of it. Diana stood in the doorway with the pen off the page and her tail rigid. Sara kept her hand where it was and said nothing. Her face said she had knelt beside a great many people at this moment.

When it ended he was cold and empty, his ears ringing, and the first thing he did with the emptiness was read the bar again.

It had not moved, and he had gotten nothing at all for the worst stretch of his life. Beneath the shaking, a small, clean voice he despised completed the arithmetic for him: it will count next time, because next time you will love her.

"For the field-book," said Diana. Her voice shook, and she wrote through the shaking. "Seventh hour past midnight. Both wrists. Voluntary. Stated cause: curiosity. No sect would write it down and I am writing it down. Andy, look at me. What does the panel say?"

"Thirty-one hours," he said. "It says thirty-one hours."

"Then we have thirty-one hours," said Sara. She rose and lifted Jess off the floor like a stook of barley. "And the orders on the wall specify where she waits."

* * *

S

ara carried her through the inn while the innkeeper made a strangled noise. She arranged her on the bench outside the front door with her hat on and her tin in her lap. A cup rested in her slack red hand, first in line for bread. Sara drew the sleeves down over the wrists and laid the free hand across the tin. A person crossing the square would see a girl asleep with a cup and would need to look twice. People looked twice. A woman carrying a basket of eggs stopped and asked whether the girl was all right.


"Dead," said Diana, without lifting her eyes from the field-book. "Both wrists, on purpose, for science. She will be back on Thursday, ruder, and still a swamp stubble-fire with a mouth I would like to sit on."

The egg woman made the sign at Diana. "My man came home from the Carrow war," she said, "and he still screams in his sleep about horns."

"Then he had a lovely war," said Diana. "It is well attested."

The woman read the party around the bench, a summoner's summons at a dead girl's side, abandoned her eggs on the step, and hurried away from the path, never mind the corpse. Diana selected one, cracked it on the bench, swallowed it raw, and resumed writing.

The Millstone's innkeeper, a big soft man called Jory, came out, looked at the girl and then the air above Sara's head, and spat. "Judgement," he said. "Every priest with a rope thinks he's that." He went back inside and left the sect's business to the sect for thirty-one hours.

Diana sat on the bench beside the body and wrote while Sara stood guard. Andy returned to the barn and plunged his hands into the rain barrel to the elbow. The red spread through the water in a slow cloud.

Out of the purses Jess had cut off the barn's dead, which held silver the loot line had never counted, they bought rope, a hatchet, two blankets, a purple coat for Diana, a white linen dress for Sara because the gray wool was never dry, and new boots for him. He left the sneakers he had carried since Sett on the cobbler's bench, a limited edition nobody in this world would ever value. Sara said, "Good. That is the boots," and crossed them off in her head. "The list was correct. Nobody has died in these yet. Please see that it stays so."

When crows arrived in the afternoon, he counted them, because the wall instructed him to, and there were nine. A dead girl had handed him a fetch quest. He had a perfect record of finishing quests from the log, and he would have dropped this one if the log had let him. Sara knocked two off the wall with stones, and he counted those as they fell, so the count stayed honest.

Sleep would not come on Wednesday night while the countdown on his HUD dropped through the teens. Around three, Diana came in without a lamp and sat down against the bale beside him.

"I'm sorry," he said. "About the writing."

"Refused," said Diana. "The line stays as written, with the gap where the pen lifted. A scholar does not revise a primary source because it embarrasses the author." She was quiet a while. "I have read every book on the bind, Andy," she said, "and none of it told me it would be like watching a clock." Her shoulder stayed against his until the light came.

* * *

A

t the thirty-first hour the countdown on his HUD reached zero and rolled over.


[ RECALL — JESSAMINE — WINDOW OPEN ]
[ REQUIRES — SUMMONER'S BLOOD + 24 ASTRAL QI · SIGIL SITE: THIS FLOOR (ACCEPTED) ]
[ ANDY HP 24/32 · QI 8/32 · CUT: TOO DEEP ]
[ JESSAMINE — RECALLED · BOUND: THREE OF THREE ]
[ RECALL — RECORDED · F ]
[ JESSAMINE · Realm F- MORTAL (EARLY) · HP 65/65 · QI 172/172 ]


He bled for it alone, because Sara and Diana had gone to the bench to carry the body in. He was in the barn beside the brazier with the window open in his eye. The technique seized his hand. The knife came out of the pocket and cut through Sara's bandage to the line on the inside of his left forearm, where three cuts already ran, and drew a fourth.

It drew long and deep, because nobody had taught him the correct depth. His own hand pushed with it, terrified of doing too little. The blood came out in a sheet instead of a thread. The floor drank it, the ring drew itself and ignited silver-blue, and his mouth delivered the words while the barn went gray at the edges. He sat down, though he had meant to stay standing.

The air above the ring folded and hung. Twenty-four points of qi tore out of his chest, and the fold collapsed.

She was kneeling at his feet. She was naked and panting, her ears flaming red, gazing up at him with her amber eyes gone enormous and shining while she bit her own lip. Her hands lifted off her thighs and reached for him.

He looked. He took in all of her, the hard body he had held shut at the wrists the previous morning. She was restored and bare: high breasts, full on her, with the nipples drawn tight in the barn's cold, a flat hard stomach, narrow hips, and smooth bare skin between her thighs, already shining wet. There was still no freckle on her anywhere. The sight went into him hot, and beneath it, in the same second, lay the straw with her blood in it.

"Oh," said Jess. "Oh. So that's what it does."

Her voice had climbed half an octave and lost its edges. Her hands found his lapels and came away red with his blood. She hauled herself up against him and buried her face in his shoulder, where she laughed breathlessly into the wool.

"Do it again," she said. "No. Don't. Yes. Andy. Andy. Is it always like that? Sara. Is it always like—"

"I would not know," said Sara, from the door, where she and Diana had laid the old body down under a blanket. "Nobody has ever called me back."

"Fuck," said Jess, with enormous sincerity, into his shoulder.

Then her hands left his lapels and went purposefully lower. They attacked his belt like a knot, and the buckle was open before he caught up. His pants were at his knees and she was on hers, mouth open, amber eyes fixed on his. Her hand closed around his cock, hot, callused and sure, one slow stroke root to tip with the grip she used on a knife hilt. A bead welled at the tip, and she caught it on her thumb and licked it, watching him. He groaned, a sound he had not known he owned, and her breath was on him, an inch away.

"Qi," Jess told his cock, her voice climbing another half-octave. "Boss, it's coming off you like bread, I can smell it, hold still, I'll be quick—"

He grabbed her before she could go further. Both arms went around the compact, wet weight of her, and he hauled her up off her knees and rocked back into the straw with her in his lap. Her face was crushed against his chest, and he held on. He was stronger than her now, because all her strength had gone into the wanting. She squirmed in the lock, gained a hand's width, and lost it again.

"No," said Andy, into her hair. "Jess. No. You just died. You're high. Look at you."

"I'm fine." She was giggling against his chest, high, helpless and wet, and she ground her bare hips down into his lap, slick and hot against his thigh. She wormed a hand under his arm, and he pinned it. "It's medicinal. It's dual cultivation, boss, it's cultivation, everybody does it, let go—"

"No."

He kept it a word. An order through the bind would have put her down on the straw before she knew she had been told. He held her with his arms instead, because an order was the one thing he could do to her that she could never argue with.

She tried beneath the other arm, and he pinned that one too. When she tried to slide down through the lock, he clamped her knees between his. She bit his collarbone through the hoodie and giggled when he yelped. He held on with his pants around his knees and his arm running blood down her bare back.

It lasted the length of a long cooldown while Sara watched from the door. Twice more the giggles surged and went for his belt, and twice more he locked down. The third time they rose more slowly. The time after that they dissolved into breathing, and she went slack in his arms while the amber returned to her eyes, only a shade too bright.

"Right," said Jess, hoarse, into his chest. "That's off. That was the coming back talking." A breath. "Mostly. You can let go now."

He let her go, and she stayed where she was.

Diana came in past Sara, set the hat on Jess's head from behind, and draped a blanket over her shoulders. "Jessamine, you are on top of a summoner who has just lost a quarter of his blood on your account, and the field-book would like you to sit down. Property does not climb its owner without leave. Get your bare ass off him. You are property now, Jessamine, the same as I am."

"Don't want to."

"I know."

Jess got off his lap anyway, and Andy dragged his pants up and got his belt shut one-handed. She sat down on the floor in the blanket with her wrists healed and unmarked. She turned them over and laughed again, high and delighted, then leaned sideways until her head rested against his knee.

Andy sat with her head on his knee, her blood on his cuffs and his own running down his arm, and studied her. She was healed, flushed, giddy and alive, full health on the party frame with an unnamed status icon beside it, and he hated it.

Beneath the hatred, the third door stood open with the light on. She had opened her own wrists to learn what the ring did, and here she was against his knee asking for more. Any warmth she offered him now reached her through a ring he had placed on her, and that truth cut deeper than the knife had. He had held her shut with both hands. The ring had given anyway, and she was drunk on it.

"You're bleeding," said Jess. "You cut too deep. Nobody told you how deep."

"No."

"I'll show you. Next time. There's a depth. You faint before the words, I stay dead." She patted his boot. "These are new." The hand traveled an inch up the leg of the boot. "And hi again."

"Jess."

"Mm."

"When you were—" He had to go and fetch the rest of the sentence. "At the end. You said there it is. You were looking at my face and you said there it is."

She did not lift her head off his knee.

"I did, yeah."

"What was it."

"You, mostly." The brazier ticked. "Everybody in this county's got a face they do at a summoner. You've been doing one at me since day one and I couldn't tell what was under it, and I don't like not being able to tell." A pause, and her voice shrank without softening. "So I opened my wrists and had a look. And it was real, boss, all the way down. I watched every second of it, and I'd do it again tomorrow."

His hand had gone still on her hair.

"That's the worst thing anyone's ever said to me," said Andy.

"I know," said Jess, comfortably, into his knee, and did not move.

"Jess."

"Mm."

"Tuesday night. I asked you. You said ask me tomorrow."

"Did I."

"You said tomorrow. You were dead for it."

She was silent against his knee for a while. Sara knelt and bandaged his arm with another strip of her hem while Diana wrote and the brazier ticked.

"Ask me tomorrow," said Jess.

Then she got up in the blanket, walked to the door where the old body lay, and knelt in front of herself. She undressed it. The shirt came off the dead head stiff with her own blood, and she pulled it on over her new skin without wiping it. Belted shorts. Boots. Belt-knife. Coat. She lifted the tin out of the dead lap last and patted the cold cheek twice with it.

"Mine," she told it.


CHAPTER 13 — A Homemade Killing Formation

J

ess cut the circle into the weir road slowly, because slow was how a witch got fast. It took her from the hour after her return until the light turned orange. She stopped only once, to follow Jory's sons and her old body out to the lime pit. She poked its cheek at the edge and came back humming. She was pre-loading the fight.


"Walk it," she told Andy, when the second circle closed. "You're the one who calls it. Walk the ground."

He walked it, every paving stone.

At the weir the road narrowed onto a causeway of ancient stone, twenty paces long and one wagon wide, with a knee-high wall on either hand. The weir roared beneath the south wall while the mill-race ran black beneath the north. At the west end, the steps of the abandoned mill came down to the road. Anything on the causeway could only leave by an end or over a wall into the water. It was the oldest arena in gaming.

"It's a pull," he said, from the middle of it, standing on Jess's circles while the party gathered at the west end. "Anything that comes onto this is stuck on it for twenty paces with walls on both sides and water under the walls. We let them onto it, and we shut the ends."

"We do not let them onto it," said Sara. "We meet them on the road, and I take the drivers before the wagon reaches the stone. My tempering holds against Qi-Gathering drivers in the open, and on the stone, with no room to turn, it does not. That is the plan. Yours, forgive me, is the plan of a man who has never been stabbed, and it shows."

"Sara, there are four escorts, plus the man with the token, plus whoever drives. On the open road they spread. On the causeway they're a line."

"I note," said Diana, "that we have observed precisely one wagon's ruts, from a ditch. I would prefer to study this one from the mill roof for a week before anyone stands on the stones. Stubble-fire teamsters cannot read a causeway. They read the backs of horses, and in the poorer counties they fuck them. The literature is frank about it."

"It comes tonight. It comes through Thursday. Tilda said."

"Tilda said one word, Andy, at the end of a great deal of blood. I have long practice at not building a thesis on one word."

"I'm building it anyway."

Jess, kneeling on the circle, said, "He's right about the line," and cut the next hand's width. "The angel's plan gets her killed, and the professor's plan gets us old. His is only stupid, and he whines. Boss problems. There was a ferryman at Sallow who whined. I held his hand on the stove once, to see if he'd learn. He learned to bite. I liked him better after."

* * *

S

o it was his plan, and for about a minute he enjoyed how it unfolded as he called it. First pull on a new boss: everybody knew the strategy, and the boss was still a stranger.


Diana took the east end to veil the approach. She had walked it for the last hour with her palm flat against the causeway wall, laying the veil stone by stone. Now she bit off the word that closed it, "Gûzug." The causeway went matte, a strip of evening that the eye slid off without catching. Steam lifted off her coat as it closed, the hellfire in the veil leaving her as heat. Jess finished her third circle and chalked three strokes beside it. The violet in the cuts sank and went dark as the claim drank at the chalking. A cold hum ran under the stones. The claim drew a long breath out of her and held the release for later. She crouched against the north wall at the middle of the stones, off the wheel line, with the belt-knife loose in her hand, waiting to release it on a word. Sara went to the west end, where the road departed toward Ashe, and stood in it with her hands empty.

Andy climbed the mill steps.

Six steps lifted him above the causeway, the raid leader's vantage, with every player on assignment and his own feet on stone. His hands were already trembling.

Orange faded to gray.

The wagon rolled out of the gray at a walking pace. It had spawned on schedule and on rails, with its adds walking point.

[ HOSTILES ×6 — WAGON (IRON-SHOD, COVERED) ]
[ DRIVERS ×2 · Human · REALM E · ON THE BOX ]
[ ESCORT ×4 · [bound] · WILL F- · TWO AHEAD, TWO BEHIND ]
[ CARGO: RESTRAINED ×11 — 3 CHILDREN ]


He read cargo and swallowed back the bile that came up his throat.

No crossbows rode with it. The man Jess had sent home frightened had not come back to the wagon; frightened men seldom did. Two escorts walked ahead of the horses and two behind, silent, eyes fixed on the air. They wore the gray shifts and held long knives as if the knives were holding them. Behind the tailboard walked a lean man in a wide hat, with a cord of iron discs at his belt that clicked at every step. He watched the road with his hands empty. The panel had counted the drivers and escorts, but left him out.

"Hold," said Andy, low, and pushed it down the bind as an order, so all three had it under the roar of the weir.

The lead pair stepped onto the stone, and the horses followed.

Front wheels ground up onto the causeway, then the rear pair. The tailboard passed Diana's post four feet from her face, and the last escort's heel left the road.

"Now," said Andy. "Jess. Shut it."

"The circle is cast," said Jess. "Ngaím." It ignited.

* * *

T

he circles surfaced violet through the dirt under a hard chalk line, like a creature rising, and the light raced along the stone to both walls and both ends. The causeway had become an instance, and the door had shut behind the boss.


Every shadow on the causeway went violet at once and nailed itself flat to the stones, and all four escorts stopped mid-stride like a paused video. One technique had stunned the pack, and for once in his life the crowd control belonged to him. They stood with feet lifted and knives half-raised, heads turned toward the ground beneath them, waiting on its orders. One of them wrenched a boot up anyway. His shadow stayed nailed, and the skin of his ankle tore where the two met, peeling down off the bone in a wet red cuff. His mouth opened wide on no sound at all. Jess watched him do it, and her lips parted. When the count broke he would come on anyway, on the bone, because whatever held his orders did not care about ankles.

"The claim holds their orders in a line," said Jess from her crouch. "About a count of five. Sara."

Sara was already moving.

She went up the wagon's side in two steps and onto the box. A gold line drew the sword out of her palm on the way up, and her breath went out once as it formed. The near driver had time to turn his head, and the blade went into the side of his neck under the ear and out through the front. She dragged it across, and the front of him opened and poured down over his knees onto the horses. The near horse screamed as the heat hit its rump. "Thank you," Sara told him, while he poured.

She was breathing, her chest moving quick and deep, for the first time in two fights and a night of barley. Her face above the pouring man was lit from inside by an emotion beyond his vocabulary. In anyone else he would have called it joy. In a game he would have called it a proc, a hidden passive that fired on a kill, and the tooltip would have been a lie.

The second driver raised a whip and laid it across her face, a gold line from cheekbone to jaw, because suppression held her skin at early Mortal and a Qi-Gathering wrist could mark it. She caught the whip hand at the wrist on the backswing. The sword went up beneath his jaw, through the tongue, and through the roof of the mouth. She held him skewered while he stood on his toes and stared into her face with her breathing going, and Sara spoke the word.

"Úvaelis."

It was the gentlest sound on the causeway. Gold climbed the blade into his mouth and went out cold as ash. Frost feathered the steel behind it, and a cross of frost burned over his heart. A funeral bell tolled once, from nowhere Andy could find, and the verdict weighed him off the box. The word left her a breath lighter as he toppled from the far side into the mill-race, and the water carried him away. At the east end, Diana's veil stuttered for one beat, and her tail clamped against the stone.

"Drivers down," Andy called. "Escorts—"

"Counting," said Jess. "Three. Two."

The count of five expired.

* * *

T

he four escorts finished their stride all at once and came for the party with the knives, silent and competent. Foundation bodies, if they were Tilda's kind, and Mortal wills farmed down to the floor. The stun had lapsed, the adds had re-aggroed, and the plan collided with the world.


The lead pair turned back toward Sara on the box, while the rear pair turned east toward Diana.

"Two on you, Sara. Two on Diana."

"I have mine," said Sara.

"Diana, they're on you, VEIL'S DOWN, get—"

"I see them," said Diana. Her hands came up, and she spoke a word with rock in it, low and clipped, a dog's word.

"Zûlvûr."

Her palms went hot and then cracked, black fissures opening along every crease and running together, for one breath, into the five points of an inverted star in each palm, scorching and smoking at the edges, her own skin splitting to let it out. Out of the cracks erupted black fire the size of two fists, joined, flame the color of a shut eye with light moving behind it. It stank of brimstone and spilled wine, and two curled flames rode its front like a goat's horns. It struck the first escort's chest, and the gray shift ignited. The woman inside kept walking toward Diana while she burned, silent, and her hair went up in one bright sheet. The skin of her face blistered, split, and slid, and the fat beneath it spat. She walked through it with her eyes open until the eyes turned white and burst. She drove her knife into Diana's shoulder to the hilt. Then Sara stood on the box and threw the sword over the canvas. It took her through the spine from behind, and it came out of her belly with a yard of gut wrapped around the blade.

The second escort had reached Diana too, but Jess was there.

Jess came off the circle at a flat sprint with the belt-knife low and struck the escort from the side, under the arm. The two went down against the causeway wall together. Jess's knife entered beneath the jaw and she worked it back and forth like a key in a bad lock. The heels drummed on the stone and stopped.

Her face while she did it was close and calm, the tip of her tongue caught between her teeth, as it caught when she chalked a hard circle, and her eyes bright and wet with pleasure. He hard-saved it among the other saves.

The lead pair had reached the box, and Sara's sword was ten paces east in an escort's spine. She came off the box onto the first one barehanded and broke the knife arm backward at the elbow. The joint went like a green branch, and the forearm hung the wrong way from it. Then the sword returned to Sara's hand in a gold streak across ten paces of air, humming, and her breath caught on the pull. She put it through his throat above the collarbone, and the escort stood and bled. The second of the pair had not waited for it.

"Where's the fourth? Jess, where's the—"

The fourth escort walked past the carnage.

It turned its back on Sara and the box. It walked past the horses, straight down the causeway toward the mill steps. It was heading for the one party member with a C in SIGHT and an F in every row that could take a hit. He knew this one. Fixate ignored the threat table and picked the healer, and he had called it for other people a hundred times from a safe chair.

"SARA—"

The escort climbed the steps at a walk with the knife, and Jess hit it from behind on the third step. She had started across the causeway on its first step, while he was still drawing breath to shout. Both her knees landed on its back, and she rode it face-first down onto the steps. She yanked its head back by the cropped hair and drove the knife in through the ear to the hilt, once. Then she let go. The escort's legs kicked twice on the stone and went still before Sara had finished turning, and blood ran out of its ear and down the step in a thin dark line. Jess's shoulders went loose as a cat's in the sun, and her ears went red under the hat. Andy blamed the sprint.

In the middle of it, while Diana bled against the wall and the escorts died in silence, the lean man in the wide hat stepped past the tailboard. He walked west along the causeway, past the box and past Sara as her sword streaked back to her hand a second time. He crossed the gray-shift body in the road with a puddle-stepper's care, the discs on his belt clicking. The path stayed open: Diana was down, Jess was on the steps, and Sara was choosing.

Sara chose. The sword rose toward the walking man and stopped. Behind Sara the horses had panicked. The near one shied from the blood on the box and slewed the team toward the south wall, and the front wheel ground along the parapet stones with eleven people inside the wagon. The south wall was knee-high, and the weir waited beneath it.

"WAGON," Andy screamed. "Sara, the WAGON—"

"Yes," said Sara, and went for the wagon.

The man in the hat stepped off the west end onto the Ashe road and stopped. He looked back along the causeway once, at the bodies of his own four, at the box, and at Andy.

"She'll want the angel," he said. His voice carried easily over the weir. "I'll tell her where. She sits realms above anything you've got, and a bound archangel is a fortune on her path."

She. A porter with a ruined hand had said hers to a road. Old Lambert at the Ardnowe well had said Thursdays to a hood. Here was the pronoun, wearing a hat, stepping off the far end of his own plan.

"JESS. Circle him. Shut it on him—"

"Burned," said Jess, from the steps. Her knife was wedged in the corpse's skull. She set her boot on its neck and hauled once, and it stayed. "One circle, one shut. Told you what it takes." Then she sniffed once at the man in the hat, and her hand came off the knife. "And he's Foundation, boss. I can smell it from here. I go down those steps at him with empty hands and he breaks my neck on his way past, and then he breaks yours."

The man in the hat walked on into the gray toward Ashe. Andy reached for a technique that could touch him, found empty air, and the man was gone.

* * *

S

ara stopped the wagon with her body. She planted herself between the horses and the parapet and grabbed the near one by the headstall. A heel went into the seam between two paving stones, and she threw her weight back. She halted a ton of panic and iron two feet from the south wall and stood there holding it with her chest heaving. The wagon stood.


[ ENGAGEMENT — THE WAGON ]
[ ELIMINATED: 7 OF 6 (SARAFAEL ×4 · JESSAMINE ×3) ]
[ DRIVERS ×2 — SLAIN (SARAFAEL) · ESCORT ×4 — SLAIN (SARAFAEL ×2 · JESSAMINE ×2) ]
[ ESCORT ×1 — SLAIN (JESSAMINE) — UNPOSTED: RIDING IN CARGO ]
[ DIANA — UN-EYE VEIL (GÛZUG) −10 HELLFIRE QI · CAST: HELLFIRE BOLT (ZÛLVÛR) −8 HP · LEFT SHOULDER: KNIFE −9 HP · DIANA HP 59/76 · QI 97/107 ]
[ JESS — RELEASED: NGAÍM (PRE-CHARGED) · RELEASE −2 SOUL QI · JESS QI 131/172 ]
[ SARAFAEL — UNCHERISHED VERDICT (ÚVAELIS) −8 HEAVENLY QI · HEAVEN-FORGING SWORD · RECALLED ×2 −6 HEAVENLY QI · HP 213/219 · QI 153/170 ]
[ FREED — RESTRAINED ×11 · 3 CHILDREN ]
[ LOOT — DRIVER: COPPERS ×22 · KNIFE ×1 ]


"Seven," said Jess, reading it upside down from under his elbow. "One over. Huh." She looked at his hands. "Look at them go. Want me to hold them for you, or would that make it worse?"

"Kill count over spawn count." His voice came out flat and distant. "In a game that's a bug. You screenshot it and post it and forty guys tell you it's working as intended."

Seven lay dead: five on the stone, one in the river, and one he could not see. An unlisted add, the kind that got hotfixed a week after launch.

"Seventh was riding the cargo," said Jess. "Under the sacks, asleep. I went in over the tailboard while the angel held the horses and opened him above the ear. Had to lever, like a crock of lard." She held up the belt-knife; gray brain was drying in the grain of the handle. "Sacks are wearing him. Race has the rest."

The System had counted the escorts on watch and left the one asleep on the cargo out of its arithmetic. It had answered the question it was asked.

Count the watch, he thought, on the steps, with his hands shaking on empty air. Then count the property.

Then, because he could not leave a number alone, he read the escorts' sheets where they lay, and his eyes stung colder with each one. A pale frame lifted over each body in turn. Every one displayed what Tilda's had displayed: four rows held at Foundation or under, one on the floor, and a number beneath the rows. Then the numbers moved.

Deaths 615 → 616. Deaths 88 → 89. Deaths 40 → 41. Deaths 17 → 18.

Out on the Ashe road, past sight and hearing, the discs on the walking man's belt would be clicking once for each. Every body on the stone, he guessed, was a number climbing for the man walking toward Ashe, some bar of his filling on other people's deaths. He must have known nothing on the causeway would touch him when he strolled past the tailboard.

He had been calling it a farm since a drainage cut. Now the farmer had walked off his own field with the harvest still counting. Andy sat down on the mill steps.

Diana's voice drifted from the causeway wall, thin.

"Andy. The children."

He stood.

Sara left the horses standing, went to the tail, and hauled the tailboard down. In the darkness beneath the canvas, eleven people sat roped wrist to wrist along the benches. They stared out at an angel bloodied to the elbow and a boy in a dead man's coat. They stayed frozen in place because they had been told to, and the telling still held. A gray film lay over their eyes like the seam on Tilda's mouth, violet at its edges.

Three of them were small.

Diana came along the causeway with the escort's knife still standing out of her left shoulder, the handle bobbing at every step and black running around it through the coat, and her palms cracked and smoking. She climbed into the wagon past Sara without being asked and knelt in front of the three, and her tail curled around behind them along the bench. She spoke in her lectern voice, and everything under it shook.

"Up, now. All of you. I am a librarian, and the reading room is open."

The demon's voice was kind, plain as bread. A rose shimmer climbed her collarbones as she said it, and a bead of black blood welled on one split knuckle. She had no right to give them leave and gave it anyway, and the telling under the gray film believed her. After a moment the smallest of them moved a hand. Then the telling broke all down the benches at once, and eleven people slumped against their ropes and cried. The man in the wide hat had walked off that causeway alive, on his way to tell a woman down south where.


CHAPTER 14 — The River Speaks in Caps Lock

A

freed woman with rope burns on both wrists read the word over Andy's head by the Ferrow town lantern, took her boy by the collar, and put him behind her. The carter had done the same. Andy had cut her rope an hour ago. Escort complete, nothing off the eleven, and he had wanted nothing. The town had watched a dead girl sit on a bench for thirty-one hours with hardly a word, and it took the eleven off their hands the same way.


"He said he would tell her where," said Sara, on the road out. "Then she knows the inn. A Qi-Gathering tracker can follow a party's qi to a door. We sleep where she does not know."

So they bivouacked beside the river. A mile below the weir, the north bank dipped into a hollow with a shelf of stone at the water's edge. There, in the firelight, Diana let Sara peel the coat off her shoulder.

Sara drew the escort's knife out of her first and pitched it into the river. It had gone in to the hilt above the collarbone and out clean. The blood down her sleeve was black and had blistered the cloth where it dried. Sara washed the wound and bound it with a strip of what remained of her cloak's hem, and the party frame updated.

[ ANDY · Realm F- MORTAL (EARLY) · HP 26/32 · QI 22/32 ]
[ SARAFAEL · Realm F- MORTAL (EARLY) · HP 215/219 · QI 155/170 ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL · Realm F- MORTAL (EARLY) · HP 60/76 · QI 99/107 ]
[ JESSAMINE · Realm F- MORTAL (EARLY) · HP 65/65 · QI 133/172 ]


Diana's number climbed a point while Sara tied the knot. It was out-of-combat regeneration, one point per tick, announced in the same voice the frame used for bread.

"It is healing," said Sara.

"It is hurting," said Diana, "and the field-book will want that beside the healing, in the same hand, so that posterity understands they occurred together. Gently, you holy bitch. You have belower hands. They were made for harps and swords, and never for a demon." Sara tied the knot harder. Her thumb left a gold glint on it that pricked along the bandage and hissed on demon skin with a thread of smoke, and Diana hissed back. For once, Sara did not say sorry.

"Posterity's asleep," said Jess. "Have a lie down." She planted a boot on Diana's good shoulder, tipped her flat, and dropped the blanket over her horns. "Sleep it off, you great horned cow. You're leaking. Lie down and gather."

"Recorded," said Diana, muffled.

Diana lay where she had been dumped, with the tail curled over her hip and its spade guarding her bandage, and within a minute she was asleep. The tail did not sleep.

Sara went down to the stone shelf at the water's edge, stripped off everything she had fought in, and washed. She stood knee-deep in the river facing the fire with her chest motionless and scrubbed the causeway off her arms, her breasts and her belly with a fistful of reeds, in no hurry about any of it. Her breasts were full and high, white as milk in the firelight, the nipples drawn tight with the cold, pink under a dusting of gold. The long dancer's line of her ran down into the water. The driver's blood had dried brown in the crease under one breast, and she scrubbed it with her thumb until it went. Andy looked away. Then he looked back, because she had not once checked whether he was looking, and that was the worst part.

* * *

"Y

ou're doing the face again," said Jess, without looking up from her stone.

"I know."

"Go and do it at the river, then. It puts me off my cutting. Go and cry at the fish, bestie."

The fire had become unbearable anyway. At every post-wipe campfire he had ever sat around, he had been the one who talked, and tonight he had nothing to say. Jess sat beside it with her wrists smooth, cutting tally circles into a flat stone the size of a plate. Each one clicked shut like a bead on a counting frame and spat a violet spark that hung a heartbeat and popped. She cut every circle to the width of a man's finger. She had measured it against Andy's hand at supper, laying her finger along his without a word, and she hummed while she cut. The morning after their last quiet fire she had opened those wrists. He could not get the two pictures apart.

[ JESS — WITCH'S TALLY — SOUL QI −1 EACH · CIRCLES ×9 ]


So he took himself ten yards down the bank to a rock of his own and sat with his arms around his knees, watching the river. It moved black and slow, with the voice of the weir inside it, far away.

He replayed the causeway on a loop, filmed from the wrong camera angle. The fifth gray shift had slept under the sacks through the whole fight. Jess's face was close and calm, the face she wore for a stuck knot. The lean man stepped fastidiously over a body of his own. Then the hat walking off into the gray, untouched.

She'll want the angel.

He rested his forehead on his knees. When he lifted it, the river had changed.

The black had turned glossy. A sheet of it in front of the stone, ten feet across, sat up out of its own current like a creature propping its feet up. The weir's voice had drained out of it, and letters floated on the surface. An unseen hand had opened the console on a river, and the console had a font. They were capitals, plain and evenly spaced, in a typeface he had read on ten thousand screens, formed from the water or from the darkness beneath it. A sound accompanied them from behind his own ears, like a slab of packing foam dragged across a cardboard box.

GOOD EVENING.

He held still, because every instinct from four thousand hours said that moving provoked the boss.

I WAS WONDERING WHEN.

The voice was courteous and pleased with itself. It sat up in a river and wished him good evening like a host whose guest was late.

"Who," he said, in a whisper he was ashamed of. "What are you."

THE ONE WHO WROTE THE LINE UNDER YOUR SHEET. YOU HAVE BEEN READING IT SINCE THE FIELD; I HAVE BEEN READING YOU RATHER LONGER. I WATCHED YOU BLEED OUT IN A VAN FOR TWO CHILDREN YOU HAD MET THAT EVENING; YOU STAYED BETWEEN THEM AND THE KNIFE UNTIL YOU WERE EMPTY. I HAVE NEVER BEEN SO SURE OF A HOOK, AND IT SEEMED DISCOURTEOUS TO GO ON READING WITHOUT AN INTRODUCTION.

The letters arrived complete, one line at a time, each standing in the water until the next replaced it, accompanied by the dragging sound. It had been there, behind the store. It had watched.

I WISH TO MAKE YOU AN OFFER, AND I DESIRE THAT YOU SAY NO.

* * *

"A

ndy?" Sara's voice drifted up from the water.

"I'm fine," he said, over his shoulder, and his voice cracked on it. "Stay on the watch. I'm fine." He turned back to the water. "Say it. Whatever it is."

YOU HAVE READ THE PATH. YOU HAVE READ IT CORRECTLY; YOU ARE, I AM PLEASED TO FIND, A READER. SENTIENT ONLY. THEIR DEATHS FILL YOUR BAR, AND THEY RETURN, AND THEY DIE AGAIN, AND YOU BLEED EACH TIME TO WATCH IT, AND WHEN THE BAR IS FULL I SEND THE SKY. THAT IS THE WHEEL. YOU SAW ANOTHER KIND ON THE CAUSEWAY THIS EVENING, TURNING UNDER A MAN IN A HAT. HIS IS NOT YOURS.

THERE IS A SECOND EXIT. EVERY SANE SUMMONER I HAVE EVER WATCHED TAKES IT WITHIN THE YEAR. THE SECTS CALL IT SEVERING, AND THEY CALL IT WISDOM.

I HAVE MADE THIS OFFER ONCE BEFORE IN THIS COUNTY, ON A HILLSIDE SOUTH OF HERE. IT WAS ACCEPTED. YOU HAVE BEEN WALKING THROUGH WHAT IT BUILT SINCE THE FIELD; THIS EVENING YOU STOOD ON A CAUSEWAY AND WATCHED IT COUNT.

BURN ONE OF THEM.

The letters stood.

A BOUND SOUL MAY BE BURNED IN A WORKING, AND DIE ONCE, FOR GOOD. THE SOUL IS CONSUMED; IT DOES NOT RETURN; YOUR BAR FILLS ENTIRE ON IT, AND I SHALL CALL THE SKY FOR YOU THE SAME NIGHT, AND THE SKY SHALL LIFT YOU A FULL REALM, AND YOU SHALL KEEP IT. ONE WORKING. ONE OF THE THREE. YOU WALK OUT OF THE WHEEL WITH YOUR PARTY A FULL REALM HIGHER AND TWO COMPANIONS WHO NEED NEVER DIE FOR YOU AGAIN, BECAUSE THEY SHALL BE STRONG ENOUGH THAT THEY NEED NOT.

THAT IS THE OFFER. IT IS HONEST. I SHOULD LIKE YOU TO EXAMINE IT FOR THE CATCH, BECAUSE YOU ARE THE KIND WHO DOES, AND BECAUSE YOU WILL FIND NONE.

THERE IS NO LINE UNDER THE LINE. I DO NOT WRITE SMALL PRINT. I FIND IT VULGAR.

ASK THE WITCH WHAT SHE WOULD DO IN YOUR CHAIR. DO NOT ASK HER TONIGHT.

He went through it top to bottom, then the second page, and the second page was blank. He had read enough patch notes to recognize an honest offer from a developer. This was one. That scared him worse than a catch would have.

Somebody had pressed confirm on this offer once before, and the wagon was what confirm looked like a long way down the road.

Two dialogue options, one printed in red. The reward for red was displayed in plain numbers so a player could see what refusing it would lose him. He had picked red before, in games, for the achievement. Burn Jess, who had pressed her own confirm. Sara and Diana would live at a realm where a crossbow was a joke. The wheel would stop, and he would be the man who had done it once.

The creature in the water already knew his answer and wanted it.

"Fuck you," said Andy.

It came out small and frightened, in a voice he would have been embarrassed to use on a stranger in a lobby. His hands shook on his knees. He repeated it, louder, at the letters.

"Fuck you."

THERE. THAT IS THE ONE FOR WHICH I CAME.

The water changed. Its letters sank beneath the surface. Then the black sheet wore an expression, and the first word he found for it was the correct one: it looked fed. It was sleek, with the gloss of an animal that had recently eaten. Then the current reclaimed it, and it was merely a river.

* * *

"A

ndy."

Diana stood on the bank behind him with her blanket around her shoulders and her face gray with sleep and pain.

"You are talking to the river," she said. "You said a great deal to it, then you swore at it twice, and I want to know what I am looking at."

"Come here. Look."

She came down onto the stone beside him, favoring the shoulder, grabbed his sleeve, and looked at the water.

The letters returned.

GOOD EVENING, SOLDIER.

Even the river had skipped the word archivist. He had watched her earn it, citing sources over a corpse, peering above her glasses. The river had a library of her to choose from, and it picked the word her johns had used.

SHE CANNOT.

She was looking directly at the letters, a yard from her boots, plain and clean. Her violet eyes crossed the place where they stood and continued past it. They returned, crossed again, and found only water.

ONLY YOU.

"It's water," said Diana. "It is dark and it is moving and there is nothing in it. What do you see?"

The letters printed over her shoulder, in a position her eyes would slide past every time they searched.

YOU MAY TELL HER, OF COURSE. I SHOULD BE INTERESTED TO HEAR HOW YOU PHRASE IT.

It had the warmth of a door locked from the outside, the key turned with tremendous courtesy. The administrator was whispering to him in front of the assembled party, on his screen alone.

"Nothing," he said. "I—nothing. I thought I saw a face in it. I'm tired."

Diana looked at him for a long, cold second.

"You are lying to me," she said, "and you are bad at it, as stubble-fires are. You have a lovely mouth for lying, which is a waste. I am too tired and too cut to make you stop tonight, and if I tried I would end up sitting on your face to do it, which is a reward. Know that I knew. A lie sits on a summoner's dao heart like a stone in a boot, and I shall wait for it to work its way out. Come to the fire. Whatever the river said, it can say it there."

She climbed the bank. The letters stayed standing in the water, patient, and the sound behind his ears dragged once more across its cardboard.

I SHALL ASK AGAIN.

Then the river was only a river.

He hauled himself up to the fire and sat down between a demon already curled back under her blanket and Jess at her knife.

"River say anything I'd want to hear?" said Jess.

"No."

"Liar," she said, pleasantly, and cut another circle.

"Leave him be, please," said Sara, from the dark, where she was pulling the cloak back on. "He will say it when it is sayable. My not asking is correct. The witch's asking is not. Witches ask because asking is the whole of a witch's craft. I forgive it."

She came into the light with the cloak pinned at her throat. Jess shuffled sideways a body's width without looking up. Sara sat down in the gap and put her hand on his knee. It was the dusk appointment off her schedule, kept late. She hummed one hymn under her breath, slow, with no words in it. Her palm stayed warm through the cloth for exactly the length of it. Then she took the hand back and folded it in her lap, because the schedule said one.

He held his hands out to the flames, and they stayed cold. The only word he had for a voice like that was posh. The second word, which arrived a minute later and was worse, was dev. It had written the line beneath his sheet, watched him play the build it had designed, and approved of what it saw. He hated it. He hated that the word was funny. And he hated that he was, in some small region of himself he would have cut out with Bel's knife, flattered.


CHAPTER 15 — Founding the Wiki

D

iana bought the books because they were drowning. She read a stall of ruined stock as a quest, accepted it, and spent the driver's purse in a single click. The bookseller's stall on the square had a tarpaulin with a hole in it. By Friday morning it was a table of paper pulp with a man standing behind it in the rain, contemplating the end of his livelihood.


Diana had grabbed the driver's twenty-two coppers out of Andy's coat pocket with her good hand and dropped them into the bookseller's hand. "All of it," she had said. "The crate too. You are a very damp stubble-fire, and the rain suits your shoulders. The ass as well. Turn around." The bookseller had backed into his own doorway, and wiped his hand on his coat after the coins.

"Twenty-two," said Jess, on the stairs behind them, in the flat counting voice. "You hauled twelve lumps of wet paper up these stairs. I counted. The professor'd marry a book if it had a cock."

"A book with a cock would be the finest text in hell," said Diana. "It would never interrupt, and it would always finish the page. And I gave a man twenty-two for twelve books that would have been twelve bricks by noon. It is the best bargain either of us will make this year, and your counting will say so."

Now the crate sat on the table in the Bell-house, the almshouse behind the square where they slept now that the man in the hat knew the Millstone, while the rain streamed down the dormers. Diana had strung a cord from roof-post to roof-post at eye level. She worked with the knifed shoulder grinding at every reach, and reached anyway.

"Andy. You are drafted."

"To what?"

"Hands and patience. It is the same comprehension a technique wants. You have the first and I shall supply the second." She placed a book in his hands, saturated and swollen to twice its thickness. "Blot. Do not rub. You are going to want to rub. Rubbing tears the fiber. Blot."

He blotted with the Bell-house's rags, pressing one to each page and lifting it clean. Diana hung each page on the cord with a wooden peg as he freed it. It was a repair minigame, and she knew the timing.

"Third peg is dripping."

"Third peg is draining, Andy. There is a difference, and it is the difference between a page and a puddle."

* * *

H

e had been at it for an hour when he worked it out, and said it aloud.


"You're doing a damage pass."

Diana looked at him over her glasses.

"This." He indicated her three stacks. "That's loot triage. Salvage, repair, write-off. That stack's common, that stack's rare, and that one—" a fat quarto with a cracked spine that she kept touching "—that one's the epic."

"That one," said Diana, snatching it out of the drip, "is Ellender, the second volume, and it is a cycle. If you call it loot again I shall hang you on the cord by your balls, and you can drip-dry beside it."

He squinted at the book, his eyes went cold, and a pale frame unfolded over it.

[ ITEM — ELLENDER, VOL 2 (WET) — QUALITY: EPIC ]
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"Epic," he read. "Forty-one percent. Repairable."

Diana froze.

"Read that again."

"Rarity, epic. Condition, forty-one. Repairable." He grinned at her. "Told you. The System agrees with me."

"Forty-one," said Diana, offended on the book's behalf. "It is a sixty if it is a day. Whoever grades for that thing has never held a wet quarto, and may kiss my ass."

From the stove-side floor Jess said, "Forty-one's forty-one. And you'd be about a thirty, professor. In bad light, with a sack on. Mid." Diana made a small, dangerous sound. Sara, at the door, said, "Both of you are incorrect. The pages are correct. Dry the pages, please."

Then Diana said, with one page dangling from her fingers: "Define the tiers. Slowly. For the field-book. You use the word for what is not a realm, and I want the difference on the page."

"Gray's junk," said Andy. "White's common. Then green, blue, purple, climbing. Orange you see twice in your life, and you remember where you were standing."

"Rarity is a realm for objects." She wrote it down. "Why twice?"

"Because the loot table hates you. And the best part isn't even the item. It's the half-second where the color shows before the name does." He was gushing, and he knew it. "The one real sin is vendoring a keeper because you didn't know what it was."

"Vendoring."

"Selling it. For copper. To a guy with a cart."

"That is not a sin," said Diana. "That is a crime, and in hell we flay for it." The pen stopped, and she tilted her head at him. "You love this."

"I mean. Yeah."

"Hm." She re-sorted one stack in silence, according to his tiers. "My system remains superior," she declared while she did it, and she kept his.

As the cord filled, Sara took a turn at the blotting when his hands cramped, doing it faster and better, and let that pass without comment. Jess sat on the stove-side floor and cut practice circles into a floorboard with her belt-knife, closing each one with its small abacus click and a violet spark before she started the next. The last three she cut into the back of her own left hand, shallow, to see whether they would close on skin. They did, three bright red clicks, and she watched them bleed with interest. In the middle of a week that had contained a drainage cut, two wrists and a causeway, it was a good afternoon, and for once he noticed while it was happening. He noticed the rest too and kept it off his face. On a map, the quiet stretch existed to make a player feel the next encounter when it arrived.

Jess, who had not touched a book, glanced up from her circles at the window, where the rain slid off the dormers into the square. After a while she spoke to the glass.

"Four days."

"What?"

"We've been in Ferrow four days. The eleven off the wagon went to the town, the town's still looking at us, and we've stood on one square where a man can find us by asking a boy one question." She did not turn around. "A wright cuts a claim so a wagon that stops here stops on her floor. A summoner who stops moving is a wagon that's stopped. The man in the hat said he'd tell her where. He didn't say when. A summoner past Foundation, with a wagon line, doesn't need to hurry."

The drying line hung between the roof-posts, a page to a peg, wet paper strung across a room a long way from anywhere safe.

"You're a comfort," said Andy.

"I'm a counter," said Jess, to the window. "Somebody has to be. Dry your books."

* * *

H

e had a scrap of paper going on the side.


She talked in links, and he was building her a wiki, with the hyperlinks written out by hand. It had two columns. The titles went on the left. On the right, beneath each, he listed every other book she had mentioned while holding it, along with what she had said about the connection. Ellender vol. 2: cites the bestiary with the wrong wingspans; corrected by her margin. The herbal: argues with the drainage treatise about willow. The drainage treatise: "very bad," but cited by the herbal, so kept. The links ran in both directions, so a reader could start at any title and walk to any other.

"What is that page?" said Diana.

Her voice had gone quiet in the middle of the sentence. She had stopped with a page in her good hand, dripping on the table, unnoticed.

"Index. Everything you said connects, so I wrote down where, both ends, so you can walk it either direction." He slid the scrap across the table. "Where I'm from we kept knowledge like this. It's called a wiki. Half of it's wrong and all of it's beautiful. Everybody could add a line, and you clicked the line and it took you there."

Diana stared at the page, and every visible inch of her went pink. Under the table the tail curled around his ankle and climbed beneath the hem of his pants to the bare calf, where it lay warm. Her nipples had gone hard under the damp silk of her bodice, and she ignored that too.

"We have concordances," she said at last, to the page, with tremendous formality laid over a tremor. "For scripture. For the great cycles. For the sect manuals, which are worse than scripture and longer, and contradict themselves every third page, like scripture written drunk by a committee. Whole dynasties of clerks, Andy, building one per century." She rested a fingertip on his two columns. "You built the start of one in an hour. For my talking."

"You talk in links. It was easy."

He took the pen back and wrote across the top of the page the name from her sheet, in full. He had hard-saved every letter of it in a barn five nights earlier.

Dianizobilal.

She made a small, unperformed sound, and it was over almost before it began. "Demons say it whole," she said. "A shortened name started more of our wars with your kind than any border did. I cut mine to fit in up here, and my own kind think it makes me a hick." Then she took the pen out of his fingers and set it down with both hands, and the bad shoulder made her hiss.

"People have made me requests," she said, quieter. "Nobody has made me a tool. You made me a tool for my own talking, in an hour, in the rain."

He stayed silent. Under the table the tail tightened on his ankle, and a slow, cold pull ran up his shin from where it lay, like a straw drawing on him. The best afternoon of the week turned over inside his chest and showed its other side. The demon who had said accepting to a ring would say that too, and warmly. He could not tell which of the two women had spoken, or whether there were two.

"Professor," said Jess, from the floor. "Your tail's on the boss. And you're feeding off him through it. I can see it on your soul from here." She looked up, and her eyes lamped amber under the brim for a breath. Faint violet script crawled across Diana's cheek and pooled at her throat. Diana's pupils shrank to points. Her good hand went to her own throat.

"It is resting."

"It's been resting since the porridge."

"Then it is comfortable, I decline to disturb it, and you may put that in your own book if you keep one."

Jess crossed the room, hooked the tail off Andy's calf with the toe of her boot, and dropped it in Diana's lap. "Keep it in your own book, and your tail in your own knickers, where it can find work." Diana flushed to the roots of her horns and said nothing at all. Jess watched the color a while before she returned to her floorboard.

"A concordance is how a people declare that a text mattered," Diana said to Andy, recovering her breath. "You have declared it about me."

On the floor, Jess's knife had stopped cutting. At the door, Sara had gone still.

"It was documented," said Diana, louder, regaining herself. She yanked her glasses off and polished them on her sleeve, wincing as the shoulder moved. "I am keeping this page. I am founding the volume on it. And you—" the lecture voice wobbled and held "—are cited. First line. Method: A. of Ardnowe. Scholarship keeps names longer than kingdoms, and longer than sects."

"Diana."

"Mm."

"Third peg's dripping on your epic."

She yanked the epic clear of the drip and breathed "Vûr" into its pages, low, a hellfire thread poured in out of spite, and a hairline black crack opened along one knuckle, smoking. A thin black flame crept through the paper, budding small black leaves as it went. A wisp of steam rose off the wet pages. Out of habit, he read the book again, and the cold ticked behind his eyes.
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"Fifty-eight," he read. "Climbing."

"A sixty, as stated. When it is dry I shall read it to you."

"Diana. That's your epic."

"It is the first volume of the concordance," said Diana, "and it accompanies the method. And when it is dry I am going to kiss the method, at a time of my choosing. The field-book will carry the date, and the angel may put down as many pots as she likes. A flesh sheath nobody has ever disciplined puts down pots the way other girls spread their knees: often, loudly, and hoping to be noticed."

Sara, at the door, kept both hands empty.

* * *

H

e lay awake that night with the drying line ticking drops onto the floor and the concordance's single line in his head. Beneath both lay the warning Jess had delivered to the window. Tomorrow was market day. According to the town, the street filled four hundred deep on a clear Saturday, drawn from every farm on the Ferrow road, one long street with two exits. He had read a hundred choke points in his life, none with four hundred people standing in it, and he could not stop reading this one. To the south, a woman kept a schedule. Nearer, a man in a hat kept her wagons. He had the day, the place, and no way to avoid standing in it.



CHAPTER 16 — World Boss on Market Day

M

arket day crammed four hundred people into Ferrow's one long street, most of them human, and Diana meant to insult every one. Two dwarf smiths sold ironware off a cart, and halfling cheese-wives sat in a row, gray-braided, with their pipes going, while an orc drover led a string of goats. A gnome at the street's end cut a notch on a tally-stick for every cart that came in. Two elves from the sect house, white cords at their throats, bought paper with their noses in the air.


"Leafy twig dicks," she said warmly of the elves, loud enough to carry. "Three hundred years to temper one realm, and not one of them has had a good thought. That one has lovely legs, though, and an ass I would bite. Wasted on a leafy twig dick." Both elves left the paper stall. A sect-house elf did not stand and be named by a summoner's demon.

"And a beefy evening fun boy with goats," she went on, at the orc drover. "Shoulders like a cart-ox. Andy, do you think he fucks tusks-first? The literature is divided." The drover spat and turned his goats down a side lane.

She carried the epic under her good arm, dry and graded at sixty, with the knifed shoulder stiff and aching. She strolled down the middle of the street with her tail swaying and cited everything she passed at Andy without pausing for breath.

"That is a seventh-dynasty cheese press. The literature calls it a wine press. The literature is wrong, the man selling it knows it is wrong, and that is the joy of a market." She pointed her chin at a stall. "Andy. That woman is selling a bestiary. Do not look at it; the wingspans are catastrophic, and every beast in it is listed a realm too low." She nodded at a kobold selling tin cups off a blanket and did not lower her voice. "And that is an ikkit, which is to say vermin. In Common, dirty slave scales. They breed in the walls of human towns like mice. The humans let them, because a human will let anything live near him if it is shorter than he is."

The kobold looked up at her, and she smiled at it pleasantly.

"You are an excellent specimen," she told it. "I shall want a drawing."

"Drake, madam, if you please," the kobold said, in careful Common. "We are drakes. They burned my mother's pen at Marrow Ferry, and a swamp witch counted the tails." It looked down the street at the well rim, then away.

Then it rolled its cups into the blanket and left the market. The woman at the next stall muttered that the Purge should have finished the horned lot, low and ugly, and the man beside her turned his back. Andy left a copper where the blanket had been and hustled after Diana.

"Scales," said Diana, when he caught up, untroubled. "A demon says good morning and they pack the stall." She nodded at the halfling cheese-wives, who were wrapping their wheels. "The miserable halfcocks too. Every one of them, and not one of them hung for it." On a chandler's shelf beside them, a stoppered jar held a coal-bright shape that pressed itself against the glass as they passed. "Shelf stock," said Diana, and did not look at it. "A fire elemental. They bottle them for the fire qi, and there is a person in there, for what that is worth to a chandler."

Andy had apologized to three stalls in her wake and counted one spitter. The apologies had come out of him in corporate: we regret any distress this may have caused.

"Who is we, in that sentence?" said Diana. "And am I in it?"

"You're in a good mood."

"I possess a dry epic, a stiff shoulder, and a concordance with one line in it, and my qi is full. I am in an excellent mood, and I intend to stay in it until some elf wanders up and spoils it, the way they spoil everything, by being too thin to ride and too proud to be told."

Sara was at the whetstone stall with her list, shopping like a raider on reset night. The dwarf at the stall undercharged her with trembling hands, and she corrected his price upward. "Undercharging is a lie told with numbers," she informed him. "A thief who robs himself is still a thief, and I have hanged better men for less, with my apologies." His hands shook harder.

Jess sat on the rim of the well at the south end with the tin on her knees. Her hands held no purchases, because she had been counting everything.

"Four hundred and six," she said, when Andy came back to the well. "In the street. Give or take the ones under the stalls. I'd pull maybe six of them out of a fire. Seven, if the seventh was pretty."

"She called two elves leafy twig dicks in front of four hundred people," said Andy. "They left like she'd shot at them."

"I heard." Jess looked delighted. "She's so cute when she gets going. It's giving cursed librarian. Best thing I've ever watched. Iconic."

"Why count the street, though?"

"Because it's there."

"That's a speedrunner answer. That's the guy who knows the frame count on every door in the game."

"Don't know what that is. Sounds right." She looked north up the street. "And because there's a man up it I've seen before."

* * *

T

he man in the hat stood sixty paces up the street, in the mouth of the smith's alley. Named mobs always stood there when the writers wanted a player to spot them first.


The wide hat and the iron discs at his belt caught the noon light. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back and watched the market like a man waiting for a shop to open.

Andy read the air above the man's head. On the causeway he had been reading a wagon full of people while the man talked, and the plate had floated past him unread.

Human · Blood Summoner (Rogue)

Half of his own title floated above another man's hat, with a different word in front of it.

"Sara," he said. "SARA. North end. Alley. It's him."

She was already looking. The whetstone vanished into her cloak, and her hand came out empty, hanging ready at her side.

The man reached back into the alley and pulled a woman out of it by the arm.

She wore a gray shift and walked barefoot with the straight, silent gait. He said a word to her, "Vo," and she knelt. He drove a knife into the side of her neck and held her while she emptied onto the stones. It sprayed out of her in a fan, one pulse and then another, painting the cobbles and the hem of a fishwife, who screamed and kept screaming. The woman's hands stayed folded in her lap to the end, and Andy could not tear his eyes off the hands. It was a sacrifice cast. He had seen the animation in three games and skipped it in all three.

Four hundred heads turned. The man in the hat stepped back out of the spray and spoke in a voice with stones in it. He recited a list with the cadence of a priest reading a name off a stone that another hand had already carved.

The blood on the cobbles stood up, a violet seam stitched through the red.

It rose out of the pool the woman had made, wet and shining, a boss spawning mid-town with the townsfolk still loaded in. "Godd Howard," Andy said through his teeth. Patch on the live server, mid-raid.

It stood eight feet tall and stooping, a man's outline drawn by a hand that had been told about men and despised them. Its arms reached the knee, and its legs bent the wrong way. Its skin was the color of wet slate, running with the woman's blood, and its head was mostly jaw. Each hand was wider than a man's waist, and each finger ended in a talon the length of a forearm, already opening and closing, tasting the air. It smelled like a slaughterhouse drain in August.
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Hunts the nearest demon.

That was a behavior line. Ritual-raised, which in the tree book had meant a sect had forbidden it and a heretic had read the prohibition as a recipe. A raid built the fight around the behavior line, and the strategy guide had been handed to him one second before the pull. Diana stood thirty feet up the street in the middle of the cobbles, with a dry epic under her arm and her tail gone rigid. She stared at the creature in the alley mouth as if she had read the ending already.

The Gorefiend stared back at her.

"Sara," Andy said. "SARA. It's going for—"

"I see it."

It surged out of the alley and down the market at a lope, the stalls toppling on both sides like destructible terrain. The four hundred fled in every direction that existed: a woman dragging two children by the wrists, a dwarf backing away and throwing his ironware at it one pan at a time, civilians scattering off its pathing.

"DIANA, RUN, get to—"

"It will follow," said Diana, clearly, with the creature forty feet off and coming. "It will follow me into any door in this town, Andy. It hunts demons, and I am the only one in the street."

Her hands rose, the bad shoulder grinding in its socket. Her palm creases cracked black and smoked, and the cracks ran together into an inverted star in each palm.

"Zûlvûr!"

Fire the size of two fists tore out through the skin of both palms and crossed the twenty feet between them. It burst on the cobbles in a vine of black flame hung with fat black grapes that popped like blisters. The stones lit from inside, and the street stank of brimstone and spilled wine. The Gorefiend came through it unslowed, alight, and reached her.

* * *

B

oth hands went into her.


They went in at the belly, below the ribs, talons first, all ten, and the hands followed to the wrist. She rose off the cobbles skewered on them, her boots kicking and the epic tumbling from under her arm.

Then the hands opened, drew downward, and split her from the breastbone to the hip.

Her insides came out. They came out in a long uncoiling rush, black and gray, steaming in the cold. The creature shook its hands and flung twenty feet of her across the street. It splattered the cobbles, the front of the chandler's stall, and the faces of the people who had stopped to look. It had a smell. The gore was on, and it had a smell, and the creature was not finished, because it had not killed her. It had merely opened her.

She was still alive. That was the horror, and it arrived late. The talons had taken everything a body kept folded away, and the body was Diana, and she was making a sound.

Then it pulled. It set its talons into her ribs on both sides and drew its hands apart like a man tearing bread. Her spine snapped with a crack that carried over the screaming. Her hips separated from the rest of her on a rope of gray. The Gorefiend flung the two halves off its hands like a cook flicking water from his fingers. The top of her sailed past Andy on his right, opened and trailing. It struck the well-house wall and slid down its base into a heap that was still moving. Her legs landed in the gutter six feet away and kicked twice, the tail lashing after them. What sprayed off her in the air hit him, warm, down his right side, across his face, and into his open mouth. He had said the words ten thousand times. Now they had sprayed off a person whose name he knew.

"IT IS MINE."

Sara.

She had crossed from the whetstone stall and planted herself in the middle of the cobbles between the creature and the well. She stood at the bottom of the Mortal realm, and she drove her voice into the street like a stake.

"Please look at me. LOOK AT ME. I am the one you want. I am the one in this street who has killed your kind by the thousand, at every realm you have ever reached, and enjoyed every one. You know it, and you can smell it on me. HERE."

The Gorefiend's jaw swiveled toward her.

It should have gone back to the demon. But there stood an angel with her chest heaving and her sword in her hand, and whatever hunger ran it settled on her. Taunt, said the part of him that was still a lobby. Zero threat generation, and she's using it anyway.

It came for her.

"Core-Formation," said Jess, from the well. "Three realms up from her. That's the pull. Andy. Count for her."

"One—it's—one—"

She met it at early Mortal, with two hundred and nineteen hit points and a cross-hilted sword, an undergeared tank on a boss she could not outstat. The first hand swept at her wider than she was tall. She ducked beneath it and drove the sword into the wrist, where it stuck, and the other hand hit her.

She flew sideways into a fallen stall and through it, and rose out of the wreckage with gold streaming from her mouth. The sword returned to her hand in a gold streak, humming, and the recall dragged a gasp out of her. She charged again.

"Sara—" Andy said, and then he was no longer saying anything to Sara.

He was kneeling at the well-house wall, and Diana was screaming.

She was screaming and clawing. She clawed the cobbles. She clawed his coat, seized a fistful, and hauled herself halfway up his arm, and her eyes were nowhere near mild and nowhere near a page. They were huge, white all the way round, and fixed on his. She had understood what was being done to her, and her eyes refused it.

"No," she said, in fragments, between the screams, in Common and then not in Common. "No. No. Take it—put it—Andy. I do not want it. I have never once had to, and I will not—"

He had both hands on the open front of her, trying to hold her in with his fingers. There was too much of it, too warm, and none of it would stay. He repeated her name with nothing behind it. He had no word, no working, and no button on his bar for this: a healer with zero heals and Diana coming apart under his hands. Her nails dug into his sleeve over the bandaged cuts and held on, a climber hanging off a ledge.

"Diana. Diana, look at me. Thirty-one. You come back, Jess said, you come back—"

"It hurts, fuck, it hurts," she said, astonished by it, a scholar handed a fact she refused to catalog. Then she could no longer say anything that was words. What came instead was wet and animal, a bubbling from the torn place under her ribs every time she tried to draw breath, and her heels drummed the cobbles.

Up the street, Sara slammed into a wall.

"Gaiste," said Jess, from the well rim.

The technique took its soul qi first, and the draw folded her at the waist before the word was out. Then violet cords whipped up out of the cobbles around the Gorefiend's legs by the dozen, thorned like bramble, and knotted, spitting frost where the thorns bit. They bit to the bone and pulled. It dropped to one knee with the cords across it and roared at the street. Sara came off the wall and drove her sword into the side of its neck to the guard and wrenched it free.

It stood up anyway, the cords snapped, and it grabbed her by the cloak and hurled her the length of the market.
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"Sara—"

"HERE," Sara said, from the far end, on the ground. "I said HERE, please."

* * *

"A

ndy."

Jess was beside him on her knees, with her hand on his back.

The screaming had stopped, and the silence must have been what brought her off the well rim at a run. Under his hands Diana had gone quiet, her nails in his forearm and no longer pulling. The last of what she had been saying had trailed off mid-sentence, like a speaker summoned out of the room.

"Andy. Look at your panel."

"I can't—"

"Look at it. Now. That's an order from the person who gets to give you one."

He looked.

The party frame listed four names, and now it listed three with a fourth gone gray. The gray line bearing Diana's name thinned, flickered at one corner, and vanished. He had watched a hundred frames go gray, and never with the body under his hands.

The bar printed beneath his name lit its first third. It filled from empty in one movement, white, and it rang.

[ DIANIZOBILAL — DIED ]
[ BOUND 3 → 2 · RECALL WINDOW OPENS IN 31:00:00 ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM F- → ? ]
[ ████░░░░░░░░ 1/3 · COUNTED ]


He refused to read it. The numbers went into him anyway, and the panel had used her name in the past tense.

His body turned itself inside out onto the cobbles beside her. It came up past empty. Jess kept a hand on the back of his coat and let him finish, and she read the panel over his shoulder while he did.

"It counted her," said Jess, beside him, with a quality in her voice he had heard once before, in a barn, on her knees. "Oh, there it is. You loved her, boss. The bar says so."

Up the street, Sara rose from the cobbles at the north end, still capped at early Mortal, still bleeding gold. Nothing about her had changed except her face, which had gone terribly calm.

"Jess," said Sara, standing. "Hold it for me, please."

"Jess." His voice climbed back up out of him with the count inside it. "Fifty-nine off it. Two hundred and one left. It broke your last one getting up. It plants both feet before it swings. Every time. Wait for the plant. Snare on the plant."

"Holding," said Jess, already on her feet. "On the plant."

"Gaiste," she said, and it wrung her again, a shiver running through her before the word even landed. The thorned cords came up out of the cobbles a second time, on the plant, both feet down with the weight committed, and this time they held.

* * *

T

he Gorefiend went down on both knees in the middle of the market with a hundred thorns sunk in its back and arms. It fought them, and the cords held, because its own planted weight was anchoring them to the stone. Sara walked down the street toward it, though she had charged it three times and been thrown three times. Now she walked with the sword low, at the same realm, because this time the snare had been sprung at the only moment it could hold. It tore at the cords, and the cords sang like wire and held. She came up on it where it knelt in the wreckage of a Saturday and studied it with her breathing going.


"You took the wrong one. I am so sorry for you," she said.

The sword severed the right hand at the wrist, one of the hands that had opened Diana. It landed on the cobbles with its talons still opening and closing. Then it dragged itself toward the well-house wall where the halves lay, hunting by its infernal qi, soot-black, with no body attached. Sara pinned it under her boot. The Gorefiend screamed, and she took the other hand on the backswing. Then she drove the sword down through the crown of its skull to the hilt, splitting the face around the blade, and held it there while the creature went still from the feet upward. She pulled the blade free, and it toppled forward onto its own severed wrists and lay in the blood of the woman it had been made from.

A chime sounded.

"Bound two," said Jess, reading the panel.

He kept his eyes off the panel that accompanied it, and off the panel after that one. Jess read both to herself and kept them. "Nothing off me, in the barn," she said, low. "A third off her."

[ GOREFIEND — SLAIN (SARAFAEL) ]
[ SARAFAEL — HP 88/219 ]


* * *

T

he market lay empty and littered with trampled cheese, a split sack of oats and a child's shoe in the gutter. It was a zone after a world boss, with the one drop that mattered lying beside a well, opened. Up at the alley mouth, a woman in a gray shift lay in the fan of her own blood, her hands still folded in her lap. The man in the hat was gone. He had gone the moment the Gorefiend took its first step toward Diana; Jess had seen him go.


Sara came down the street with gold streaming out of her mouth and her hair loose, and knelt at Diana's head. She took in what the creature had left of her, then the epic lying in the street with its cover open, and then him, still holding the shoulders.

"Andy," said Sara.

"I called it wrong." His voice came from beneath the lobby. "I said run. She was right, it would've followed. I should've read the behavior line and called you onto it before it—"

"You read it in the time it took to read it, and it was already moving."

"I threw up. In the middle of the call. I was calling and I—"

"Yes." She reached across Diana and took his face in her hand, gold on her fingers and black on his cheek, and let go. "You will do that again, every time, for a long while, and then less. Let go of her shoulders now, please."

"I can't."

"Then hold them a moment more." She stood. "Jess. The street. All of it, walls and all. We will want every part before dark, and we will want the coat."

"On it," said Jess.

Jess went first to the Gorefiend's body, knelt at the black puddle spreading under it, and uncorked a clay jar from her coat. She tilted the residue into it with the flat of her knife, stoppered it, and weighed it in her palm. "Ritual-raised," she said. "Spilled goes to me. There's a brew in this, and I'll have it." Then she went to gather Diana.

Andy knelt in the ruined market with his hands on what remained of Diana's shoulders. The first third of the bar on his HUD shone white, and it rang faintly whenever he looked at it. It had rung because she had died screaming under his hands, and it had arrived in the middle of the fight as a good feeling.

He had felt good. It was the first tick of the party's breakthrough. It was also the level-up ding, the one that had made him sit up on the couch at three in the morning. It had played in a market over a woman in two halves. His body had answered it with fifteen years of training before he could think. That, the sects said, was how a heart-demon started.

Diana's face had not gone quiet. The last of it had stayed there: the mouth stretched wide on a scream that had run out of air, the violet eyes fixed and shot through with black, her teeth driven through her own lower lip. It was not a face he could look at for long, so he did not. Her glasses lay in the street a yard away with one lens cracked, so he looked at those. Under her name on his HUD, a clock was running.


CHAPTER 17 — Corpse Run, Some Assembly Required

T

he gathering took most of the afternoon. It was a corpse run with the corpse in pieces.


Sara set the order of it in the street with gold drying on her chin. Everything came home: the cobbles from the well to the alley mouth, the chandler's frontage, and the well-house wall. The field-book, the glasses, the epic, and her coat, kept back from the fire.

"Why all of it?" said Andy.

He had been ordered to stand, and his hands kept up a fine, continuous trembling at his sides that he had given up trying to control.

"Because she will want to know it is all there." Sara took a sack from a stall-keeper who handed it over without a word. "She counts. When she stands here tomorrow she will ask where the rest is. The answer will be here, and it will be true." She turned to the stall-keeper, unasked. "Your town watched her die from its doorways. Forgive me, but that was cowardice, and it was incorrect. In my old host we branded cowards on the cheek. I have left my irons at home. Good day." The stall-keeper went gray and studied the gutter.

"Tomorrow."

"Hour thirty-one." Sara looked at him. "You have done this once. You know the hour."

So they gathered. Sara took the street, kneeling with the sack, while Jess took the walls and let the town wonder. Andy was assigned the intimate work: the glasses, and the epic with its open pages glued to the stones. He also gathered what the creature had pulled out of her. He collected it off the cobbles into the sack with his own hands, because Sara had said everything and meant it literally. There were yards of gut, gray-pink and slick with black. They kept sliding out of his grip and had to be gathered in loops like wet rope. There was a liver the size of a loaf, split down one lobe and heavier than it looked. It was still warm on the underside where it had lain against the stones. There was a kidney in the gutter by the chandler's step. The smell was hot copper and bowel, and it got into the back of his throat and stayed.

There was gold on the stones too, in impossible quantities. Sara had been thrown three times and had bled from the mouth each time. The gold had run down the market gutter in a bright thread and pooled at the drain, more of it than her body could hold and stay standing, more than her cuts could explain. Andy knelt in it gathering Diana and did the arithmetic without meaning to, and it would not balance. He asked, because asking was the one thing his build could do.

"An angel carries more blood than the body has room for," said Sara, wiping her chin with the back of her wrist, gold to the knuckle. "It is one of the ways we are made wrong for the world. Gather your demon, please. Leave my blood. It is only blood. There is a great deal of it, and none of it is the thing that matters today." She had been at the whetstone stall when it started, forty yards away, with her back to the well. "I was at the whetstone because the whetstone was on the list," she added.

He carried Diana from the market to the Bell-house yard in a horse blanket off the Bell-house peg, in two halves that dragged at his arms. Afterward he carried the sack, which sagged and dripped black through the weave onto his boots at every step. The town watched him go by, and he did not look back at it.

A man in a doorway read the title over Jess and called, "Witch has a new sack to fill!" Another read Andy's and called him a grave-humper, and the street laughed, all but him. Behind him Sara worked down her list and Jess kept the sack count.

The grave was shallow on purpose.

Sara dug it herself along the south wall of the yard, a hand deep, and stopped.

"That's not deep enough," said Andy.

She put the spade in his hands. "A hand, please. She will want to do the rest herself. A hand is correct."

"The rest of what?"

"Demons burn their own," said Jess, from the wall where she sat with her boots swinging. "It's manners. You bury a demon deep, you're saying she's not coming back to do it. Sara's saying she is. Two halves, though. You could bury her twice and get the manners done in one go."

"Okay," he said. He dug where Sara pointed and stopped where she said. A respawn point in an almshouse yard, and the countdown on his HUD had a companion's name on it.

They laid her in it with the two halves arranged into one shape again and the tail along her length. Sara knelt in the grave and packed the sack's contents back into the open cavity with her own hands. The liver went under the ribs, and the gut coiled in after it in loops, as nearly as she could judge where each piece had come from. The glasses rested on her face with the cracked lens, and the field-book lay on her chest beneath her folded hands.

Jess hopped down from the wall and set the epic on her chest, on top of the field-book.

"It's hers," she said, when Andy looked at her. "She promised to read it to you when it dried. It dried. She'll do it tomorrow, if she's got her mouth back."

They covered her with a hand of loose earth, and it looked like what it was. Sara stood guard at the foot of it for the remainder of the afternoon.

* * *

T

he coat was going into the fire at dusk, the only upgrade he had earned in this world, because a party member was smeared across it. He had gathered in it, dug in it, carried her in it, and it was stiff down the right side from collar to hem with her blood and bile, black and dried hard. He had stopped noticing the smell around the third hour, but Jess still could.


"Off," she said, in the loft, and held out her hand.

"It's the only coat I—"

"Off."

He emptied the pockets of Bel's knife and Tilda's spoon and took it off reluctantly. Jess held out her hand for the spoon without a word, and it went into the end slot of her tin with the other two. She carried it down to the trash fire beside the gate and supervised the cremation. He stood at the loft window and watched a dead carter's coat go to ash with Diana still on it. He owned two shirts and a hoodie Sara had judged clean, and he pulled the hoodie on.

Then Jess climbed back up the ladder and sat across the table from him. She set her tin between them and opened it, and she left the chalks where they were.

"Right," she said. "The knife. Where is it."

He laid Bel's paring knife on the tabletop.

"Show me your arm."

He pushed the hoodie sleeve up over four ritual cuts that ran along one line. The first three had healed to pink ridges, but the fourth, from the barn, was still angry, a long, deep, ugly seam that had bled for an hour and left him gray for a day.

"That last one," she said. "That's what you did to get me back."

"Yes."

"Nobody told you how deep."

"No."

"Right." She sat up straighter. "So I'm telling you. Once tonight and once tomorrow and then you'll know it, and after that if you cut like that again it's because you wanted to."

* * *

S

he taught it like a hard guide with the numbers in bold, written by the one player who had actually read the fight. It gave him edges to grip while his hands shook.


"Three parts," she said. "The hour. The depth. The qi. Get one wrong and it's wasted blood and she stays where she is."

"The hour."

"Thirty-one. Not thirty and a half. The window opens at thirty-one and the panel tells you, and if you cut before the words come you've cut for nothing. You'll want to cut early. Everybody does. Don't."

"The depth."

"A finger's width. Along the old line, always, that's why the technique picks the same place." She grabbed his forearm, turned it toward the lamp, placed her thumb on the fourth cut, and pressed. He flinched, and she kept her thumb there. An expression crossed her face when he flinched that had nothing to do with teaching. She watched the pain happen to him with her lips parting and the amber gone bright, wearing the look she had worn on her knees in the barn with his blood on the floor. Her thumb pressed harder, and the scab split. She watched the bead of blood come up, and her tongue touched her lip.

"There," she said, gone soft and hungry. "That's the face. Now you'll remember the depth, because you'll remember this. This was a sheet. It wants a thread. Give it a thread and it takes exactly what the cut calls for and stops. Give it a sheet and the rest runs onto the floor and does nobody any good."

"How do I stop it going deep? The hand does it. It's not my—"

"It's your hand. The technique knows the words, not your arm. It'll go as deep as you let it, and you let it because you were scared of doing too little." She let go. "Don't be. If the thread's not enough it'll tell you, and you go again. Shallow twice beats deep once."

"The qi."

"The same as the bind. It comes out of your chest and you'll want to sit down. Sit down before. Kneel on the ring." She closed the tin. "That's the whole of it, and it took me longer to say than it'll take you to do."

"Why didn't anybody tell me that before? That should be in the tutorial. That should be a loading-screen tip."

"Because nobody here does it more than once a year, the sects don't teach it, and the ones who do it more don't talk. A summoner walking a girl back out of the dirt makes every elder's afterlife sermon horseshit, and the elders know it." Jess stood. "And because you didn't ask. You read your sheet and your restriction and your panel, and then you cut your own arm open like a man reading instructions off a box. The box didn't have that page. Now you've got the page. Say it back. Slowly. Use your mouth, not your forehead."

Three steps on a timer: a rotation, the first he had ever learned from a girl with her thumb in his wound.

"Thirty-one. A finger. The qi. Kneel first."

"Again."

He repeated it, and although his hands were still trembling, his voice had found its footing.

"Good," said Jess. It was the only kind word in the lesson. She carried it out of the room with her when she went down to share the yard watch with Sara.

* * *

H

e went to the market well because he needed water on his face, and the Bell-house pump stood in the yard, beside the grave. Water was where the console opened. He knew that now and went anyway, just as he had stepped into a service lane in front of a box cutter.


The marketplace was dark and reeked of sawdust and blood. He hauled the bucket up brimming, plunged his face into its cold, held it there, and surfaced. The water in the bucket slopped against the staves and settled.

He waited for it to go black and sit up. It stayed water, gray with the sawdust off his hair.

It had no reason to come. The bar had moved in the street while he knelt over her, and the thing in the river had eaten its fill without showing its face. The sum landed on him at the well, with water running off his chin, and it was worse than any print. He tipped the bucket out across the cobbles, and his HUD updated.
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Realm F-minus, still, the bottom rung of Mortal: no realm in the party had risen. What had moved was a third of a bar, lit white, and a number had climbed and left him only sick. He had seen it in the street and refused it, and he read it now with the empty bucket in his hands. It had taken a woman cut in half at the waist. He had read enough of the tree book to know what came down out of a sky.

A minute ticked away on the counter. Then he set the bucket back on the rim and walked back through the darkness to the yard, where an angel stood vigil over a hand of earth with a small gold flame cupped in her palms. He sat down on the ground beside her, and the clock ran on his HUD all night. Near dawn the System noticed what she was doing and gave it a name.

[ SARAFAEL — VIGIL-LAMP SUTRA — RECORDED · F ]



CHAPTER 18 — Off Cooldown

H

e cut the ring at a quarter to the hour, so that when the hour arrived he would already be kneeling inside it. It was standing on the pad before the raid leader called the pull.


Jess supervised from the wall. She had instructed him twice, and she repeated it a third time now while he worked Bel's knife through the packed earth in a circle as wide as his outstretched arms.

"Thirty-one. A finger. The qi. Kneel first."

"I know."

"Say it."

"Thirty-one. A finger. The qi. Kneel first."

"Good. Shut up now and cut."

"It's a cast bar," he said, cutting. "You're teaching me a cast bar. Don't move, don't clip it, wait for the fill."

"If that's what it takes for it to go in," said Jess, "then it's a cast bar. Cut."

When the ring closed, one continuous groove, he knelt in the middle of it with the knife in his right hand and his left sleeve pushed up. The three old cuts and the one ugly one showed in the lantern light while the final minutes ticked down on his HUD.

Sara stood at the foot of the grave with her hands empty. She had stood there since they covered the body. She had eaten standing and drunk standing, letting the town come to the gate, look, and leave, while her eyes stayed on the earth.

Three minutes. Two.

"Andy," said Sara.

"Yeah."

"When she is back, and the fire is done. Tonight." She did not look up. "I asked you once, at a barn door, and you went to wash. I am asking again, and for more. I should like to lie with you. I have wanted to ask for two days, and I waited, because you were carrying her, and my dao heart would not let me ask a grieving man." A pause, one breath long. "And since you read every line to the bottom: I do not ask for a night alone. I would keep all you give me, when the schedule allows. A no, if it is a no, is a no to the whole of it. I have decided the asking. A no loses me face, and I shall carry the loss."

The almshouse yard went quiet.

He looked at the hand of earth over a woman he had held while she came apart, then at his own arm, then at the clock, which read one minute. The answer was in his mouth before he had gone searching for it.

"No," he said.

Sara turned her head.

"Not tonight. I can't, Sara. I've got her blood under my nails. I'm about to open my arm on a floor. Ask me another time. Not tonight."

Her gold eyes gave him nothing to read.

"Very well," she said, and turned back to the grave. "Asking was correct," she told it. "His answer was not. He will see. A man who refuses a woman offering him her bed is wounded or mistaken. I shall wait to learn which." Her back stayed straight.

From the wall, Jess said, "Huh."

"What."

"Nothing. That's the first one, is all." Her hat was pushed back. "First no I've heard you give her. Angel asks, you say no. I'm going to want to remember what that looked like. And the angel's face. Like she'd been slapped with a fish, and liked it, and hated that she liked it. The audacity of that face."

The countdown reached zero.

* * *

H

e did it correctly.


The window opened on his HUD, and his hand laid the edge along the old line and let it draw a finger's width. When it wanted to go deeper the craving pulled at his own wrist, a leaning. He leaned back against it until the cut stopped where a cut should stop. A clean cast, released on the fill, his first. A thread of blood ran off his fingers onto the ring and stopped there, and the ring drank it and ignited silver-blue.

His mouth delivered the words.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím."

It tore out of his chest, and since he was already kneeling, he only rocked.

[ RECALL — DIANIZOBILAL — WINDOW OPEN ]
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The air above the ring folded, hung, and collapsed.

She was kneeling at his feet.

* * *

S

he was naked, flushed to the collarbones, and breathing as if she had run the whole way back. Without the glasses her violet eyes looked twice the size. She was already reaching for him. The respawn animation had dropped her at full health, with a nameless arrival high blazing on her frame.


He did not look away. She was in front of him, the woman he had carried across a market, opened, beneath a horse blanket, now in one piece. She was cream-pale under the flush: the horns, the heavy breasts with their dark pink nipples, the soft belly, the wide hips, and between her thighs the same dark pink, bare, swollen and slick already, with the tail lifted behind her. That went into him like the ding had.

The realm drained out of her, top to bottom, the same four seconds it had taken in a barn, and it took her head with it.

"Andy," she said. "Andy. Oh, fuck, that is—oh, the literature did not—"

Her hands grabbed his hoodie and hauled herself up his front until her face was buried in his neck. She laughed into his collarbone with her body shaking, and her tail rose and wrapped his leg to the knee.

"It was nourishing," she said, into his neck. "Dying for you. It filled my pool to the brim. I want that in the field-book in capitals, the single most nourishing thing that has ever happened to me, and I include the—" she laughed again, high and helpless "—I include a great many cocks. I could do it now. Is it always like that? Jessamine, is it—"

"Once, so far," said Jess, from the far side of the grave. "And yes."

"Oh, good."

He had rocked back off his knees, and now he sat in the ring with a demon on his chest, healed, warm, and out of her mind on it. He stared over her shoulder at the hand of earth along the wall and hated it. Here she was, drunk on dying and asking for more, like Jess in the barn.

"Diana," he said. "Diana. Your glasses are in the grave."

A demon high on her own death was climbing him beside the grave that held her, and the only coherent thought in his head was her glasses.

"I know," she said, delighted, and her mouth found the side of his neck beneath the jaw and stayed there, open and hot. Then she lifted her head and said, "That was a datum. Hold still for the next one."

He held still.

Her mouth traveled from his jaw down his chest with her hands leading the way, and the tail unwrapped his knee and encircled his waist instead. His belt was open, and his cock was out in the cold of the yard and then inside her mouth, hot and wet. She took him to the root in one swallow, her throat working around the head of him. His hips lifted off the ring's packed earth on their own, and his hand plunged into her hair between the horns. She pulled back once to breathe, a string of spit still joining her lip to him, and went down again. Her own hand had slid between her thighs, two fingers working fast. The sound she made around him came a half-beat after his, the moan from the library, the one every streamer had muted, bigger than his and fed by it. Her eyes rose to his over it, violet and huge, reading him. Behind them was only the hunger she usually kept masked. If there was a thought in her head, he would have sworn it was him.

It was a switch. He had heard her describe the appetite, and here it was, thrown. The scholar had left her face, and what remained was a demon on her knees beside a grave, feeding. It felt better than anything he had a name for, and his body voted for it with everything it had.

Every jolt of his went down the bond, and her moan came back doubled. She chased it like a demon who had found a banquet in the man she was bound to. She went under, eating off a table his own path had set.

His head voted the opposite way.

Cold had been running out of his chest and down the bond since her lips closed on him. He planted the heel of his hand against her forehead, between the horns, and bonked her off him. It broke the circuit, her demonic path drinking his qi down the bond, and she came off it like a mouth off a tap.

The shove was short and sharp, for a dog with its nose in the pot. It knocked her off him and back onto her heels with her mouth open and her eyes gone blank. A bead of black appeared at one nostril, then a trickle of it, running over her lip, one point of health gone. She sat there in the ring with her hand rising to her nose. The lust went out of her face like a lamp turned down. The speed left her first, and she went slow and heavy against his side, her full weight leaned into him. Then the heaviness left too. What remained in her face was the ordinary looseness of a reveler three cups in, pleased with the company, not fully reliable.

"Ow, shit," said Diana.

Jess came down off the wall carrying Diana's coat and made a point of not putting it on her. She hung it over one arm and looked the pair of them over while Andy fastened his belt with shaking hands. Diana sat on her heels with a bloody nose, the appetite still ebbing. Jess winked at Andy, grinning.

"Nice," she said. "Most men don't stop. Points for that, boss, and I'm taking them all back for the face you're making." She crouched, took Diana's chin in her hand, and turned it, inspecting the nose like a splice. "Right. She's no good to anybody sober for another hour, and no good to you at all. I'll take this one."

"Take—" said Andy.

"Her. I'll take her." The grin returned, and beneath it lay a flat certainty that was no joke. "She's been walking around wanting since a library, and you keep saying no like a gentleman. I'm not a gentleman. Professor. Up."

"Sorry," said Andy. "Sorry. That was the appetite, you told me about it, that wasn't you, that was—"

"That was me." She examined the black on her fingers. "That is the part of me I keep for the right company. You have just met it on its knees, and it has a bloody nose." She wiped it on her wrist, the scholar returning behind the glasses that were still in the grave. "Recorded, under methods that worked, briefly." Then the lecture voice ran out, and she did not look up from her fingers. "Andy. The next time. If it comes back like that, and I am on my knees again." She turned the black thumb over, and over. "Would you let me finish? I am asking sober, while I still can. I would like, very much, to finish, once." She glanced up at him, quick and shy, and down again. "You need not answer. I only wanted it written down, in my own hand, before I lose my nerve." She cleared her throat, and the scholar came back like a door shutting. "And now there is a thing I do first, and nobody will stop me doing it."

"Professor," said Jess, holding out the coat. "Coat."

"In a moment."

* * *

J

ess stopped waiting and yanked the coat over Diana's shoulders. Diana knelt up, turned her face up to the dark, and breathed. Nobody spoke while the high wore off, and then Diana stood and studied the grave.


"Right," she said, her voice mostly restored. "That is mine. Stand back from it, please. Sara, farther than that, you nosy bitch."

She walked barefoot to the grave and looked down at the hand of soil covering herself. Then she knelt beside it at the chest and dug with her hands until she found the epic, and set it on clean ground. She dug again until she found the field-book and shook the earth off its binding. She dug at the face until she found her glasses, which she put on, cracked lens and all, and she pushed the earth back over the rest.

Then she stood and held both hands out over the grave, palms down, and her palms cracked black along the creases and scorched.

"Vûr."

It came out of her low and rough, a word with ash in it, and the fire plunged into the hand of earth and caught all at once. The full length of the grave erupted in a low sheet of black fire that grew like a vineyard, black vines of flame climbing over the mound and hanging it with fat black grapes of fire that swelled, dripped, and burst. The earth above it blackened and sank, and the smell rose, brimstone and wine lees over burning meat. Diana stood at the foot of it with her burned palms open and watched herself burn. She was deleting the old save herself, with the file still warm.
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"A hand deep," she said, sober. "Good. A shallow grave says: I came back to do this. The earth had her for a night, and I have collected her." She watched the fire. "I have only ever read how it is done. It is the first time I have done it, and I have an audience. I find I prefer it. Stubble-fires put theirs in the ground for the worms, the way a bored house buries its blood slaves when the wrists run dry. Beefy evening fun boys eat theirs, or so the literature says, which is why nobody goes to an orc funeral hungry. None of them ever thinks to come back and collect."

"You said it was nourishing."

"I did."

"You were—you were high. When you said it."

"I was. I am now less so." Her voice held, with a plainness beneath it, like a coat she had put on for the sentence. "It was nourishing, Andy. I will say it sober, for the field-book. Dying for you fed me. I do not know how it works, and I have never said that with less distress. I would do it again. I am aware that you hate that, and I am sorry. And I would do it again."

"You couldn't have come back sooner," he said. "If I'd ordered it."

"No."

"And you couldn't have stayed dead longer. If you'd wanted."

"You could have waited to bleed. I could not choose to stay away once you called. The bind pulls a soul across realms whether it likes it or not. The window opened when it opened; coming through it was your act." She waited. "Why?"

"Because I've been asking myself since I got here whether any of this is you or the technique." He watched the fire. "And there's no test. But the waiting time was fixed, and coming back didn't tell me why you'd want to stay. So I'm going to stop asking. Not because I know. Because I've decided to. I'll stand in every room for the rest of my life with three doors open and leave them that way, because asking just opens them wider. That's the patch."

Diana took her glasses off, looked at the crack, and put them back on.

"That," she said, "is the first sound decision I have heard from a summoner on that question, ever." She stepped closer and pressed her burned palm to his cheek, and its heat traveled through him. "And I want you to hear me say the other thing once, sober, with the grave still warm. It is not the technique, Andy. It is not the ring. It is me."

It sounded like the truest sentence anybody had spoken to him in this world, and it opened all three doors at once. The ring might have put the words in her mouth, or the technique might have written them. Deciding lived in one room. His doubt occupied a room of its own, and the door to it had no latch.

"Method: A. of Ardnowe," said Jess, leaning on the wall, in a voice that was only half joking.

"Cited," said Diana.

The grave burned down to a long black scar along the wall with a shimmer of heat wavering above it. Diana stood at its foot until the shimmer faded, then lifted her epic and tucked it under her arm beside the field-book.

"Now," said Jess, from the foot of the grave, and she had Diana by the wrist. "You've had your hour, professor. I've got the next one." She glanced at Andy over her shoulder, the grin reduced to a private certainty. "She's a succubus, boss. That's not your ring doing it; that's what she is, and you've made your call. So she gets me sitting on her till it passes. That's how this works now. I'll bring her back when she's stopped trying to fuck the fence. She'll take a run at the gatepost, boss. The gatepost's married."

She towed Diana toward the loft ladder, and Diana went, still hungry. Her eyes came back to Andy once, bright.

"The concordance gets its second line in the morning," Diana said, from the rungs. "You are drafted. Do not think this is instead. Jessamine, you had better have a tongue worth this."

"Hands and patience," said Andy.

They went up. Sara took the door. Andy got up out of the ring and sat down beside the burned-out grave with a thread-thin cut on his arm and five of thirty-two qi in his chest. A demon's blood was still under his nails. Above him, through the loft wall, Diana's voice rose in protest, three registers of it, and Jess's voice said, flat, "Stay down, professor." The protest stopped in the middle of a word. The boards creaked over his head in a slow rhythm. "Legs," said Jess. "Wider. There. Now tell the field-book what my tongue's doing." Diana tried. She got as far as "the method is—" and then the method was a long wet gasp and "Mâzku—" in Demonic, then Jess's name, three times, climbing. Heels drummed the boards. Andy's cock, which nobody had consulted, went hard again against his belt. Dust sifted down from the loft door above the yard. When it stopped, Jess's voice came through the boards, pleased with herself. "That's one. You're still trying to fuck the fence, so we'll go again." They went again, and the second time Diana did not try to lecture at all. The party frame sat on his HUD, four names, all of them lit, and one of them had told him in front of witnesses that this was not instead.


CHAPTER 19 — The Water Level

T

he bill went up on the Millstone's door on Tuesday morning, a quest board with a single card. Diana read it aloud, because Diana read everything aloud.


"Wanted. A hunter for a cat. Bramley's farm, over the water at Old Wend. Three goats and a man's arm. Coin on the kill." She tipped the paper to the light with two fingers. "The hand runs out of ink at goats and comes back darker. He went indoors and mixed more. That is a man who means it."

"Goats first, then the arm," said Jess. "Right order. You can't milk an arm."

"A cat," said Andy.

"A lynx, at that rate of loss. Winter-thin and working a schedule. Mortal realm, if the county's beasts hold to the bestiary. Andy. It is a cat."

"I heard you."

"It is a cat, and we are four. I have been dead once this month, and it was worse than the night I let a kobold mount me on a dare. Dirty slave scales, every one, and that one had a cold cock. The literature prefers a small job done well to a large one done badly, and for once so do I."

"Wellbrook," said Andy.

The carter from the wagon had said it twice on the walk into Ferrow, the second time to the ground. It had lived in the field-book since, on a page Diana kept a thumb on.

"Wellbrook is a school that a freed man could only name while studying his boots," said Diana, "and we are a party at the bottom of Mortal with a dash where a summoner's pour should be and two deaths between us. Hear me say this: we go to Wellbrook when we can come back out of it. Not before. It is not going anywhere, Andy. That is precisely what is wrong with it."

He looked at the card on the door: a cat, over the water, with coin on it. He had grinded starter zones for worse reasons than being under-leveled for the dungeon he actually wanted. Every one of those runs had eaten a week, and the weeks were evaporating.

"A cat," he said. "Fine."

Jess sat on the Millstone's step with her hat down over her eyes. "Over the water means the ferry. Last crossing's dusk. We'd be begging the man to cross after."

"Then we pay the man," said Sara.

That ended the discussion. Side quest accepted. They walked out of Ferrow at noon. That morning Sara had bought Diana a purple dress, laced in scarlet and tight across the chest, and boots to go with it. The epic was in Diana's satchel. Bel's knife rode on Andy's belt, and a coat off the almshouse peg hung on his back, lent and too big. Behind them a long black scar ran along the Bell-house wall. He looked at it once from the gate and not again, and they reached the Tull at Old Wend after dark.

Old Wend consisted of a landing, a handful of cottages, and a rope. A post at the landing had a brass ferry-token nailed to it for the crossing-saint the place was named for, and the brass was rubbed bright by thumbs. In his head it registered as a zone transition with a mandatory encounter bolted onto it.

The rope ran bank to bank into a reed-bed taller than a man, and the ferry hung on it. The platform was fifty feet of tarred decking, with a winch and lantern at the bow and iron guides carrying the rope over bow and stern. "Lose the rope," said Diana, "and the current owns the barge." Then she said it again.

The ferryman, Hobb, harbored opinions about ferrying a cursed summoner's bound across his river after dark, and Jess had shut him up about them with a fistful of coppers from her tin. He nursed them at his winch with his jaw working, gave his four passengers a long look, and cranked. "Chew your opinions quieter," Jess told him. "Like a cow. Nobody wants to hear the cud, and nobody wants to see those teeth either. They're giving barnyard."

Diana sat on the winch-box at his elbow, not reading the field-book on her knee. Every revolution of the crank ran a cable of muscle up Hobb's forearm, thick as a hawser. Her eyes followed it, turn after turn. Then they left Hobb, as if a hand had turned her chin, and landed on Andy. She glared at him for it. "That was not my decision," she told him, pink to the tail. "It is the bond. I would like that entered." Then, loudly: "The stubble-fire has an arm like a stallion's cock, because they have so little time to grow anything else."

Andy studied the lantern's iron hook, because it was the nearest available job for his hands. Mid-river the current pressed against the hull, one long patient shove. The water under the lantern lay black and flat, the color of a monitor with the power off, and he would not look at it for long. He kept his eyes on the hook.

"You are watching the water," said Sara, beside him.

"I'm watching the hook."

"The hook is iron. It will keep." Her chest made its one courtesy breath. "The water is a river. Rivers have taken a great many men and mean nothing by it. Your ferryman is wrong to fear the night. We cross tonight because I chose tonight."

Every raid had one: the paladin who pasted the code of conduct into raid chat in the middle of a pull. Andy loved his paladin. He still wanted to mute her.

"This one means it," said Andy.

Diana, on the winch-box, turned a page by lantern light. "Recorded." Hobb cranked. The far bank came on. Forty feet. Thirty.

* * *

T

he wind had dropped at dusk, but the reeds moved anyway, parting along a line where the rope went in, then a second line beside the first, then a third.


"Boss," said Jess. She was off the stern rail and two steps up the deck before the word was out. "Reeds."

Hobb's windlass crank stopped.

A gray, waterlogged hand came up out of the reeds and closed on the guide rope.

The creature attached to it climbed hand over hand up the rope and over the bow beside the winch, streaming black river from both sleeves. It had once been a bargeman, judging by the boots and the rope-scarred palms. Now it was bloated beyond any living proportion, weed at the wrists, the mouth packed with river, and its milk eyes turned to the lantern. Eels had eaten his lips down to the gums, and his teeth grinned out of the bloat.

Behind it the second one already clutched the rope, and behind that, a third.

Andy's chest went loud. It did that now, in the second before: three drowned men on a rope over black water, the women on the deck, and the river saying mine up through the boards. His hands became useless. Pull timer at zero, and the raid lead with the mic hot and the mouth empty.

[ HOSTILES ×3 — RIVERJACKS (DROWNED BARGEMEN) · REALM F · UNDERTOW QI ]
[ HUNTS LANTERN-GLOW · THEN THE LOUDEST · GRIPS PREY, DROWNS IT · IGNORES WOUNDS ]


"That's Cade," said Hobb, gray. "Cade and the Ammon brothers. Spring flood."

"Climb better than they rowed, then," said Jess, heading for the boat-hook. "Your mates are down there going soft as bread, Hobb. Eels first, then crabs." Hobb's mouth clamped shut.

Named adds, and the raid brain tagged them trash mobs anyway, because the rope was the wipe condition and the rope did not care who was on it.

Jess's eyes went amber under the hat brim, two lamps turned up behind the irises. Faint violet script ran over the three gray bodies, on the deck and on the rope, flickering like writing held too near a candle. Her cheeks hollowed as the soul-read drew its sip out of her chest. She held it one breath, examining them like strangers at a gate.

"There's nobody in them," she said. "Boss. Three bodies and no souls. A caster's walking the meat from outside, on undertow qi. It stinks of river-bottom."

His mouth went anyway, in the raid tongue, the one his hands had grown up inside. His voice cracked clean in half on the second word, and the calls stayed correct.

"Adds. Three on the rope, bow side." Crack. "They aggro glow. Diana, kill the lantern. Sara, tank the bow, keep them off the winch. Ferry dies winchman-first. Jess. The rope's the wipe condition. Boat-hook. Anything puts a hand on a guide, you take the hand."

"Holding," said Sara, and was already at the winch.

"Your rope's the one that matters," said Jess to Hobb, going past him for the hook. "Crank when I say."

"Killing the lantern," said Diana. Her palm covered the glass. "Ugvûr."

Rough clipped Demonic, a fire technique bitten off a coal in one word. The flame came to her. It bent sideways through the glass as a black thread and ran into the crease of her palm, and the lantern stood dark. Her palm cracked black along the crease and scorched, smoking, for one breath, then sealed around the swallowed heat, and the night dropped to pewter and smelled of sulfur.

With the glow extinguished, the first drowned man chased the memory of the light anyway, one hand on the rail, toward the winch and the man at it. A leash bug, walking at a ferryman.

"Pathing on rails," said Andy. His hands shook. His mouth was enjoying itself, and he hated that. "Sara. Take him at the guide."

Sara intercepted him at the bow guide and stepped into the gap. She let the sword clatter to the deck. "Forgive me," she told it, and caught the reaching arm at wrist and elbow, levering it backward with her weight. The elbow went the wrong way with a wet pop, and black water ran from the break in place of blood.

It leaned into her anyway, on rails, until she drove her heel through its knee and it collapsed at the guide. Its good hand closed on her ankle, and it crawled for the rail, dragging her.

"I have it," said Sara, riding the drag on her back. "It has me by the ankle. Take your time."

The second one clambered over the bow with both arms extended toward Hobb.

The third hung on the rope with both fists, its milk eyes studying the fibers, and its intention was plain a second before it acted.

"Third one's on the rope. It's going to foul the rope. JESS."

"Seen."

She sprinted down the deck with eight feet of boat-hook and used all eight. The iron went under the drowned man's jaw, and she hauled. She held him there to watch the iron lever his jaw open. He came off the rope backward into the reeds with the sound a sack made going into a canal.

"Rope's clear. He'll come back. They come back."

The second one had Hobb by the oilskin coat.

Sara was on her back at the guide with a dead man on her ankle and her sword arm pinned under her own weight on the slick deck. Diana stood beside the extinguished lantern with her palm still smoking, and Jess stood at the bow with the hook. Andy stood in the middle of the deck with a farm knife and thirty-two points of health, calling the fight at the top of his lungs. He had told Diana to kill the lantern. With the glow gone, they went for noise, and the shot-caller was the loudest thing on the boat.

The second drowned man released Hobb and noticed.

It turned from the winch and came for Andy across the deck, gray hands out, river pouring off it. Andy executed the one maneuver his build had and backed away. There was one direction available, and it ended at the stern rail. The rail caught him at the back of the thighs, and behind the rail the black water went by.

Cold, swollen hands closed on the front of his coat and on his windpipe. They had the strength of a creature that dragged men under for a living. They leaned him out over the river until his heels left the deck. His own hands clamped its wrists and did nothing. This was how the ones who could not come back went. Not another of them. Now maybe him. The ring would die where he died, and the rest of them would scatter.

"ANDY," said Diana, from the bow, in a voice gone high and raw. "The pour, for fuck's sake. Pour it into her. She is yours. Give her the stage—"

He had studied the technique's name on his sheet daily since Ardnowe with a dash beside it, grayed out, with a tooltip that said acquisition: necessity. This was the necessity. He wrenched his right hand off the drowned man's wrist, shoved his left sleeve to the elbow, and slapped his palm over the scar line. Dangling over the rail, he pushed.

The technique drained out of him, astral and cold. A chain of silver-blue starlight ran out from under his palm and down the bond toward her, links with night showing through them, and it chimed once like struck glass. Behind his eyes a cold hollow opened with it. A wet heat followed where the scar split under his palm and gave up a bead of his own blood. It was slow.

One, two.

His HUD illuminated and counted alongside him.

Three.

Four.

At four it reached her, and four points of his qi poured into her. The chain closed round her collarbones like a torc of stars, and her own gold flared up under it with a sound like a struck bell. For that breath the drowned man on her ankle might as well not have been there. She stood a full stage past the realm his bond clamped her to, early Mortal gone hard and bright to middle. Wounds were another player's problem now, and Sara tore her pinned arm free with a short laugh. Her empty hand closed, and the sword answered it. A gold line snapped from the deck to her fist, and the blade lifted off the boards along it. She sent it on across the boat in one flat stroke. It took the drowned man's arms off at the elbows where they held him.

The grip went with the hands. Andy dropped onto the deck on the near side of the rail with two gray forearms still clamped to his coat and his throat. The corpse that had owned them went over the stern into its own river without them.

Sara stood up on the slick, tarred decking.

She stood up with a drowned bargeman fastened to her ankle, and he came up with her, off the deck. She swung him by her own leg and flung him over the bow rail, and he hit the river in one splash. The armless one came back up over the stern rail behind Andy, hooking the tar with its stumps. Sara crossed fifty feet of deck while he was still screaming her name. She called the sword back to her fist in a gold line on the way and drove the point down through the armless one's skull at the crown. One stroke.

He burst at the seams. Mud, weed and a barrel of black water sluiced out of him across the boards and out the scuppers, and left a gray husk on the deck. It was a death animation with physics on it, a bargeman returned to the river that had kept him.

The one she had flung surfaced at the gunwale and got a hand on the guide rope this time, the single object on the river that mattered, and hauled. With Hobb's crank screaming, the ferry heeled toward the black water. Sara took the hand off at the wrist against the rail, and the head after it. The head went over the side with its mouth still working, the stump pumped black across the planks, and the ferry came back level. When the third got one hand on the rope, Jess hooked him under the arm, and Sara, from the deck, put the point through his eye and twisted until the back of his head split open. The rope hummed and held, and the boards ran black until the river rinsed them back to ordinary wet.

* * *

[ DIANA — CAST: UNFIRE SEAL (UGVÛR) — HP −4 · DIANA HP 72/76 · QI 107/107 ]
[ ASTRAL CHAIN → SARAFAEL · EXPRESSED F- → F · LANDED 4.0 s · ANDY −4 ASTRAL QI ]
[ ASTRAL CHAIN — RECORDED · F ]
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[ BOUNTY LOGGED: OLD WEND CROSSING — CLAIM AT THE LANDING ]


"N

obody loot the puddle," said Andy.

"Boo," said Jess.

"I mean it. Need before greed. The drop's got a name on it."

The air over the wet boards chimed, courteous as a butler, and deposited the drops on the deck where the puddle drained. A bone-handled knife, two brass tokens on a cord, and a purse gone black with river.

"Loot rules," said Jess. She picked up the knife and held it where Hobb could see it. "His?"

"Cade's." Hobb had both hands on the crank and was using neither. "He's got a wife at the landing."

"Then it's hers." Jess put the knife through her belt, and the tokens and the black purse into her coat with it. "A man's table drops for his people. His widow'll be married again by spring. A widow's only a woman between men, and she'll want one who can row." The knife stayed in her belt the rest of the crossing.

Then she knelt at the scupper where the last drowned man had drained and uncorked a jar. She let the black water run into it, and it came in thick, lazy against the glass.

"Don't," said Andy.

"River off a drowned man." She stoppered it and held it up to the dark. "Cut it with salt and chalk and it sets a snare that holds a ghost. I've never had a whole jar. Crank, Hobb."

"Crank," said Andy.

Hobb cranked them toward the shallows faster than he had cranked all night.

Andy stood gripping the bow railing and trembled. That was how it ran now: the orders came out, and the shaking came after. The post-boss shakes, with zero potion for them. His eyes stung over a fight they had won, over three women who were fine, who were right there—Jess was bottling a drowned bargeman, Diana was grading a ferryman's forearms, Sara was ruling on the river. Nobody else was shaking.

Jess came over and unhooked his fingers from the railing.

"Good calls," she said. "All of them. You read what they wanted with the rope."

"Voice cracked."

"Orders don't care what they ride in on." She kept his hand after his fingers were free and turned it over. She ran her thumb along the cut line once, slowly, testing it like a knot. "Three binds. Two recalls. Five cuts for us." She let go. "Sit down, boss."

He sat down on the winch-box with the line on his arm still registering the thumb, and thought: she counts my cuts. A healer main watching the tank's health bar. It was the kindest gesture anyone had offered his arm in two worlds. Diana had the field-book balanced on her knee in the darkness, writing by touch.

"Four seconds," she said. "From the hand to the landing. The literature puts a first pour anywhere from four to six, and the sect manuals, which pretend the technique does not exist, put it nowhere. You are at the fast end, and I am writing that down before you say anything modest. What does your sheet call it?"

"Astral Chain," said Andy, off the panel.

"Astral Chain. First recorded. Four." She stopped writing. "And it came out starlit. That is Astral. It is a law of the infinite, and nobody below the immortal realms holds one. I have never read of a Mortal who did, and I have read everything, including the gnome archive, which is six hundred pages of little crank wankers measuring each other." She tapped the pen against the page. "It would explain your roster, too. An Archangel of Judgement and a Greater Succubus do not answer a Mortal's ring. We answered yours. I shall want to know how a summoner at the bottom of Mortal came by it. It would explain you, too. Astral men read the world from outside it, like a map they did not draw. You have been doing it since the day I met you."

"I didn't know what I was doing."

"Correct. That is what a first is." She turned the page. "Tomorrow I will tell you what you did. Tonight you did it."

Sara returned down the deck soaked to the knee. She looked at him, then Jess with a dead man's knife in her belt and a jar of him in her tin. She considered Diana writing in the dark, and Hobb with the face of a man reconsidering his religion. Then she looked at her own right hand, closed it on nothing, and opened it again. A thread of gold hung off her palm for a heartbeat and faded.

"It came faster," she said. "The call. I have drilled it a thousand mornings and it has never come faster than my arm. Tonight it did. That is comprehension I did not earn." She flexed the hand. "I would like to learn how to make it do that without your blood in me."

"Is that a complaint?"

"It is a curriculum." Her ford voice. "And the fight was small and complete. Everyone who stood on this deck when it began is standing on it now, the one man who could drown us is at his winch, and the rope held. I have stood in a great many fights, and very few I would call complete. Note it, please."

"Recorded," said Diana, writing.

"Crossing's paid," Hobb said, while the far bank came slowly up and Andy's hands quit last. "Paid for good. Any of the four of you. Any hour."

Any hour. Andy put it on the shelf where the useful finds went. A man with his sheet was going to need a way off a bank in a hurry one day.


CHAPTER 20 — Loot Council

W

ednesday, Sara scheduled the week aloud, and Old Wend heard it.


She did it at the one long table in the landing inn, the Rope, with her hands on the boards, in the doctrine voice, while the inn's boy set down four bowls and lingered to listen. Jess came in late from the landing with the bone-handled knife gone from her belt. "Cade's door," she said, sitting. "Gave the widow the lot and left before she could cry on me." Andy had run need-before-greed in every raid he had ever led, and she had minded it better than he ever had.

"Today. Andy drills the astral chain, on me, until the count moves or the light goes. This evening the pit, if the butcher will pay for his dogs. Tomorrow the bathhouse, the full hour, paid through, because by tomorrow we will stink. Tomorrow at dusk, Bramley's byre, and we sleep in it. Friday before dawn, the cat, if the talk at the ferry holds." She looked at the boy. "Tell your master that, please, if he asks what we are for." The boy left.

"That's a very angel way to run a Wednesday," said Andy.

"It is the correct way."

Diana set her pen down square to the field-book. "Now. The astral chain. You did it once, on a barge, in terror, and it landed in four. Before you do it again you will hear why it landed at all, in one sentence, because Jess is present."

"Heard that," said Jess, into her bowl.

"The System notices; it does not give: a technique goes onto the sheet the first time the body does it, and it climbs when the doing improves, by drill or by terror, which the sects call comprehension and the blade's edge. It climbs only in a body that carried the trick to begin with, and there is no other road up." Diana picked the pen back up. "One sentence."

"It had a colon and a lecture in it." Jess shoved her bowl away with two fingers. "Drill or terror. That's the sentence. The professor could bore a sect cave empty with that colon. Snooze."

"Technique by use," said Andy. "You get better at the thing by doing the thing. I've been beefing with the skill-tree people on Reddit for ten years, and the devs of this world went and shipped it."

"Techniques," said Diana. "Realms do not climb by anything so honest. For a realm, the sects sit in caves for forty years, patient as drunken mug huggers outside a cellar door, until the sky takes an interest in them."

The dev's glossy script surfaced in his memory, one line at a time. When the bar is full I send the sky. Andy set his spoon down without a sound.

"Whatever that was," said Jess, watching his face. "Sara, go stand where he can see you. Boss, do it until it's boring."

* * *

T

hey went down to the landing planks. Sara planted herself at the far end with the river behind her, and Andy at the near end with his left sleeve shoved to the elbow and his right hand over the scar line. Diana perched on a bollard between them with the pen raised to count, and Jess lay on her back on the planks with her hat over her face.


"This is a training dummy," said Andy. "I've lost whole evenings to a training dummy. It's never once looked back at me."

"Only thing you've ever poured into that held still for it," said Jess.

"For the day I am the dummy," said Sara, "and I have decided to enjoy it, and you may pour whenever you like."

"Pour," said Diana.

He shoved, and the cold traveled down his left arm and along the bright line connecting his chest to Sara while the count ran on his HUD. At the fourth count, starlight raced up Sara's arms and closed round her collarbones with a glassy chime. Her gold flared under it and burned off in a breath, and her shoulders squared.

"Four," said Diana, writing. "Again."

He poured again, and the starlight chain ran down the bond to her: four again, the collar of stars repeating.

"Again," said Diana, and the count came back four.

"What does it do?" Andy said, after the third. "On your end."

Sara considered it. "It arrives from the left. Cold, then not cold, a flood of you, and it drowns my own qi under it. I cannot hold any of it, so it burns off in a breath. Early Mortal to middle while it burns. And for that breath—" She stopped, which Sara did not do. "There is no pain in it. Nothing can touch me. I would walk onto a spear and laugh. It is the finest sensation I have known since the war, and I do not trust anything that feels like that in a body with work to do." She rolled her shoulders once. "Then it is gone, and I am glad it is gone."

Diana's pen had stopped on the word war, and her tail lay pressed along the bollard.

"What war?" said Andy.

"Pour, please," said Sara.

Diana capped the pen when Sara went back down the planks. "Hers," she said, to him only. "I was there too. That is all you get this year." Andy put it under wars he had never heard of, which in this world was all of them.

"So it turns you into what, exactly?" he called down the planks.

"Into more of Sara," said Sara. "Pour, please."

He poured and turned a color, and Diana recorded the color beside the four.

He poured until the light on the river faded from white to brass. Each pour took its bite from his chest and a smear of blood from the scar. They rested between sets, ate at noon, and waited for his hands to steady before each attempt. By the fifth his hands trembled from the draining instead of the fear. His nose had run red once down his lip, and Diana had written four five times down one margin. Grinding a technique was the most honest activity in games and the most tedious, and this time the company was an angel.

Sara used his rests. While he rested, she walked to the end of the planks and held her empty right hand out toward the river. A gold line snapped out of her palm, crossed at the hilt, and became a crusader's sword with a gold cross pattée burning in the crossguard. She cut once, a level stroke that hissed across the water and left a luminous seam suspended in the air. Then she opened her hand and let the blade break into motes before she called it again. Every call drew a thread of qi out of her, and she counted them aloud.

"Why?" said Andy, on the fortieth.

"Because the blade forms at the speed of my comprehension, and last night your blood made it form faster than my comprehension." She called it again, and the gold line snapped a hair quicker. "Sword cultivators temper the blade by drawing it until the drawing is nothing. I have been nothing for a long time. I would like to be less than nothing." She dismissed the sword to motes. "Pour, when you have it."

He checked his pool as the light went: twelve of thirty-two, enough for three more pours.

"Drill has a floor," said Diana, capping the pen. "You have found it. For you, today, the floor is four."

"That is not the drill that matters," said Sara, from the far end of the planks, and came back up them. She had let the astral chain run all afternoon without a word, and now she had a word. "Sit, please. You will hear this once, and then you will say it back, because you nearly went into a river last night and you will not do it twice."

He sat on the near bollard while she stood over him and delivered it.

"You read the room and you call the charge. Both are good, and neither is the point. The point is this. Of the four who stood on that boat, three can die and come back. You cannot. You are the one body among us that does not come back, and the ring is anchored in it. The ring is you. When you go into the river the ring goes with you. Diana does not re-form. Jess does not re-form. I stand on a bank with a sword and no one left to hold me to the world, and by the second week we are three strangers walking different ways. You are not the strongest of us. You are the one the rest are tied to. Lose the strongest and we grieve. Lose you and there is no us to do the grieving."

She waited. "So you call from where the caller stands, which is behind the sword and never in front of it. You do not back onto a stern rail with a drowned man's hands on you when there is an angel on the same deck who wants him. You treat your own thirty-two points as the most precious number on the sheet, because it is. Say it back, please."

"I'm the one who can't come back," said Andy. "I'm the core. If I go down it all comes apart, so I stay where the caller stands and I stop throwing myself away like a man who respawns."

"Again, please, and mean the last part, because it is the part you will forget in the first bad second."

"I stop throwing myself away like a man who respawns."

"Good." She did not soften it. "I will drill that as often as I drill the pour. It is the more important technique, and it is the one you came here worst at, because where you are from the caller could die a hundred times before supper and be back for the charge. You are not there. Put it at the top, please, over the rest."

"Terror's the other road," said Jess, without moving.

"Which we do not schedule."

"Then hear me out on gear," said Andy, "because I've been chewing on it since the coat went in the fire." He held up a hand and counted on it. "We're running this raid with zero gear. Our tank fights in a dress. Our nuke has a pen. Jess has a knife and a tin. That's the whole loadout. So the first real drop goes to the tank. Armor for Sara, then a focus for Diana, then whatever Jess wants, and I take what's left. That's how you gear a raid. You gear the people taking the hits."

"No, please," said Sara.

"You haven't even—"

"I have. You just said it back to me twice." She stayed standing over him. "Plate on me does nothing for you. A bolt finds the gap, I go down, and in thirty-one hours I am kneeling in your ring with the gap still in the plate. The same bolt finds you, and there is no ring to kneel in. The plate goes on the one who cannot come back."

"In the Purge Wars," said Diana. She uncapped the pen, and it stopped over the page for one breath. Andy screenshotted the name. "The best mail in a legion went on the standard-bearer. Not on the champion. The champion could be replaced, and the champion knew it; in the legions they were beefy evening fun boys, bought by the dozen and ridden by the half-dozen. The standard was what the line formed on, a war-skin stretched on a pole. Lose it, and the legion was five hundred frightened men in a field." She wrote a line. "You are the standard, Andy. You get the mail. Recorded."

"That's backwards. In every game I ever played, you gear the carry. I'm support. Support gets the leftovers."

"A standard," said Diana. "Merely a standard with thirty-two points and a paring knife."

Jess pushed her hat up with one finger. "Funnel it."

"What?"

"Everything good that drops goes on you. Blades, coats, boots, the shiny drops. We take the trash." The amber eyes went hard and certain. "I'm not losing my respawn point to a crossbow because you were too polite to wear the nice boots. Ew. Vote. Hands."

Three hands went up. Sara's went up last and highest, a crusader's oath hand.

"Three to one," said Jess. "Loot funnel. You lost, boss."

"I hate this."

"I know," said Sara. "You may hate it while you wear it. Say it back, please."

He looked at the three of them, all three better at dying than he was. "Best loot goes to me," said Andy, "so I don't die."

"Good. Now we schedule the pit," said Sara, already walking in.

* * *

T

he shambles at Old Wend was one shed and a hole, a low-tier bounty with a butcher for a questgiver. It paid two silver and a mechanic. The butcher met them at the shed corner with a cleaver he had brought for company. He had one thumb.


"Six of them," he said. "Come up out of the reeds at the dumping. Had this off me in the spring." He showed the hand. "Two silver for the pack. Dead, mind."

"Did the dog keep the thumb?" said Jess. "I'd have taken the matching one and made him wave with it." The cleaver twitched in his good hand, and stayed down. A Mortal butcher did not raise steel at a party with an angel, a demon, and a witch on its nameplates. "Off your pit," Jess went on. "That's what you bled for."

"Dead."

"Off your pit," said Jess, and walked away from him along the rim.

She patrolled the rim at a bored pace with the knife dangling from one hand. Every so often the point dipped into the earth and came back up, leaving a nick a hand deep. Four nicks, spaced along the circle, each winking violet and going dark with a small tug of cold at the knife. Then she came back to where she had started and stood with the knife loose.

"What are those?" said Andy.

"Anchors."

"For what?"

"Later."

Diana had claimed the shed corner with the field-book open, documenting the pit by the last of the light. Sara put herself between Diana and the hole. Andy stood at Jess's shoulder and read the reeds while the geometry of the yard assembled in his head. The shed stood south, the pit in the middle, the reed-bed twenty yards north with the dumping ground between.

The butcher tipped the day's leavings into the pit, and the wet percussion of them landing summoned the dogs. They came out of the reeds in a line, low and emaciated, all ribs and teeth. Five made for the pit. The sixth lifted its head, noticed the woman writing at the shed corner, and charged her. There was always one that ignored the pull and went for the caster, and the noise in Andy's chest came up.

[ HOSTILES ×6 — SHAMBLES DOGS · REALM F MORTAL · STARVING ]
[ PACK: FIVE ON THE PIT · ONE ON DIANIZOBILAL ]


Sara stepped into the dog's trajectory with her hands still empty, and the dog kept coming. Andy shoved his sleeve up, slapped his hand onto his arm, and poured. Every trace of the drill had vanished from the pour, and it traveled down the line cold and fast. The count ran on his HUD, one, two, three, and starlight ringed Sara's collarbones most of a count early. Her shoulders changed. She snatched the dog out of the air by the scruff and set it down on its feet facing the reeds, and it stood there.

"Three and a quarter," said Diana, from her corner. Her voice had climbed half a step. "Andy. Three and a fucking quarter."

"Jess. Pit. Now," said Andy, and Jess went on the word. "Down," she said. She dropped to one knee at the rim with the knife reversed in her fist. She dragged it through the trodden earth from the first nick toward the second, counting under her breath.

"One." The second nick lit. A faint line, gray as ash, ran from it to the third by itself, through the earth, along a curve the knife had skipped. Violet light crawled under the gray like a vein under skin, and Jess hissed as the circle drank from her.

"Two." The line raced onward from the third anchor to the fourth and from the fourth to the first, and the circle closed.

"Three." It closed on the five dogs at the pit like a trap's jaws. Thorned violet cords lashed up out of the cut and tied every planted leg to the earth, and the dogs froze mid-stride and mid-snarl. Frost furred the thorns where they bit, and the pit went quiet but for five dogs whining through their teeth. Jess rose and slid the knife back into her belt.

"Snare," she said. "Door slam. Not a house. Houses take a while." She wiped her hand on her coat. "Ten qi. Easy. Yelled raw, the word does the work and the sheet doesn't care. Cut, my hands do it, and the sheet writes it down. That one's mine."

[ JESSAMINE · Human (Ascendant) · WITCH ]
[ ASCENSION · INCOMPLETE ]
[ THORN-KNOT SNARE (CUT CIRCLE) — JESSAMINE — RECORDED · D ]
[ THORN-KNOT SNARE — HELD · SHAMBLES DOGS · ANCHORS −10 SOUL QI (DRAWN AT CUTTING) · JESS QI 114/172 ]
[ ANDY QI 8/32 ]
[ ASTRAL CHAIN — F → E ]


The butcher came around the shed with the cleaver up. He looked at five dogs standing planted in a circle and the sixth sitting by Sara's boots, and lowered the cleaver a hand.

"Well," he said. "Kill them, then."

"You wanted dogs off your pit." Jess held her hand out, palm up. "They're off it."

He considered the dogs, then the small woman in the hat with her palm extended, and opened his mouth to haggle. A single violet thorn came up out of the dirt through the sole of his boot and out through the top of his foot, and stayed there. He made a noise like a kettle. He paid. Jess watched him bleed into his boot while she counted the coins, and the thorn sank back into the ground only when both were counted. He limped back to his shed.

Jess snapped the tin shut and walked to the circle. She studied the five dogs inside it: their ribs, the old bites on their faces, the eyes rolling toward her. Then she walked the gray line widdershins, against the sun, and scuffed it open with the side of her boot.

"Go on," she said.

They fled, all six, into the reeds, low and fast, and the pit reverted to a hole.

"You held five dogs," said Diana, "and let them go."

"They're dogs." Jess shrugged. "Write the snare down. Leave the dogs out of it. Nothing in a dog's soul to chalk." Andy's no-kill-shelter speech died half-drafted. The dogs got their lives off the woman who had just put a thorn through a man's foot, and she did not give it a second thought.

"I shall write both."

"Course you will," said Jess, and walked back toward the inn. On her way past she plucked the pen out of Diana's fingers, wrote dogs: nothing in the field-book herself, tapped the pen once on a horn and handed it back. Diana said "Recorded" into the wrong page. At the inn door Jess stopped, looked back at the flush on her, and enjoyed it.

* * *

T

he bench outside the Rope overlooked the river, and it was inconveniently short.


Andy sat on it in the dark with ten of thirty-two on his HUD and his hands finally still. His qi was drained, and it felt good. Jess came out with a cup and sat down on the other end. Then she slid closer, hip to his hip, with the cup between her knees.

"That dog was going for Diana," he said.

"Sara had it."

"Sara had it because I got there at three and a quarter." He looked at the river. "You cut the anchors before there were any dogs."

"Anchors go in before. That's what before is for." She drank. "You want to say thank you, say it to the pit. I got mine."

"Two silver."

"I sweated for it. Don't look moved." She kept her hip where it was. "Boss. Look at my sheet."

He obliged. The cold touched his eyes, and a pale frame unfolded over her in the darkness. It displayed the name, the path, and the line inscribed there since the grain barn: Ascension, Incomplete. Beneath it now sat a second line, recent, plain, and unmistakably hers. The qi came back to him a breath later.

"Nobody's ever finished anything on me," said Jess. She had carried that word since the swamp, by the sound of it. She drank the last of the cup in one swallow. "Now there's a line under it that I put there. With a knife. No sect, no master, no cave. In a butcher's yard. With the dogs watching."

"Snare."

"Snare." She said it as if it were a name she liked. "Door slam. Foundation-grade today. Draw it a hundred times and it's Core-Formation, and then it's a lock, and then it's a house nobody walks out of." She turned the empty cup in her fingers. "You'll want it a lot. Stand behind me when you do."

"Thursday," said Sara, from the doorway behind them. "The bathhouse. The full hour." She went back in.

"She's been saying that all day," said Jess.

"She's been scheduling it since the porridge."

The inn's boy had turned up in the doorway to listen to the rest. Jess flipped a copper at him backhand, and he trapped it against his chest.

"Bed," she said.

He disappeared. Jess stayed where she was, hip against hip on a bench built short, for a while afterward, her eyes on his sheet.

* * *

T

he Rope had no rooms to spare, so they slept in its hayloft. Diana climbed the ladder ahead of him in a nightshirt with nothing under it. On the rung above his face she paused to ask him to cite the dogs, the tail lifted politely out of the way. He cited the dogs to the backs of her thighs, to the firm round bubble of her ass, to the violet root of the tail. She thanked him and went on up, and at the trapdoor the tail flicked once across his face like a comma: the sentence was not finished.



CHAPTER 21 — Devious Pervert (Provisional)

S

ara paid the bathhouse through the hour on Thursday and announced it at the door. The woman who took the coin looked the four of them over, read CURSED SUMMONER over Andy's head and PLEASURE SOLDIER over the demon's, and charged for five.


"For the steam," the woman said. "Demon in there, steam goes faster."

"It does," said Diana, pleased. "Demons run hot. You should see what we do to a bed. We fuck the frame off it." She looked her up and down, grading. "You stubble-fires cool early, so you will have to take my word for it."

"Steam's for your smell, love," Jess told the bath-woman. "Not hers. Ew."

The bath-woman shut the lid of her coin box on her own thumb and did not look at any of them again.

"It is always the horns," said Diana, on the way in.

Sara walked on with her eyes front and did not dignify it.

"All four," said Sara to Andy, who had already turned for the porch bench with the pot of dubbin, because baths happened to other people. "You have been bled on for a day, and you smell of a river and a market. The boots keep. You do not, I regret to say."

"I'll do the boots out here," said Andy. "I'm good. Somebody should watch the—I'll watch the door. Also, co-ed bathing is a Title Nine violation where I'm from."

"The door is a wall with a latch," said Sara. "Whatever is worth watching is on the inside of it. Come in, please."

* * *

T

he bathhouse at Old Wend consisted of planks, a stove, and a tank sunk into the floor, with steam standing off the water to the rafters. It was a buff station with a room instead of an icon. The three of them undressed in it like veterans of a hundred shared camps, without ceremony. They folded their clothes onto the bench and slid into the water. To everyone in the room but him, it was nothing at all.


He learned the particular torture of a man raised polite and dropped among women who had never been raised anything of the kind. There was nowhere to put his eyes that was not one of them. Sara stepped down into the tank pale and slow, full breasts high, the pink tips dusted gold, a soldier's hard stomach, smooth and bare below it, and the wings folded flat and wet along her back. Her chest rose and fell, which in Sara meant pleasure. Diana entered with a sound of pure scholarly bliss, all curve and horn, the tail curling on the surface behind her. Jess sat on the tank's edge with her legs in the water first, unbothered, her breasts bare to the cooler air and her thighs parted carelessly on the rim. She watched him not know where to look with the amber patience of a cat at a mousehole.

"You can get in," said Diana, from the water, resting her arms along the plank rim. "It is only a bath, Andy. We are only women. You have held two of us dead. This is easier than that and a good deal warmer." She stood up to say the last of it, waist-deep, and let the water sheet off her. The glasses fogged. Nothing else was hidden: the heavy cream weight of her breasts with the water running off the points, and the soft round belly below them. Behind her the tail lifted out of the tank to point at the bench. She tracked his eyes down her and back up, and she did not sit until they were done with her.

He had frozen at the bench with his shirt half off and no idea what to do with the other half. He tried to talk his way sideways out of it.

"I'll—you three go ahead. I'll take a turn after. It's fine. It's a small tank, and I don't want to be that guy—"

"He is doing the nervous thing," Diana announced. "He does it with his mouth. It is one of the three finest qualities in him and it is no use to anybody in a bath." She considered the water, clinically. "The other thing he does when he is nervous is his cock, and it grades considerably higher. It is standing up to be counted now, in his pants. While it stands, a quiz. Andy. The third realm."

"Foundation."

"Its stages."

"Early, middle, peak. And E's the second—Qi-Gathering. Sorry. Qi-Gathering."

"A mark off for the letter," said Diana, "and a mark back for the recovery. Nervousness improves him. I shall make him nervous more often."

* * *

"S

ara." Jess drawled it from the rim, her eyes still on Andy. "You ever going to have a go at either of us? Me. The professor. You keep saying no to her like it's a rule. Is it a rule, or is it a no?"

Sara considered it from the water, unhurried.

"It is a no," said Sara. "I am not made for women. I do not want you, Jess. I do not want Diana, not as Jess wants Diana. I have looked at it honestly, because I look at everything honestly." There was not one degree of heat in it. "But I am mildly curious. And I have watched Andy's face since the barn, and I am fairly sure he would like to see it. So if he ever wants the three of us, I will do it well, because whatever I decide to do, I do well. Not tonight. Some night he asks. That is my answer, and you may have it in front of him, because it is his answer as much as yours."

Andy collapsed onto the bench.

His legs gave out, and he sat there with his shirt off and one boot still on. Sara had said it kind and calm, as plain as a schedule. Without deciding to, he had put her under the good one, the pure one, the one who feeds me bread and closes the eyes of the dead. Now that woman had offered to take two other naked women to bed for his entertainment on a night of his choosing.

That is not what a sweet woman says.

For days he had kept the doubt up on a shelf. Now it was off the shelf, and he was certain. He was a shy kid from Austin who went red when a waitress remembered his order. These were an archangel judge, a succubus scholar, and a chalk witch who drowned men in troughs. Not one of them had a shy bone anywhere in her. Frankness that would have thrilled him from a woman as innocent as he was became, from them, the proof. No woman as good as Sara said that on her own; some pressure was moving her. He had bound her, and the pressure had his name on it.

It sank into him like a stone to the bottom of the tank.

"Boss," said Jess.

"I'm going to sit out here."

"You're going to get in the water."

"Jess—"

Jess got to her feet on the rim to say it, all of her at once. She was built like a packed tin, hard all over, tan from her short platinum hair to her feet. Water ran between her breasts and down a stomach cut like a washboard, and she kept her pussy shaved, bare and smooth as her shoulders. She cocked a hip and let him look. "You've got one boot on and a cock pointing at me. The rest of you's already voted," she told the room at large, and Diana laughed. "I'll count you to three. Then I'm pulling you in, and I'm not going to be polite about the handle."

"That's not—"

"One."

He managed the second boot halfway off, with his hands already at his belt. They got the buckle open and shoved the pants down his hips while his mouth was still building a reason to stay put.

Sara and Diana had come up onto the tank's step for the show. Sara stood in the water to her knees and wrung out her hair over one shoulder, a wet copper rope through her fist. Behind her the wings opened halfway and shook off a spray of gold. Water ran down her body and off the gold-dusted pink between her strong thighs, and she made no move to turn aside. Her gold eyes went over him once, top to bottom, and she gave him one nod, an inspection passed, while Diana climbed up beside her, flushed with heat everywhere the water had let go of her. Her glasses had clouded, and when she looked down for a cloth she found nothing on herself but skin. So she polished the lenses between her breasts, slowly, and put them back on to watch. The violet tail had wound up around one leg, and its tip tapped the count along with Jess.

"Two."

Jess had told him twice, and Jess did not tell anybody three times.

She came off the rim, grabbed him by the cock, the one part of him he could not talk over, and hauled, hard enough and no harder. His hand shot out and closed on her wrist, and did not pull her off. It held on, and his hips went after her fist like a dog after its lead. He came off the bench and into the tank in a graceless fall, with a yelp Old Wend could have timed a bell by. The water closed warm over him to the chest. Jess stripped the pants and the half-off boot off him and slung them out onto the boards. Then she shoved him down onto the seat between herself and Sara before he had finished going under.

"There," she said, letting go, as if she had moved a chair. His hand was still around her wrist. She looked down at it, then at him, and let it stay for a count of two before she twisted free. "Was that so hard. Don't answer that."

* * *

A

nd then he was in it to the chest, and it was fine.


He sat in hot water between an archangel and a witch, with a succubus one seat down past Jess. After the first unbearable minute, the room went on being a room.

Sara worked the day's ache out of her own shoulder. "I tested every whetstone in the market," she told Diana, "and bought the two that were honest. A called blade remembers the last edge its owner held in her mind. So each evening I call the gold one and hone it on honest stone until my thumb believes the edge, and the next time I call it, it comes sharper. That is sword cultivation, mostly. Stones and belief." Then she held her palm above the water. A gold line slid up out of it the length of a finger, thin as a razor, hissing where the steam touched it, her breath going out once without a glance. She dismissed it to motes. "An honest edge goes through a horn at the base, where it grows from the skull, and nowhere else. Above the base you only notch it and make the demon angry. At the base it comes off like a knot out of a plank. Wings are easier. Wings are only a question of angle. I say it with affection."

Diana had gone quiet in the water, and she stayed that way until Jess's arm moved.

"Belower," she murmured at last, warmly, a pet name.

Sara did not glance up.

"A bathhouse is the proper place to read a wet book," said Diana, "and I brought none. It is the single failure of the expedition." Jess soaked to the chin with her hat off and her eyes half shut. Her arm had gone around behind Diana under the water, and her hand had gone between Diana's thighs. When the steam thinned, it showed through the water: her fingers working slow circles, and Diana's knees drifting apart to let them. Every so often Diana lost the thread of her own sentence and picked it up a shade higher. Each time, a faint rose shimmer ran along her collarbones above the water, curling there like vine leaves. Her hellfire always raised that flush when it ran. Andy needed no sheet to read it: her pool was already full. Her path drank this anyway, a demon at a brimming glass who kept sipping because it tasted of Jess. Jess watched her lose it through half-shut eyes, every time, and her hand did it again.

Andy sat in the middle of it, cooked, and he had quit pretending to study the steam. His eyes went where they liked: Sara's wet wings folded beside him, the slow work of Jess's wrist, Diana's breasts lifting half out of the water on every breath. His cock stood up in the water hard enough to ache. Under the surface his own hand closed around it and stroked, once and then again, slow, before he caught it. He moved it to the seat and gripped the plank. Three naked women sat at ease, ordinary, glad of the heat, of each other, and in their own registers of him. It was the best hour of his life. Sitting in it, he believed he had put it there with a technique, and he hated himself right where the pleasure lived.

"You are red to the collar," said Sara, beside him, not looking, working her shoulder.

"It's the heat."

"It is not the heat. Ask your question, please. You have been holding one since I answered Jess. You always hold one."

"You'd really do that. The—all of us. For me."

"I would, on a night you choose. I am yours. A kept woman does not apologize for enjoying her keeper." She turned her head and looked at him, gold-eyed and certain. "You are already deciding it means the wrong thing. I can see you decide it. That is the summoner's heart-demon, and no sect has a cure for it. There is no sentence I can say that a bound woman could not also say, and you know that better than I do." Her wings shifted once. "So I will only tell you the time. You are the door, Andy. Not the ring. The door. When you open it, we will all be on the other side because we chose to walk through. You will stand in it certain we were pushed. There is no fixing that, so I will not try. I have decided to enjoy the bath."

"Very moving," said Diana, her voice thick with steam and one syllable that was not steam at all. "Jessamine, if you stop, I shall have you flayed. Two fingers. Three. Oh, fuck, yes, there."

Jess worked faster, her thumb pressed hard at the top of Diana's slit, and Diana lost the last sentence. She reached back, hooked an arm around Jess's neck, and dragged that mouth down to her throat. Her hips bucked against the hand and slopped water over the side. She came with her head thrown back against the planks and her mouth open on one long, shuddering word, "Morgik," that carried through the wall to the coin box. Her thighs clamped on Jess's wrist, the tail thrashed the surface white, and a wash of rose light went across the water and up the walls. Jess kept her fingers where they were until the shaking stopped.

"Recorded," Diana told the rafters, wrecked. "Under methods that worked. Do it again after the cat, you filthy little bitch."

Jess took her fingers out and licked them clean, looking at Andy while she did it.

Sara leaned into him without a word, her wet head tipping onto his shoulder and her copper hair floating across his chest. Her hand came to rest on his thigh under the water, high up. The side of her little finger lay against the root of his cock, and it stayed there, set down like a cup on a table. When she breathed, her breast brushed his arm, and she did not move it. He did not breathe at all.

"Look at him," said Jess. "Boss. You're shaking the water." She stretched one leg along the seat until her thigh lay against his. "Go on, then. You've been staring at it all hour. Touch it. I won't bite. Much."

It took him a long time to put his hand on her thigh. It felt like clicking accept on a party invite from a stranger, sure it was a trap. Her thigh was solid muscle, slick and warm all the way through.

Jess took it from there. She slid his hand up the inside of her thigh and stopped it high between her legs, so close the heat of her pussy came off her onto his knuckles. She held it there, a finger's width short of touching, and watched his face do everything.

"Never had a man," she said, conversational. "Not in me. Not one. Had plenty of girls, and girls don't count, they're cute. Swamp boys were mid, and I'd have drowned the first one who tried." She nodded at the others. "So I'm the tightest thing in this tank, boss, and it isn't close. Ask them."

"It is probably true," said Sara, into his shoulder, without lifting her head. "She is the smallest of us. I am sorry, Andy. It is only arithmetic."

"It is almost certainly true," said Diana, still loose and pink from Jess's hand. "The literature on witches is unanimous, and she has the hips of a fucking whippet." She sat up in the water, and her eyes went bright behind the fogged lenses. "But literature is not proof. I could settle it now. One finger, for rigor, and Andy may keep the count. Jessamine, open your—"

Andy went red. It started at the waterline and climbed past his ears into his hair, and the steam had nothing to do with it. His hand went rigid between Jess's legs, and she laughed out loud.

Sara lifted her head off his shoulder. She reached across him, caught Diana's hand on its way to Jess, and set it back on the edge of the tank where it had come from.

"No, please," said Sara. "Not tonight. I said some night he asks, and that was not him asking. That was him dying." She laid her head back on his shoulder, and her hand returned to his thigh, where it had been. "You may both go on being dreadful to him. You may not finish it."

"Spoilsport," said Diana, delighted.

"Pick-me," Jess told Sara, and let go of Andy's hand. His hand stayed where she had left it and did not close the gap. She noticed. She said nothing about it, which was worse.

Then Sara turned her face into his neck. Her teeth closed on the rim of his ear, not gently, and held it while her breath went hot inside it.

"Perhaps you should check," she whispered, too low for the other two. "Instead of Diana. You would be more accurate. I would hold your wrist for you, please, so it did not shake."

That was the limit, and his brain blue-screened with the fans still running.

When he stood up, water poured off him and slapped the boards, and three women watched it do it. He sluiced his arms, chest and hair in five seconds flat, the fastest bath in the history of two worlds, and climbed for the step. Halfway up it, on the step past their end of the tank, Diana reached across Jess and smacked his bare ass. The wet crack of it rang off the planks.

"Shelve that," said Diana, "under exits, hasty."

He did not turn around. He dried himself with his shirt, dragged his pants on wet, got a boot onto the wrong foot, and fixed it.

Behind him the water moved. Diana slid along the seat and straddled Jess's lap, knees on the plank on either side of Jess's hips, the tail curled around her ankle. "Jessamine," she said politely, and from Diana politeness was filth. "You started a thing with that hand and then you got distracted by a man. Please finish it. Properly, this time, and slowly enough that I can take notes." Jess grabbed Diana's hips and pulled her down hard, and Diana forgot the notes.

Sara rose out of the tank, picked up her dress, and walked out after him wet, without looking back. The door swung shut on the two of them and the steam.
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"It graded me," said Andy, on the porch bench, reading it off the dusk. "It called me a pervert for being pulled into a bath. Maybe, it says."

"It's only wrong about the maybe," Jess called through the wall, loud enough for the bath-woman, and broke off on a gasp she did not bother to hide. "No maybe about it. I reckon he comes like a man falling down a stair."

Sara sat down beside him with her dress on and her hair dripping down the back of it. "It is not wrong that you are enjoying it," she said. "It is only wrong about whose fault that is. So am I." She took his hand, the one Jess had steered, and held it on her knee. "Sit, please. They have forty minutes paid for, and Diana will use every one."

He sat. Behind the wall Diana said "Morgik" again, louder, and the porch boards shivered under them. The hour ran out, and he did not want it to.

After dark they walked out to Bramley's byre, clean, all four of them, and Sara set the time as they went: Friday, before first light, the cat.


CHAPTER 22 — Bad Pull

B

ramley met them at his farmhouse door with a lantern and a farmhand, and the farmhand's arm was in a sling. Questgiver, Andy thought, with the wounded NPC positioned beside him for the flavor text.


"Fulk," said Bramley. "Show them."

Under the sling the forearm was stitched from elbow to wrist in a line that wandered, and the skin either way was the color of a ripe blackberry. "It come over the woodpile," he said. "I was where it reckoned empty. Six nights back."

"A stubble-fire who scars prettily," said Diana, inspecting the stitches like a specimen, and then the arm under the bruise, for longer. "A good forearm under that, well tempered, and a better ass." Fulk, maybe twenty, with a first beard coming in, went red and backed behind Bramley.

"Six nights back, and a goat three," said Andy. "So every third night."

"Regular as a bell." Bramley spat. "Takes a goat. Morning bell, before first light. It comes ahead of the noise, while the goats are still penned and the dogs are waiting to be fed. It knows my round better than I do."

"Cat's smarter than you, then," said Jess. "And your spit missed the dog."

"Then tonight's the night," said Andy, "and it comes down the orchard from the wood, and it goes home the same way." His own voice came out level. He put that on the shelf he kept for later, which was getting crowded. "Pen the goats in the far byre. Ring your bell an hour early, from indoors, so it comes while we're set and the goats aren't. Feed the dogs, then shut them in. We'll be in the orchard before the gray."

Bramley studied him, then the angel behind him with her empty sword hand. He considered the demon with the field-book, and finally Jess, already sizing up his roofs.

"You're the Ardnowe boy."

"Yes."

"Heard you were Mortal, and the wrong end of it. A summoner." He made summoner sound like a skin disease.

"I am," said Andy. "So's the cat."

Behind him Diana wrote a line, fast. When Bramley had gone in to see to his bell, she held the field-book up so Andy could read it. Command voice, flat, in a farmyard. Effect on the archivist: considerable.

"I record what I observe," she said, pink from her horns to her wrists. "I observe that I would have gone to my knees in that yard if you had told me to, in that voice. That is a finding. It is not a request." A pause. "It is partly a request."

* * *

T

hey slept in the near byre with the goats' residual warmth in the straw, and Sara guarded the door.


He lay awake while the clock on his HUD, out of people to count, ran anyway. Jess slept on her back with her hat on her chest, and Diana slept sitting against a post with her tail curled around its foot. Sara sat in the doorway with the yard's frost in front of her, and after a while, apparently unaware of it, she hummed.

Diana twitched once in her sleep. Her mouth moved on one word of Demonic, over and over, "Gûrdûzz, gûrdûzz," until she woke on a gasp with both palms raised in front of her face. She stared at the angel in the doorway for a long count.

Sara had stopped humming. "A bad dream," she said. "It happens, after a first death. The dream is correct. Keep having it. A dao heart that sleeps well after one is already cracking. Men who sleep soundly after it end up as reeves." Diana turned to the post.

"Andy," said Sara, low. "You are awake."

"Yeah."

"Good. I have a matter to raise, and I will raise it after the cat." She pitched it under the sleepers. "I am telling you now so that when I say it, it is kept and not sprung. It is a compliment. You will dislike it."

He turned his head on the straw. "Why tell me now?"

"Because you will lie there wondering what it is," said Sara. "And I find I like that."

He lay there wondering what it was until, toward the fourth hour, the frost whitened across the yard. She stood up in the doorway, and they went out into the dark.

* * *

T

he orchard stretched between the pens and the wood, rows of winter-bare apple with the lynx's road down the middle where every third night's pads had bruised the frost. It was a patrol route printed on the grass. They assembled the pull in the dark: lure, veil, tank in position, the raid lead behind cover with the map. Fulk rang the bell from indoors an hour early. Jess dragged one fleece on a cord from the pen gate up the lane to the fifth tree, upwind leg first.


"Road's laid," she said. "Dinner's out."

"Diana. The woodpile seam. Un-eye it. You're the wall it thinks it has."

Diana knelt at the woodpile, set her palm against the stacked logs at the pens' corner, and bit the technique off low.

"Gûzug."

The seam between woodpile and fence went matte and ordinary, a strip of morning the eye slid off. Her palm stayed on the logs, sustaining it, and heat radiated off her under the coat as the veil drank her qi. It lifted the frost off the top log in a thread of steam.
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"Sara. The fifth tree. It comes down the lane reading ground, head low, and it'll do the thing it does before it commits. When I say drop, you drop."

"Understood." She was already up the tree.

"Jess. Roof. You've got the board. Anything I can't see, you say."

"Roof," said Jess, and was on the byre.

He knelt two rows back behind a trunk with his left sleeve pushed up, his right hand over the scar line, and his left in the frost, a survivable cold debuff on the frame. The pre-pull quiet his head had learned since Ferrow came down over him, and he distrusted the quiet and used it anyway.

The lynx materialized at the gray hour.

It was pale and as long as a wolfhound, with its winter written in its ribs. It came out of the wood at the lane's head and stood, and his HUD assigned it a realm: Mortal, middle stage, F by his System's lettering. That made it a gray mob to anyone with gear, and still the most dangerous animal on the farm, because the party had zero gear.

It found the scent-road and took the lane, head low, interrogating the ground. At the first row its tail-tip went still for a full count before it continued.

One, thought Andy.

At the third row the tail-tip stilled again for a count. Then one long, low bound ate two rows and ended in a crouch on the frost.

Two.

"It goes still before it goes," he said, low, to Diana's back. "Tail first. Then it jumps. That's the wind-up. Every boss has one. You call the dodge on the animation, you don't wait for the hit."

"Recorded," breathed Diana. Her palm stayed on the logs.

Between the third row and the fifth, the morning breeze reversed. The fleece-line's smell swung wide, and woodpile, demon, and Andy reached the cat in one mouthful of air. Its head came up. It studied a seam the eye slid off and kept studying it, because its nose had reported a demon there and a demon ran hot.

"WIND," said Jess, from the roof. "It's on Diana. It's got the demon." The lynx's tail-tip went still.

He had built the pull with the veil-holder downwind. The breeze had informed the cat that a demon waited at the woodpile where the eye could find nothing. That wind was the gap in his plan, and it showed in the half-second the tail went still. The last lesson was in his mouth and did him no good. Recognizing a mistake and correcting it fast enough were two different techniques, and he had drilled neither. He called the drop, and he called it at the fifth tree, where Sara was and where the cat was no longer going.

"DROP—"

The cat was already airborne, vaulting over the seam toward the demon concealed behind it.

Sara dropped out of the fifth tree on his call and landed in the wrong lane, a stride and a half from the one that mattered. At the bottom of Mortal, a stride and a half was a stride and a half. He poured the astral chain anyway. The pour tore out of his chest, a bead of blood welled at the scar, and cold pooled behind his eyes. It landed on her as a collar of starlight, three and a quarter seconds later and a body too far west. She turned and could not close the distance. "Godd Howard," he said to the frost, like a man swearing at a console that had eaten his input.

Diana managed to raise a hand.

Sixty pounds of winter-starved cat slammed her off her knees and back into the woodpile. The top set of claws went into her left forearm and down it to the bone, and the bone showed pale in the black. The bottom set opened her along the ribs through the coat, and she made the sound she had made in a market, the one Andy still heard in the dark. This time she was not dying, and by the sound her body did not yet know the difference. Black ran off her arm into the frost and steamed.

Andy was not where the caller stood. He came up off his knees and crossed the gap before he had decided to, the lesson gone from his head, Bel's knife already out of his belt. It was the onion knife, which had never gone into anything living but his own arm. He drove it into the cat's shoulder, where it did little, a paring knife in a slab of winter muscle. But it accomplished the one thing that mattered: the cat turned its head off Diana's throat toward the new hurt. The turn was the half-second Diana needed to get her split palms up between its jaws and her face.

"Vûr," she snarled through her teeth.

Fire came out of the split palms in two black tongues forked like a serpent's, straight into the cat's open mouth. It roared at the back of the throat and scorched the whiskers to curled black wire, and the smell of burned cat rolled down the orchard. The lynx screamed around it and did not let go.

"OFF HER," Andy was saying, uselessly, stabbing a shoulder that did not care, "off her, off her—"

Then Jess arrived, and the orchard changed its weather.

She dived off the byre roof and hit the cat as she had hit a man on a stair, both knees, and rode it down off Diana into the frost. She yanked its head back by the loose skin of the neck until the scorched mouth gaped at the sky. It was still smoking from Diana's fire, and the cat was alive and heaving under her. Then she bent low and put her open mouth an inch above its open mouth, as if to blow out a candle. Her eyes lamped amber. A gray thread came up out of the cat's throat with the smoke, and she drew it in on one long breath, a smoker's first drag of the morning, violet flickering at her lips as it went in. The lynx stopped heaving. Its legs went loose in the frost, and its eyes stayed open and emptied, a window with the lamp carried out of the room. She swallowed. Her ears went red, and a shudder ran through her, lips parted.
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The smoke went into her. He hard-saved it beside the stair and the barn-laugh: the party rogue, gone feral in the middle of a pull, huffing burned cat because it was there.

Then she drove her knife through its eye to the guard, a stroke that would have ended anything still alive. She worked the knife in the socket, pulled it out, and plunged it in again, and again. She was cackling, high and delighted. The cat had been dead since the smoke, and she kept going.

The blood came up hot, and she was in it to the wrist and then to the elbow. It sprayed up her arm, across her front, onto her face, and she stopped for none of it. The eye socket went, then the cheekbone under it, then the jaw hinge in a wet crack. Finally the skull surrendered its shape and opened into gray and red paste on the frost. She stabbed a dead cat into a wet ruin in an orchard at dawn, laughing, until there was not enough head left to call a head. Then she sat back on her heels over the mess, splashed red from her hat to her boots, breathing hard. She looked around at the three of them with her eyes bright and her grin wide. The knife was still pumping in her fist. Nobody had told the arm it could stop.

Nobody said anything.

Diana sat against the ruined woodpile with her opened arm held to her opened side, black to the wrist, her glasses knocked crooked, and even she said nothing. Sara stood at the seam with the sword drawn and unused, and her gold eyes were on Jess. Andy stood over a dead cat with a paring knife in his hand and his mouth open. Three facts landed at once, in the cold, all the same size.

He had made the mistake, Diana had bled for it, and she had survived by a hand's width, an onion knife, and her own fire.

Jess was the real thing, and the hat, the gutter mouth and the meticulous counting were a rogue main's equipment. A rogue main stabbed a corpse three additional times to guarantee it stayed down, and he had been carried through a dozen raids by players like that.

And this woman lived with him. His own path had bound her to his soul, and it would continue to bind her for as long as he held the ring. She would obey his orders for the rest of a life he had not chosen and could not resign. She would filter every one of those orders through whatever appetite had reduced a dead animal to pulp because the reducing felt delicious. He issued the orders; she determined what they meant. He regarded her, blood-sticky and grinning at him for the nod a good kill earned, and he gave it. Her grin widened.

Diana, against the woodpile, was watching Jess over the ruin. Her expression matched nothing else in the orchard, neither the human horror on Andy nor Sara's cold appraisal. It was soft.

"That," said Diana, to Jess, warmly, over her own black-running arm, "was the nicest fucking gesture anyone has made for me all week."

Jess wiped a red thumb down Diana's cheek. "Hold still, professor." Diana held still, and Jess let the thumb linger.

"She reduced the creature that hurt me to a paste it did not need to be. She did it long after it could feel any of it, purely because it had put its claws in me." Diana's tail, wounded arm and all, gave one slow sweep through the frost toward Jess. "There is a word for that in Demonic. Krevzûl. Blood-gift. It is not a word for violence; it is the word we use for a friend. Common has a colder word for it, which is overkill. I am a demon. I found it romantic, and I would like the field-book to be honest about which of the three of us reacted how."

"You would," said Andy, faintly. Then, to Jess: "It was dead, Jess."

"I know." She wiped the knife on her thigh, which did nothing, since her thigh was worse. "I heard it stop. I kept going." She stood out of the ruin, dripping, then crouched again and worked the knife around each paw in turn with quick, practiced twists. The claws came out in a red handful, hooked and yellow at the root, and she rolled them in a scrap of fleece. Then she sawed off both black ear-tufts and held them up to the gray light like a pair of paintbrushes. "Claws go on a string. Tufts are mine. A cat that old had tempered deep into Mortal, so the claws'll ink. Waste not. You stabbed like a kid peeling fruit. Embarrassing, boss." She tucked the bundle inside her coat. "You wanted to know what's in the party, boss. That's twice now. Sara. The professor's arm wants doing before the cold gets into it."
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* * *

J

ess stripped at Bramley's yard trough before the household came out and scrubbed the cat off with her back to him, boots last. Her back was hard and lightly tanned. Her ass was small, firm, and round, and her legs were short and muscular from the ankle up. She worked the red out of her hair with both hands and refused to hurry. Then she glanced over her shoulder and caught him staring.


"Seen enough, boss?"

He had not, but he retreated indoors.

At Bramley's kitchen table he counted out the bounty, correct to the copper and calm as frost. He pushed Fulk's share across the boards unasked, a fair loot split. Bramley watched him with a haggler's face and an empty mouth.

"Cat's dead," Bramley said, at last. "Goats'll come out."

"Ring the bell on its old hour," said Andy. "It's yours again."

They walked back toward Old Wend with the sun up. Diana went ahead with her clawed arm bandaged and swinging stiff at her side, closing already but slower than her mouth, leaning on Jess where the road went rough. Diana's tail curled toward Jess's wrist in passing, and Jess caught it by the spade without looking and kept it. Diana went on held by it like a leash and did not once complain. Sara walked beside him and let the other two get a row of hedge ahead.

"I didn't plan for the wind turning," he said, before she could. "I built the pull with a hole in it, and Diana went into the woodpile through the hole. You told me on the planks two days ago to call from where the caller stands, and this morning I didn't."

"You did not." Sara kept her eyes on the road. "You will make that mistake again, and less each time. She is a demon and she is closing already; by the inn she will be arguing wingspans. Today the hole took an arm that grows back, because demon flesh keeps its tempering under the cap. Note what it did, please. I would rather you did not leave one on a day it is you who gets hurt. Stand where the caller stands, too, please. You have thirty-two points, and a caller off his post is the first thing the wind finds. And I dropped into the wrong lane because you called it. Obeying was correct. The error was yours, dear. Callers who blame the line lose the line." A few strides on, she spoke. "Now."

"Now what."

"What I said I would say. You go a color."

He turned and stared at her, suspicious.

"When Diana stood up in a bath to finish her sentence. When Jess sits closer than the bench wants. When I said lie with you in the yard, before you said no. When you called the drop just now, wrong lane and all. When Diana asked for a dead cat in the field-book." Sara's voice stayed level. "You go a color. From the collar up. It is the most legible feature you have, and I have read sect manuals. I read a great deal, and this is my favorite page."

He was going the color, climbing from the collar as described, and there was no resist roll against that one. She watched it climb with her gold eyes.

"That's the compliment."

"That is the compliment. I told you that you would dislike it."

"I don't dislike it."

"Then you are going a second color on top of the first," said Sara. "I am enjoying that as well." She put two fingers under his jaw, tipped his face down toward hers, and read the color as far as his hairline. "I am going to want a great deal more of this, and I am asking very kindly."

Then she lengthened her stride to catch Diana and Jess. She left him on the road with his hands finally shaking and his face burning. He laughed, once, out loud, at an unoffending hedge before he followed them, and all the way back he turned the word more over like a coin.


CHAPTER 23 — There's a Bounty on the Rogue

"E

ight carts to walk sixty feet of plank I could swim under," said Jess, on Saturday, in the Marren Bridge toll line. Hobb's free crossing had put them on the wrong bank for the weir, so the tollhouse processed them with the rest of the Ferrow road, two coppers at a time, a server queue with a man for a login screen.

"Little crank wanker," Diana said warmly to the gnome clerk, "do you spell demon with a d, or do you draw a tiny horn?" The gnome's pen snapped in his fingers. He took a fresh one and wrote her name. Then he read the next plate aloud to the whole queue, Cursed Summoner, which in a queue was as good as spitting, and went back to work without looking up.

"You smell like the bottom of your own basket," Jess told the fishwife, "and you've got the face to match. Not the fish face. It's giving low tide." Then, to the rest of them: "One bar. One shelf. One man lifting it cart by cart, and the line grows two carts for every one he lets through. You watch. The keeper's cousin runs the punt, the punt seats six and has a line of its own, and I'm going to shove that bar up the cousin's ass till he tastes tar, then push it into the river, from the top to—"

She stopped in the middle of the sentence, which she did about twice a season. Andy tracked her eyes up the line, past the carts, while behind them an orc drover slept on his own oxcart. Her eyes traveled past a gnome at the keeper's elbow recording every name, and past a fishwife who had quit arguing weights to glare at Jess, to the bar.

Beside the keeper's window stood a woman in a gray road-cloak with a copper wheel at the throat, checking a paper against each face that came up to the bar. Two more in identical gray waited at the bar with their hands free. Below the bank, two held horses.

"Boss," said Jess, low, in the other voice, two notes down. "Those are the Queen's catchers."

"What do they catch?"

"People with writs on them."

Bounty hunters, with a wanted poster, and the girl it described was the girl at his elbow. Andy read the posted copy nailed to the tollhouse wall and murmured the name to Diana. Her tail went still.

"It is sealed," she said. "Red wax, a crowned wheel of seven spokes. That is Vanorinal."

Andy read the rest to her, low. "The chalk witch. Small. A tall hat. A tin. Alive. The word alive is underlined."

Sara's right hand had opened at her side, and it stayed open.

Jess was watching the bar like a sum she meant to solve, her face under the brim gone quiet. She spoke with her eyes still on it.

"Keep your place in line."

"Jess—"

"Keep your place. I want to be at the bar." Her thumb went to a small braided circle of reed at her belt, a fair-trinket of the sort hedge-wives sold, and stayed on it. "Nobody runs from a gate. Running's how you get chased."

The line shuffled, and they shuffled with it, walking a wanted party member straight into the checkpoint. He had done it in games for the achievement, never with a fugitive's arm through his.

* * *

T

he captain looked at the hat, the tin, and the paper, and set the paper down on the keeper's shelf.


"Hat," she said. "Tin. Small. Say your name."

"Jess."

"Jessamine." The captain read it off the paper with her eyes on Jess. "Of Vanorinal, lately. The chalk witch."

"I'm a chalk witch."

"You're the one on my bill." The captain had a hard plain face and a bad knife at her belt. "Ruthe. Captain, the Queen's Collectors. Sealed at Vanorinal by Queen Vessaline's own hand, and it says alive. You'll come with us to the wagon, quiet, and your friends will pay their toll and go on to Ferrow."

"Her friends," said Sara, "are standing here. And your seal is incorrect, I am sorry to say. I have ruled on it."

"I see them." Ruthe looked at Sara, at the open hand, at Diana's horns, and back to Jess. "An archangel of judgement, a pleasure soldier, a witch, and a cursed summoner. It sounds like the start of a joke they tell in the levy tents. An angel, a whore, a witch, and a summoner walk into a bathhouse, and only the summoner comes out walking funny. Alive means I don't want a fight in a toll line. It doesn't mean I won't have one."

Andy's pulse came up into his ears.

[ HOSTILES ×5 — THE QUEEN'S COLLECTORS · REALM E ]
[ CAPTAIN: RUTHE · BILL OF BOUNTY — SEALED AT VANORINAL · ALIVE ]


Jess's hand found the back of Andy's coat and closed on it. This time she made a fist in the cloth. She pressed in, her shoulder hard into his arm, and when she spoke it was fast and low, pitched for him alone under the toll-line noise.

"Boss. Get me out of this one." No drawl in it now. "Get me out of this one, and I'll break my rule for you. You know the rule. Girls only. I'll break it. My mouth, you, once, whatever you want, and I'll mean it, if I walk off this bridge and not into that wagon." Her other thumb had found the reed circle again, but her hand stayed in his coat. "Best offer I've got, and I'm making it once, so—"

"Jess—"

"Say yes so I can stop being scared and go back to being useful."

"Yes. Get out of it. Go."

"Good," said Jess, and the fear slid off her like a dropped coat.

The Collector nearest the bar had heard the word fight. He had a hand-axe in his belt. He clamped his hand on Jess's arm above the tin and yanked.

Jess's hip rotated in a lazy half-turn. Her thumb crossed the charm, and she whispered "Ngaím." The circle flashed violet between her fingers and crumbled to chaff, and a tiny pop of pressure pushed at Andy's ears, a held breath let go.

The Collector's arm stopped.

Thorned violet cords snapped out of the chaff and knotted round it at every joint, frost spitting where they bit, and it seized mid-pull. His weight kept coming while his arm stayed where it was, and the two settled their difference at the wrist. A dry, precise crack sounded, like a noise off a joiner's bench. The bone's two ends tented the skin white, and one broke through in a red bead. His fingers went on opening and closing on the empty air.

He folded around his own trapped arm with a whistling noise.

Jess peeled the hand-axe out of his belt in one motion and tossed it underhand to Andy without looking. He caught it against his chest. "Funnel," she said. Her hands did the collecting and only the collecting.
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"Blessed be," said Jess, and stepped over him.

Pre-cast. She had walked around for days with a trap on her belt already charged, twenty-four qi poured into a braid of reed some night in the Rope's hayloft while he slept. It was a talisman, a technique folded into an object and fired on touch, a cooldown in her pocket. She had put it into a man's wrist and kept walking, and it was the build he had coveted since childhood.

The second Collector at the bar had a knife out and lunged over his friend for Jess's back. Andy grabbed the keeper's toll coppers off the shelf and hurled the handful into the man's eyes, the oldest trick in every tavern brawl ever coded. No realm yet founded tempered the eyes, and the knife went wide by the width of a flinch. The two on the bank had left the horses. Ruthe had her hand on the bad knife and was counting, and her count was legible on her face. His mouth went before his head caught up.

"Five. Captain's the one with the paper. Sara, the bar, hold it. Diana, left side, the two off the bank, don't cast, just stand there being what you are. Jess—"

"Behind you," said Jess. She was.

Sara shoved into the gap at the bar between the blinking knife and Andy. A gold line snapped from her empty palm and became the sword, her breath going out before anyone saw her reach, and she held it with her shoulders and the blade. Diana stepped off the line to the left, the clawed arm still bandaged and stiff, her palms open and steaming in the first light. Black flame flickered in the lines of the inverted star in each palm, cracking them a hair deeper with every breath, and she regarded the two men climbing the bank. They stopped climbing.

Ruthe considered the angel in the gap, the demon steaming in the sun, and the man in the mud holding his own arm.

"Not today," she said.

"Captain—" from the knife.

"Not today." It came out tired, with a long road in it. "You can't collect alive from an archangel's shadow in a toll line with the whole Ferrow road watching. I out-realm every one of you on paper, and I can't read an archangel's true realm under a summoner's hold. Splint Fitch. Get the horses." She grabbed her paper off the shelf and shoved it inside the cloak. "Chalk witch. The bill stands. It'll stand at the weir road and at Ferrow and at your grave, and I'll be under it when you look up."

Jess had gone still again.

Her eyes had lamped amber under the brim, and faint violet script ran once across Ruthe's forehead, pooled at her throat, and was gone. The soul-read hollowed her cheeks as it drew. Ruthe's hand jumped to her own throat. She stepped back from the bar, and the hard plain face went the color of tallow. The line watched her do it, and the keeper gripped his counting shelf with both hands.

"Rust," said Jess, coming back. "Qi-Gathering, middle, gristle, and a bad knife." Under that she recited the captain's long name off the soul, once, then again, keeping it. A raider memorizing a mob, Andy thought. She said the rest to Andy, quietly. "The chalk stays in the pocket."

"Chalk?" said Andy.

"Mm," said Jess, and paid eight coppers exact onto the shelf, since the keeper's own were in the mud. She pushed a ninth across after them with a tilt of her head at the man holding his arm. "For the splint. Do it before the wagon."

* * *

T

hey crossed on dry planks, with Ruthe on the bank below among the horses and her splinted man, arms folded, watching them until the planks ran out. Up the rise past the far bank, Andy found his voice.


"You knew them."

"I knew the wheel."

"The Queen of Vanorinal has a bill on you. Sealed. With her own hand." He kept his voice down. "Jess. What did you do."

"Lived there." She hooked the hand that had done the collecting through his arm, all lightness again. "There's a woman in a palace a long way south who'd like me back in it, and she's got a paper that says so. She can't take what's already owned. I'm the summoner's now. Claimed. Ask me in a year. I'll like you more in a year, and I'll have decided what you're for. I don't say the soft word till it's real, and nothing's real yet." Flat and pleasant, the racket back on top before he could look at her. "And she wants me alive. Underlined. You'll notice I'm walking to Ferrow with my arm through a summoner's, and the captain of the Queen's catchers is standing by a river with a splinted man."

"She'll be at the weir road. She said."

"She'll be at the weir road," Jess agreed. "With more people and a bigger paper. That's what captains are for."

Sara walked on his other side, her sword hand loose now. "You saw him before he moved," she said, to Jess, across Andy. "The one with the axe. Your hand was on the circle before his was on your arm."

"I saw him decide." Jess shrugged with her free arm. "Lines have a rhythm. You watch for the step out of it. His weight broke his wrist. I stood still and let him." She looked up at Andy from under the brim. "Don't make the face."

Andy laughed, once, alone, for three strides. "You've got a build," he said. "You've been walking around with a full action bar and I've been calling you the crafter." She had broken a man's wrist, offered him her mouth in a toll line, and was now skipping. He could not have said which Jess was the real one. Probably all of them.

"Path, boss. And they're techniques. Still the braider. Braiders carry. I braided six more of those circles at Old Wend, chalk and soul qi, and I'll braid sixty before the weir road." She patted the tin. "Every one I make, the next one goes easier. That's the whole craft."

On the third stride she joined his laughter, and he was left trying to find the plank where it had turned into a joke. He gave up looking.

Behind them the queue moved again. The orc drover who had slept through the toll on his oxcart woke, climbed down, and heaved a stuck wheel out of the rut with one shoulder, cart and ox together, the green back rising like a hill standing up, crossed with old scars like a sergeant's sleeve with stripes. Diana stopped writing and watched the orc exactly as long as it took.

"Beefy evening fun boy," she said, admiringly, loud enough to carry. The drover set the wheel down hard.

He went dark to the tusks. "Say that at Harl gate, demon," he said, "and see what comes off you." He turned his ox around rather than share the road. She gave no sign of noticing. "Orcs are shy around demons," she told Andy, still admiring the back of him. "Enormous, and shy. In a man that size it means nobody has ever taken him properly. He is waiting for a demon to show him how. Recorded." She returned to the page as she walked. "Ruthe," she said, writing. "Captain. Vanorinal's seal, a crowned wheel." A pause. "Jess. The word alive was underlined twice. Andy said once. It was twice."

"Good to know," said Jess.

"I am recording that you said that in a voice I have not heard from you before."

Jess took Diana's chin in her free hand and tipped her face up to inspect the color running down her throat. "Later," she said, and let go. Diana dropped the pen, and Andy picked it up.

"Record what you like, professor."

Jess kept her arm through Andy's all the way up the rise. At the top her thumb touched the empty place on her belt where the reed circle had hung. The zone was cleared, and the wanted poster was still live.


CHAPTER 24 — Romance Flag Raised

J

ess grabbed Diana's arm at the top of the rise and kept it, taking the two of them on ahead down the Ferrow road, the tall hat beside the horns, while Andy got the companion banter a hedge behind with the subtitles off.


Diana was explaining wheel-seals: the wax, who was permitted red and who black, and which stubble-fires were allowed to own a wheel at all. Swamp-born stubble-fires like Jess, she explained, ranked immediately above dirty slave scales and immediately below goats. Jess showed no sign of listening. Every so often she dropped one mean little sentence into the middle of it. "You've said that." "That's the third seal you've called the important one." "Nobody's asking, professor." "You lecture like you fuck, professor. Long, and nobody asked." Each time, Diana's voice climbed half a register, and the lecture sped up, warmer and worse. Being told to shut up by Jess was the best thing in Diana's week.

The wind carried the next part back up the road, a hedge's length.

"Ever had an orc, professor?" said Jess.

"Three," said Diana, without breaking stride. "Stable-boys with tusks, the lot of them. The dirty slave scales rank below them, naturally. Orcs are overrated as a ride. They are proud of the tusks, which get in the way, and proud of the rest of it, which does not. In the seventh-ring houses we had a Core-Formation pit-demon who could not fit through the door."

"How big," said Jess, without breaking stride either.

"A haywain. Skin like wet slate, and he ran so hot that nobody could bear him past a quarter of an hour. So he was seen to in the yard, under an awning, in shifts. I was on the second shift. He paid in slag-gold and cried afterward, every time, and nobody ever learned why. I have notes."

"Course you've got notes," said Jess, and gave Diana a grin with all her teeth in it. "Iconic."

"Not all of it firsthand," said Diana. "Some I had from a Foundation sergeant of the fourth ring, on leave, with his boots still on. A sated soldier will tell a woman anything." She considered the road. "I have excellent notes. The bull-kin off the sixth-ring herds have a ridge down the underside, like the bit of a key." She turned one hand in the air, a key in a lock. "It turns. They rut in seasons. They bellow at the end so the street knows, and they leave you a horn-ring after, as a courtesy. I had seventeen."

"Nobody's asking, professor."

"You asked about orcs. I am being thorough." Her tail was well up off the road. "A bone-colonel of the ninth ring came every month with his own furs and paid in advance. They wear their rank outside the skin, finger-bones on the collar. He was cold to the marrow, and so was everything he gave you. It is like swallowing snowmelt. I do not recommend him in winter. The tide-demons came up with the tide, and the house flooded its lower floor for them on purpose. More than one of everything, and they use all of it at once. I recommend them in every season." A breath. "Those were the houses. The army was worse, and better. In the army you did not get furs. You got a queue, a tent, and a quartermaster with a slate. Once I fucked forty of a Qi-Gathering lancer company between two bells and was mentioned in dispatches. I shall not do the rest of the army on a road."

Andy walked behind with his ears burning and the seventh ring downloading into them, uninvited. He glanced down at himself once, involuntarily, and then looked hard at the road. Against a pit-demon, a bull-kin, and three orcs, his own gear sorted itself into the gray tier: vendor trash, common, the drop a player leaves on the floor.

By the time Andy and Sara reached the bend, Jess had backed her into the hedge and pinned both of Diana's wrists at her hips with one hand, bandaged arm and all, and Diana hissed and did not pull free. Jess said a short sentence up into her face: "Name one more cock on my road and I'll have you on your knees in this ditch." Then Jess kissed her, hard, slow and in charge, and Diana's tail went rigid, then wrapped Jess's leg to the knee. The wheel-seal lecture ended in the middle of a word and did not resume. Over Diana's shoulder Jess's eyes stayed open, fixed on the air above the horns, where a sheet sat. Two of his party had made out in a hedge in front of him. He was looking at Jess's free hand, which had gone up under Diana's skirt, and at Diana's hips riding it. The sound of it was wet, under the skirt. It did not take long. Diana came on Jess's hand with her forehead dropped to Jess's shoulder and the tail clamping hard where it coiled, and one word in Demonic came out of her, long and unscholarly.

"She likes being bullied," said Andy. "Or she's joking. Or you are. I genuinely can't tell which of you is joking anymore. Can we have one road where nobody talks about what they did to an orc?"

"She likes being bullied by Jess," said Sara. "There is a difference, and Diana would want it recorded. That has been coming since the grain barn. The loft is where Diana let herself notice it."

"It's going to end in a room again."

"It is going to end in a great many rooms, and soon. I have watched that walk before, in the Host, between two sword cultivators." She said it without turning her head. "Jess will take the whip, and Diana will be glad to be taken, and will call it scholarship. It is the tidiest arrangement I have ever seen, and neither of them will say so aloud before the winter is out."

The road ran along a hedge. The afternoon was clear and cold, the light lying flat on the fields like an overworld with the render distance turned up.

Sara walked beside him for a mile and let him carry the question.

"The bill said alive. Underlined. Twice." He kept his voice low. "A queen wants her alive, badly enough to seal it herself. What does a person do that a queen wants them alive for, Sara. Dead's easier."

"Yes."

"You know."

"I know what a sealed alive means, in general. I have read hundreds of bills. It means the buyer wants the person, and not the proof. There is a use for them that a corpse cannot serve. A living soul with a witch's tempering in it is worth more to a sect than her head. What that use is, in Jess's case, I do not know, and I will not guess in front of you, because you would carry the guess. That is the answer. It is a poor one."

"Ask me in a year, she said."

"Then it is a year." Sara went on looking at him. "You go a color when you worry as well. Fainter. It sits under the eyes."

"Don't."

"I said I enjoyed it. I was accurate."

* * *

A

plank spanned the field drain where the road bent, and the two ahead had already crossed the stile beside it and continued. Sara stopped at the plank.


"Drink, please," she said. "You have walked since the bridge with your mouth dry from talking, and I have watched you swallow twenty-three times." He knelt at the drain and drank from his hand, cold, tasting of the field. When he stood up she was closer than she had been.

"I am going to kiss you now," said Sara. He froze with his wet hand halfway to his pocket.

Her voice had gone flatter, which meant the opposite of calm. "This is a different item from the night. It is a kiss. I have decided to. You may say no. Nothing will come of it."

He did the arithmetic on that, standing at a field drain with a wet hand, and it took roughly as long as an astral chain took to land. The dialogue wheel had one option on it, and he had already picked it.

"Okay," he said, and she answered at once: "Okay is a yes."

She came up onto her toes, the two inches she lacked, and put a hand on his jaw. The hand was certain and knew where a jaw went. Then she kissed him, the least certain thing she had ever done in front of him.

She approached it too straight, like a ford: near bank, far bank, the crossing the width between. Her teeth clicked against his, hard, a small bright sound in the cold afternoon. She went still against his mouth. Sara had done an enormous amount in her life, and this, he guessed, was the first time she had asked for this herself. She carried True Immortal strength and more practice than he could count, with one technique on the tree at rank one. She had used it.

So he kissed her back, and he went slowly. He turned his head the width of a finger so that the teeth were out of it, and put his dry hand at the back of her neck under the hair. He kissed her like first aid.

Sara made a sound, small and low. It had escaped her before she could stop it, and her fingers tightened. She kissed him back, badly, then less badly, her body pressing against his along its length, and through the cloak the wings strained to lift. Her mouth tasted of cold water and, faintly, frankincense. He was hard against her belly, and she did not move away. She pressed closer. Her hand left his jaw, went into his hair, and closed. Then she stopped, dropped her forehead against his mouth, and stayed there.

Her chest was moving. He stood very still and did not move her while, over her shoulder, the cloak between her shoulder blades lifted, once, on the left side. It was a long slow rising under the wool, and then it sank.

"The left wing has come up," said Sara, into his coat, reporting. "Please disregard it. It does that. It is weather."

"Okay."

"It is not an act I performed. It is an event that occurred. The wing answers my cultivation, not my manners." Her forehead stayed where it was. "Breathe, please."

"I'm—"

"You have forgotten to. I keep count of your air." She lifted her head and looked up at him from very close, and her face failed, for once, to be flat. "I had kept a breath back for the end of the kiss, and I had not reckoned on you kissing me back. The breath came late. Take it now, please."

He took it. "Again, please," said Sara.

"The breath?"

"The kiss."

He kissed her again. She had learned in the interval; she approached it a finger's width off straight, and the teeth stayed out of it. She made the sound again, quieter, and this time she tipped her face down before her mouth had quite left his, so that the end of the kiss happened against his chin.

"That is enough," she said, muffled. "For a first. I have read that a first should be short. I have overrun it."

"By how much."

"I stopped counting at the wing." She drew back an inch and tipped her chin up to look at him. "Andy. One further matter, and I am telling you at a field drain because I shall be unable to say it at the inn. When the night is asked again and answered yes, I intend to be dreadful at it and to learn fast, and I intend you to be the one who watches me learn. And what I said in the yard stands. I do not take items off the schedule."

He forgot the breath a second time, and she waited it out.

* * *
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H

e read it with his hand still at the back of her neck. "It took the maybe off," he said. "It's got a karma system, and the karma is for kissing. Of course it does."


Sara caught where his eyes had gone. "You are reading."

"It's—hang on."

"Read it to me, please."

He read it to her in the only voice he had for reading, and when he got to devious pervert she took her hand out of his hair, set it on his chest, and left it there.

"That is incorrect," said Sara.

"I know it's incorrect."

"I initiated. It says so. You were kissed, and you reciprocated, precisely as I had planned, so the fault on this sheet is the System's judgement and not mine." Sara at her most exact. "Whoever writes the System's judgements has never been kissed at a field drain and has strong views regardless. It keeps a discipline hall's book on summoner conduct and judges it badly. I appeal. I intend to be right about the next one as well."

"It said logged."

"Then it is logged." She took her hand off his chest. "I shall kiss you again on some other road and it may log that too. I am fond of being logged. I did not know that about myself until now."

The two ahead had stopped at the far side of the field and were looking back, the hat and the horns, their faces small with distance. Diana's tail stayed visible, and it was moving.

"They saw," he said.

"Diana saw. Jess saw Diana see." Sara yanked her cloak straight over the lowered wing, her attention restored. "Diana will want it for the field-book. She will ask you what it was like. Tell her the truth, please."

"Which is what."

"That my teeth are extremely hard and my learning is extremely fast. Comprehension is the one gift the Host never had to beat into me." She walked on. "And that you went a color. Say that first, if you would. It is the part she will want."

He caught up with her. His mouth still tasted of field water and of her, and his face was hot. The panel sat on his HUD with its straight-faced logged, an achievement toast that refused to fade. Sara did the thing with her chest that stood in for a breath, once, for company.

"Sara."

"Mm."

"It wasn't the night."

"It was not the night. The night stands answered. This was a kiss, and I shall be having more of them. I am telling you in advance, so that they are kept and not sprung."

"You're going to schedule them."

"I schedule everything," said Sara. "It is the correct way. A sword cultivator keeps a schedule or loses her edge." She walked three paces, stopped, came back, and took his hand. She held it up between them, laced, where the whole road could see it, and lowered it only after a carter on the far track had looked. "Nobody told me to do that," she said to the hedge, low. "I want it on this road, once, so that it is on the sheet."

It went into him hot and complete, and the counterweight came in behind it. A woman he could put back on a post had every reason to hold his hand where the road could see it. He grabbed her by the cloak, tipped his head down to her mouth, and kissed her again anyway, at the hedge, because she was standing in all three doors, and for the length of a kiss they could stay open.

Ahead, Jess had cupped her hands and called back down the road, and it reached him faint over the field and clear enough.

"You're a color, boss."

He went a second one. Sara kept his hand. "Before the inn," she said, "I shall want a third."


CHAPTER 25 — Briefing the Wrong Raid

T

he dyers' carts crossed the weir on Saturdays, and on this Saturday the dyers, met at the crossroads below the field drain, had asked for company, because the Ferrow road had heard about the toll line. Andy had a payload of carts and a weir for a map.


"Company ahead," said Jess, an hour up the road, her eyes lamping up under the brim, her lips moving as she read the alders like a page. "Alders on the far bank. I can feel them from here. Don't stare."

Andy stared at the road instead. For the last hour Jess had been cutting three reed-stakes while walking beside the lead cart. She carved each with the point of her knife, finer than a wren's track, murmuring the word into the carving.

"Gaiste."

The carved lines on the reed flushed gray as ash at the word, with violet crawling under the line, and dulled again. After each she walked off a stagger in her step that he learned to watch for, and frost came up on her skin. She was pre-casting traps on the walk to the fight. Every rogue guide recommended it, and zero rogues did it.

"That's draining you," he said.

"Hurts at the carving. Doesn't hurt later." She blew the dust off the third stake. "That's the trick of a talisman. You bleed the qi before the fight, and in the fight it's already in the wood. Say it back."

"Charge them before. Nothing to cast in the fight."

"Good boy."

He went hot to the collar at good boy, and she smoothed the third stake a shade slower so he could get it over with.

Diana, by the look of her, had been waiting for that since the field drain. She dropped back from the second cart with the field-book open and the pen out, and fell in at his other elbow.

"You have gone a color," she said. "Good. It saves me the preamble. I left a page for the drain, and the page is still blank, and I have been patient far longer than is natural to me."

"Sara said you'd ask."

"Sara is always right about me. It is her least attractive quality, and she is a smug bitch about it. What was it like?" A pause, fond. "She is a belower, and a correct one, which is the worst kind of holy ass."

Sara, at the head of the carts, let it pass without turning her head.

He had been given his lines on a road, so he said them in order. "I went a color. That's first. Her teeth are hard. She learns fast."

Diana wrote the three down. Then she frowned at them on the page. "That is her summary. She wrote your side of it for you. I can hear her grammar in it." She tapped the pen on the line. "I want yours. How did she come at you?"

"Straight. Like a ford."

"Of course she did." Her tail swung once. "And you?"

"Turned my head a finger's width. So the teeth were out of it."

The pen slowed. "Not one mouth I have known thought to move the teeth." Her eyes went to his mouth and stayed there. She glared at it for keeping them. "That was the bond. The rest is mine. I mean to discover for myself how slowly you do it. Not today. There is a weir."

Sara spoke from the head of the carts. "He was told to say the color first."

"He did," said Diana, writing. "It was the part I wanted."

He went a second color, and Diana documented that too.

"Professor," said Jess, without looking up from the stake. "Weir." Her soul qi had climbed back to four-fifths since the bridge, as high as she ever let it climb, and she let it creep back between cuts while she walked.

The weir came into sight, and the causeway they had already held once, one wagon wide. The weir spilled white under the south wall on the right, the mill-race ran black under the north wall on the left, and the road climbed into the alders on the far side. It was a chokepoint with water on both flanks, and the last light was draining off it. Jess planted the stakes while the carts waited at the near end: one at ten paces from the far end, on the pond side, and two at twenty. They registered as weir-trash, gray reed against gray stone, with the carving underneath where only the fish could see it.
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"Hold the carts at the near end till I wave," Jess told Garrit, the dyers' carter. "Stopped short of the stones is fine. Stopped on them is how carts get lost."

"And if they come at the walk?"

"Then I get to watch," said Jess. "Second-best thing to watch'll be your face. You already look like you've shat your cart. Mid." Garrit read WITCH over her hat, made the sign against it, and dropped back a cart.

* * *

T

hey came out of the alders with the carts still standing at the near end.


There were eight of them, mounted, in the gray. Ruthe rode at the front on a bay. Behind her came five with crossbows, Fitch with his wrist bound to a board, and one more in a green coat on a mule, with stakes of his own sticking out of a satchel. A bigger pack with a caster: that was how a faction came back the second time.

Andy's stomach dropped through the cart bench. He read the green coat, the cold drove in behind his eyes like a pair of nails, and a pale frame unfolded over it.
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"Hedge-mage," he said. "Green coat. Realm D. Foundation, two full realms over the party. He reads workings. Jess—"

"Seen him."

"He can see your stakes."

"Then he can tell them." Jess walked out to the far end of the walk alone and stood with her thumbs in her belt between eight riders and everything she was minding. Sara waited at the head of the carts with her hands empty, and Diana kept to the near bank, for once not writing. Jess was about to read the boss mechanics aloud to the enemy raid. He had never before seen it done by the person who had designed the encounter.

"Evening," Jess called. "Captain. Before anybody does anything athletic, you'll want the rules. You've brought a man who can check them, so check. First ten paces of this walk takes a leg. There's a stake in it. Second ten paces takes both legs. Over the wall, you're in the pond, and armor swims about as well as you'd think."

The green coat leaned out over his mule's neck and studied the water, running a detect pass on her stakes. A pale green film slid over the water from his hand, and where it touched them the stakes glowed through the surface like bones in a lamp, then dimmed again as the film lifted.
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"Three," said Kemble. He had a thin, dry voice. "She's telling the truth, Captain. One at ten. Two at twenty. Divan, carved, and charged with her qi. A Foundation reader can't lift a Mortal's talisman from here; it's the wrong kind of hand."

"Can you lift them from there?" said Ruthe.

"If I go and stand in the pond."

"Then we don't take the walk." Ruthe looked past Jess, down the stone, to the carts, and to Andy on the bench. "The bill says alive and it says her. It doesn't say anything about the boy. Everyone who fights summoners knows it: cut the summoner, and his bound go slack. No court ever hanged a man for it, either."

The crossbows came up together, and they were aimed past Jess, at the cart. At him.

"Boss, DOWN," said Jess, and he was already diving off the bench. Sara lunged between the cart and the bank with her arms wide and took two of the five in her own body. The bolts stood out of the meat of her arm and her side, gold welling around the shafts. But she was one angel and there were five bows. The third went high into the alders. The fourth split the bench where his head had been a heartbeat before and stood there humming. The fifth came under her arm on a level line for the side of Andy's neck, and there was no part of her left to put in front of it.

Jess put a word in the way. "Gaiste." Raw, spoken, aimed raw at an object already in flight, the hardest way there was to throw it. The bolt struck a knot of thorned violet cord that bloomed out of the air a hand from his throat, turned in it, and dropped dead onto the boards by his face. Jess's knees gave, and she sat down hard on the stone where she stood.

"Eight seconds," said Andy, from the boards, with his cheek on the wood. "Stirrup bows. Eight to span. Jess. You've got eight."

Jess was shaking on the stone with the raw word still wringing her out, and she got her feet under her anyway. Her face had turned into the other one.

On eight, the first bow to finish spanning came up on her, exactly on Andy's count, and she answered it from the stone she knelt on, one word across forty feet of water.

"Gaiste."

Shouted raw again, it ripped out of her pool so hard her teeth knocked.

The snare seized the crossbow in the man's grip. Thorned violet cords sprang out of the air at the bow and closed on stock, string and both his hands, and wrenched it skyward as it loosed. His own bolt went in under his chin and out through the crown of his head in a spray of hair and bone chips, and he toppled off his horse like dropped luggage.

"Ride her down," said one of the four remaining. "She's only a witch. She's shaking. She's empty. Ride her—"

"There's a stake—" from Kemble.

The man rode. He galloped past Ruthe's raised hand and past Jess onto the walk, and the first ten paces took his leg as promised.

The stake woke under the water. Thorned cords cracked up violet out of the carved stake through the murk, and the thorns locked on the horse's foreleg. The horse went down, the rider collided with the stone at speed, and the weight of both came onto his leg across the iron-hard stake and sheared it below the knee, bone and all. In the wet, the shinbone showed like a peeled stick. It was a trap proc, on a player who had been told where the trap was. The boot went into the pond. The rest of him landed on the walk with the stump pumping in time to his heart, and lay there and screamed across the water at his own boot as it sank.

Jess's mouth curled, small and satisfied, and stayed curled.

"Left foot, lad," she called back along the stone. "Oh. Sorry."
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"That's one leg," said Jess, to the bank at large. "As promised. And one bow. Next? Don't be shy."

Mechanics are mechanics, said the raid brain, on the cart boards, with a bolt beside its ear. She told them. They stood in it anyway. That is a wipe you post the clip of. Andy did not want the clip.

Ruthe lowered her hand and considered the man screaming on the walk, and the small woman shaking with cold kneeling ten paces short of a stake only she and the hedge-reader could see.

"Kemble."

"Captain."

"Can you get him off the stone."

"I can reach him. I cannot carry him and guard against her at the same time. You want him back, she has to let us take him."

A gray thread lifted off the dying man while he still breathed, thin as spider silk. Jess's eyes flared amber and followed it up into the dusk, and her mouth opened a finger's width. Then she shut it, hard, and looked at the pond instead. The thread thinned out over the weir and was gone.

Both banks watched the man on the walk. The scream dropped a step, hoarse, and went from scream to saw to a kettle-hiss to a breathing a child could have counted. The pulse at the stump slowed, the ribbon in the pond thinned, and the weir went quiet in the middle of a breath. On the panel the bleed ticked down, a bar the man could feel.

[ COLLECTOR — SLAIN (BLED OUT) ]


Andy knelt on the cart boards. A man whose name he had never learned had bled out on a dam, and Jess had watched his last breath go like a witch reading a finished circle. It went onto the shelf for later, and the shelf tipped under the weight.

"New rule," said Jess. "The crossing's closed to you. The scrub's still open. First, though: your mess comes off my stone. Him. The leg. The boot in my pond. Your man in the stirrup. Every piece leaves with you, and then the bows come down and you walk."

Ruthe held Jess's eye from the far bank.

"Boy," she said. Past Jess. To the cart. "Sit up. Let me see your face."

He sat up before he had consciously decided to.

She took in the hoodie under the borrowed coat, the five cuts on his forearm where the sleeve had ridden up, the angel with her arms out in front of him, and whatever his face was doing.

"There," said Ruthe. "Now I've got you as well. Ardnowe. Cursed, they say. Mortal, and staying it." She turned the bay. "Get the mess. Do as the witch says. We'll be back with a bigger paper."

* * *

T

hey came onto the walk two at a time under Jess's eye and cleared it. Two carried the bled man off, and Kemble waded the shallows to recover the boot and its contents. Their hats came off as they passed her, bowing to the cultivator who had beaten them on her own stone, and the curl at her mouth stayed for every one of them. She gave each man an insult as he passed, one apiece, flat as a slap: "Bow-legs." "Weasel." "Smells of piss." "Nice hat, shame about the head."


The last of them read the white title over the demon on the near bank and found his nerve. "When the Queen's done with you, sweetheart, the Post barracks takes horned girls on a Tuesday."

"I am an archivist," Diana called back. "And your thighs are a six, and your ass is a four."

They left three crossbows on the bank, gray items, with a body's worth of blood on the stone beside them. The funnel gave Andy first pick, and he passed. Spanning one took a BODY he did not have.

"Boss," said Jess, when the alders had swallowed the last of them. She was pulling her stakes, coiling the cords, saving every knot. "The two that carried the leg off. They'll drop back from the captain at the first fork; they always do, the ones that carried. They'll be on the dyers' road tonight with a dead man between them and no captain."

"So?"

"So they're stragglers. Two strangers on a dark road, both scared. So sad. Anyway." She looked up at him from the water, still shivering. "You want the road clean for Ferrow, they disappear tonight, before they find the fork. Nobody at the weir tomorrow asks the dyers who bled here, and I'm back to two-thirds before the second watch. My path has a quick road back from an empty pool."

He climbed back onto the cart bench and considered it, with the dead bolt still lying on the boards at his feet: two frightened men carrying a body along a dark road. It was logistics, and it was mana regen. Kills topped her pool back up, apparently, and she wanted the top-up.

"Not tonight," he said. "You're shaking. You've emptied yourself twice for me since the bridge. Ruthe's the problem and Ruthe's gone."

"Suit yourself." She tucked the stakes in her coat, waved Garrit on, climbed onto the cart bench beside him, and sat against his hip.

The carts rolled into the alders, Sara at the head of them with her arms finally down, pulling the second bolt out of her side with a grunt and a fresh spill of gold. Diana followed at the rear, writing by touch in the dusk, her tail held stiff behind her since the crossbows.

"Pull straight," Jess told the ox-men, "or I'll geld whichever of you pulls worse, with the belt-knife, and keep what I take in a jar. Not a threat. A vibe."

Another furlong on, he was theorycrafting again.

"One word," he said. "The stakes. The crossbow. How does one word do both?"

"Gaiste." She only named it this time, and nothing woke, but the word still took its sip off her, and a shiver went across her shoulders. "It means trap." Jess watched the road. "Snare. That's all the word means. One word, two shapes. Divan runs on two channels at once: what the word means, and what the speaker means. I say trap; I mean the crossbow. The world reads both and builds the one I meant."

"So you could say any word and mean anything? That's broken. That's patch-day broken."

"You could." She said it slowly. "Divan will do anything, if you've got the word and the blood. Anything takes everything. Say a word wide enough and it bites past qi, past blood, into the part of you that doesn't grow back." She tapped the tin. "So the trap school keeps one word on a short leash. That word means trap and only trap, and trap is small. That's what a school is, boss. A leash on a language."

"And if somebody wanted the wide word anyway?"

"Then they'd want somebody else to bleed for it." She did not look at him. "Beat them, bleed them, or break their head till they'll hand it over. Wide Divan does that. Nobody writes it down."

"That's, like, a lot of trust in the world."

"The world knows," said Jess. "The world is smarter than most of the people in it."

"Jess."

"Mm."

"That bolt you turned out of the air. It was going in my neck."

"It was."

"You were already shaking. You shouted it raw to catch it, and even I know that's the hardest way there is."

"I did." She said it to the road, the racket off it. "So you know, boss. You've got a piece of me now, at the weir, burned raw. A raw word goes out all at once with no qi laid behind it, and I burned it standing in front of you." She looked up at him from under the brim, amber and level. "I don't know yet what I'll want. I'll know when I want it. But I put a piece of me into that water today for you, and I'm not the kind that does that and forgets. Someday I'll name what I want back, and you'll give it. That's all. Don't make the face."

"I'm not making the face."

"You're making the face."

He chewed on that for the rest of the alders. Behind them the millpond carried the last of the ribbon down over the race. On his HUD the two lines that said SLAIN sat where they had printed, and neither of them said Kemble.


CHAPTER 26 — The Spirit Stones Are People

J

ess sorted her tin after the weir with her shirt off, at the loft table under the hanging lamp, with the same care she gave to anchors. They were back in the Millstone's loft, since the market had shown the hat man could find them anywhere and the Bell-house was only colder. Every crafter did the end-of-session inventory sort, and every raider skipped it. Her shirt dried on the chair back. She looked like the painted girl on a gin-shop sign, all bare shoulders and come-hither, provided nobody had heard her speak. The lamplight caught her breasts and the hard line down her stomach, smooth as poured bronze, and she made no move to cover herself.


She arranged the chalks by length, the six braided circles in a row, and the reed-stakes by the knots she had saved. The last pinch of the charm-circle's chaff went into a pocket of the tin that stayed shut. The shiver had gone out of her hands, courtesy of supper and the loft stove.

"Ask it," she said, with her eyes on the tin. "You've had it in your mouth since the bridge, and I'd swear the angel won't guess, so it's mine to answer or not."

"Sara said alive means they want you for a job a corpse can't do."

"Sara's read a lot of warrants." Sara, at the door, kept her back to them.

"Okay, so what's the use, Jess?"

She yanked the tin square to the table edge. Then she told him, as a piece of the trade, the sum done before he had asked.

"Ascensions are fed. Most people die not knowing it." She set a chalk in its place. "Tempering gets you a stage. Nobody ever tempered their way to a realm. A realm only comes when the sky comes down for you, and the sky comes down when it's fed. Sect lot sit in a cave half their lives waiting on it to look their way. The ones who don't wait feed it." She set another chalk in, hard. "The fuel is souls. Big souls burn big. Little souls, you need a lot of them in one place at one time, which is more logistics than technique. A thief chained at a rim screams for an hour and burns about as bright as a candle. And willing beats unwilling. A soul that says yes to the rim burns like ten that were dragged there. Everyone in the craft knows it, and hardly anybody can get one, unless they hold it from high enough above to make it want the rim."

The loft went quiet around the lamp while Diana stopped reading and Sara, posted at the door, looked over.

Andy sat with the words traveling through him and landing in an unexpected place. When the bar is full I send the sky. The party's breakthrough bar had lit a third of its length when Diana died in a market. It was fed as well, and now he knew what it ate.

"That's the use," said Jess. "A queen who wants a chalk witch alive wants the chalk. There's only one job in the craft you need a circle-wright alive to draw." She slammed the tin shut. "That's what you get tonight. You asked for the use and I gave you the use."

Then, because the tin was shut and her hands had nothing to do, she opened it again.

"And the other end of the same craft, since you'll ask it next. A taken soul has to be walked to the rim where it burns. That's what a wagon is. This county's road runs one way with a load on and comes back empty, and it's run that way longer than anybody remembers. That means somebody past Sett has been burning souls a long time and hasn't run dry." A chalk went in. "That was the first sum I did on the grain barn floor. Yours was the second."

He let it sit and read it like any screen, what was printed and nothing else, leaving the blanks alone for the moment. It was a lore dump with the redacted lines still redacted, and the redactions were the quest.

"Okay, big-brain question," he said. "If souls are the fuel, and willing burns hotter than unwilling. And a summoner can pull a bound soul back through a ring in thirty-one hours. Every time. Proven." His voice was running ahead of him. "Then a party like this one is—"

"Sitting on the best trick in the county," said Jess. "Yes. That was the second sum."

She was describing an exploit in a forum voice. Infinite souls glitch, still works on current patch, the devs know and haven't fixed it. Any guild he had joined would have farmed it by the second night, and he would have authored the guide.

"Jess."

"You asked." She spread her hands. "Three souls, willing if they're willing. An Archangel's, a Greater Succubus's, and mine, burned at a rim for a rung. And a boy with a ring who's shown twice that what he binds comes back at hour thirty-one, whatever was done to it in between. That's the whole offer, if anybody were making it."

"And the catch."

"The catch is the untested part. Nobody's ever burned a bound soul at a rim and called it back. Whether what comes back is what went in, or only a copy that answers to the name, the craft never wrote down." She hauled the tin up under her arm. "That's a question for an appendix."

"Only a stubble-fire would offer up souls so cheerfully," said Diana. "Your kind barely keep one long enough to miss it. My soul is my path's root. The man who wrote that appendix burned his, and look what the poor stubble-fire got for it: an appendix, and not one woman in the archive willing to sit on his face as thanks."

She said it from behind the epic. Her eyes stayed on the page, and her tail had curled around the table leg and gone pale at the tip.

"I have read that appendix. It is in a book in a library I may never see again. It is twelve pages. It ends with the author's name and no colophon, because the author did not survive to see it printed." She shut the book. "I decline. Write your own fucking appendix."

"Sara," said Jess.

"No," said Sara.

It was her flattest voice, and it left the question settled. She turned her head back to the door, and that was all she said.

Jess looked at the two of them, then Andy, and shrugged with the arm that cradled the tin.

"Well," she said. "Witch talk. You asked."

* * *

H

e found Sara at the well-hood in the small hours, her customary station when she took the watch. The offer had followed him up the stairs and sat on his chest like a paperweight. The square was empty under a hard field of stars. He sat down on the well step below her without a word, and she let him. Her hem was dark and wet to the shin, though the night was dry, and she was smiling at the empty square as if it had told her good news. He put the hem down to the well bucket and the smile down to the stars.


The town clock struck twice before she finally spoke.

"I have decided not to have Jess eat my soul. It is the root of my dao heart."

He looked up at her, startled.

The loft had heard her flat voice. This was the other one, the one that ended an argument; he had heard it twice before, over a shallow grave and over Bel's list. She looked like she had stood here since, weighing it: what the realm would give him, and whether she would come back. "And I find that the soul is the one item on my sheet that has never once been given away. And I find I am fond of it."

"Sara—"

"So. No. Hear all of the answer this time, please, and keep it." Her hands stayed on the stone. "I wanted you to have both."

He sat on the step and studied the cobblestones between his boots.

"Fuck," he said at last.

"Yes." She came down one step to him, took his face in both hands, and kissed him, slow, with the well-rope creaking above them. "The third," she said against his mouth. "I said before the inn. It is after the inn, and I am sorry for the lateness. I do not take items off a schedule." He sat with the taste of her on his lips, and the sum came back anyway.

"Jess did the sum on the grain barn floor. The first day."

"She did it when she saw your path over your head. Jess does every sum. It is what she is. I do not hold it against water that it runs downhill."

"Then you don't hold it against—"

"Boss."

Jess crossed the cobbles from the Millstone's doorway at a walk, hands in her pockets. She stopped at the foot of the well step and looked up at the angel, then down at him.

"You've been doing my sum in your head since the loft," she said. "I could hear it through the floor."

"Jess—"

"Don't." She yanked her hands out of her pockets. "I said it in the wright voice because it's wright work. So here's the other half, and I'm only going to say it once."

She sat down on the step beside him, hooked her arm through his, and put her other hand on Sara's boot.

"I will never eat your soul without asking. Any of you. Not for a throne, not for the Queen's whole crown, not for the two best souls in the county, which are at this well. I've known that since the grain barn and done nothing about it but sums." Her voice was light. "Asked. Answered. The answer chalked into the rim before I close it. That's the rite. No sect wrote it, and anybody who tells you there's another has already decided what your answer will be."

Every syllable of it had gone to Sara, laid at her feet, and not one word of it was aimed at him. Jess swore it expertly, choosing each word like footing on ice. Andy took the care for nerves, though she had never looked so sincere.

Sara looked down at her with gold, unblinking attention.

"That," said Sara, at last, "was a knife curtsying."

"It was a promise." Jess kept the arm hooked. "It's the same thing in my craft. I've sworn it now, in front of a summoner and an angel at a well, and I've got a technique in me that keeps count of what I swear."

A faint violet circle flickered at her throat, once, like a seal pressed into wax, and faded. A breath went out of her for it. She looked over at Andy. "So take your face off. You're doing the face."

[ JESSAMINE — SWORN CIRCLE (OATH) — SOUL QI −1 · WITNESSED: SARAFAEL · ANDY CHUNKING ]


"What face."

"The soul-talk face. The one where you go a color and then go a worse one." She shoved his shoulder with hers. "Boss. If you go strange about this, I'm going to teach Diana the Kittens. I'll tell her it's how your country honors a man. She'll write it down."

He stared at her. "Don't."

"The ears," said Jess. "The oh-double-you-oh. The face." She crossed her eyes sweetly up and away, the tip of her tongue at the corner of her mouth. She held two fingers up beside her cheek just as long as it took Sara's eyebrows to move. He had described it to her on the road out of boredom, and she had kept every detail. His raid brain queued the clip already: a noon in a market square, Diana running at him across the cobbles, doing the face. Jess put her fingers down. "So don't go strange."

"I'm not going weird. I'm fine. This is fine."

"You're a color."

"It's cold."

"Mm," said Jess, warm, and leaned on him, the full weight of her against his side, deliberate and held. Her hand found his knee and stayed, and the thumb moved. It traveled up the inside seam of his pants and stopped a hand short. "And while we're swearing at wells. I've done the other sum too, boss. The one where a circle-wright works out what she wants off a summoner. It isn't his soul, and it isn't on his sheet yet." She said it to the square. "Ask me in a year."

He sat on the well step under the weight of her, turning it over. She swore off my soul, out loud, in front of an angel. Nobody in his whole raiding life had sworn him anything. He leaned back into her, because the well step was cold and she was warm.

* * *

H

e brought her sheet up later, in the loft, in the dark, with Jess asleep on the stove-side floor with her hat on her chest. He had been told a truth tonight in her trade voice, and he wanted to see whether the sheet had heard it too. Inspecting a sleeping party member was rude in games and worse here, but the number had been bothering him since a barn. His eyes chilled like a cold spoon laid on each lid, and a pale frame unfolded over her.


[ JESSAMINE · Human (Ascendant) · WITCH ]
[ BODY C/F- · SPEED C/F- · WORKING S/F- · SIGHT B/F- · WILL S/S ]
[ ASCENSION · INCOMPLETE ]
[ TECHNIQUES: THORN-KNOT SNARE D ]
[ JESSAMINE · 34 ]
[ HP: 68/68 SOUL QI: 61/175 ]


It was the same sheet as the grain barn, with a line added at the pit, and the number under the word had moved. It read thirty-four, unlabeled, with its subject missing.

Thirty-one, he had settled on at the stable barn, the day she opened her wrists and her recall window printed at thirty-one hours, the same number. But her recall had run its thirty-one hours to the minute, and the number said thirty-four tonight, so it had never been the window. He looked at it now with alive, willing, and a rung in his head, and it still read as a bare number.

A counting error, he decided, one of those cosmetic defects developers ignored for months. Every other explanation needed Jess to be busy at night, and the only night work he had seen her do was swear an oath at a well.

He dismissed the sheet and lay down while the astral qi seeped back into his chest, cold as well water, and Sara guarded the doorway, motionless. The number waited in the darkness where he had left it: thirty-four, and a bug nobody fixed until the patch where it wasn't.


CHAPTER 27 — It Reflects Magic. Hit It.

T

hree dyers came to the Millstone on Tuesday, smelling of the vats, and reported that the Collectors had seized their vat-halls. A dungeon, then, with a caster at the back.


"Since the weir," said the head dyer. His hands were the color of a bruise to the wrist and had been for a working life. "Four of them, new bows off the Post, and the man in the green coat. They've took the halls, and six of ours are up on the gantry where they can see them, and they're sleeping in the wool and they say they'll keep the door until the chalk witch comes for it."

"Were you born blue," said Jess, "or did they dip you as a baby? Be so for real."

"Then she will come for it," said Sara.

"Jess," said Andy.

"They're in a dye-works, boss. One door and a lot of vats. If I were choosing a floor to be caught on I'd choose that one." She shut the tin. "And he wants my hands. A hedge-reader who reads techniques and can't make one, and a paper that says alive." She pulled the hat down. "I'd like to see what he thinks he'll do with them."

Jess passed the morning carving five reed-stakes for the escape. These were sting-and-slow wards, gentler than the weir's leg-takers, a hedge of cold thorns for anyone who chased, and each one drew on her pool and left her blinking. She had woken where she always kept it, and the five stakes took most of it. Violet ran under the ash-gray of each line as her knife closed it. She gave them to the dyers to plant along the route to the yard.

[ JESS — ESCAPE-WARD STAKES ×5 (CARVED, CHARGED) — SOUL QI −100 (−20 PER STAKE) · JESS QI 22/175 ]


Diana passed it in the Millstone's yard with the field-book, watching the dyers spread their saved bolts on the fence. They worked bare to the waist in the cold, blue to the elbow and pale above it, and every time one of them bent to a bolt she wrote.

"Blood slaves wear their backs well, for such short lives," she called to the dyers, and graded the nearest one aloud. "Shoulders a seven. Ass a nine." He dropped his bolt in the mud and walked away.

Andy read the page upside down when she went for ink. Dyers, the yard: forearms, excellent. Shoulders, good. Backs, a matter for further study. Beneath it, in the careful hand, underlined: A. of Ardnowe: better.

She came back, caught him reading it, confiscated the book, and clutched it to her chest. "That is a comparative study," she said. "It has a control."

* * *

T

ullwater lay an hour up the weir road from Ferrow: eight houses on a mill-leat off the Tull. The leat ran blue below the works and clear above them. They came to it after dark with the lanterns shuttered. The works reached them before they could see it, as stale urine, wet wool and the iron reek of mordant. Steam came off the roof vent, though the vats should have been cold.


The dye-works ran three vat-halls under one roof, with one door in from the dyers' yard. Andy narrated it aloud from the yard wall, because the calls came out better with the floor plan stated first. He had run this dungeon in five games.

"One door. Three halls in a line, vats down both sides of each, gantry overhead with a ladder at the end of the second hall. Four in the second hall, I can see the lanterns. Caster in the third, at the bench, far corner." His voice was level and his hands had started already. "Sara. The door. It's the one way out and it's the one way in and you hold it. Nobody comes through you. Diana, the ladder. Hold fire across its foot, so they can't get up over us. Jess."

"Boss."

"The caster's yours. The cultivator. Foundation, by the plate. He reads workings. So don't work. Just walk up on him like it's a Tuesday at H-E-B." It was the guide voice, the boss reflects magic, so melee it.

"Walking's what I do," said Jess, and went in.

Sara took the door and stood square in it, her shoulders touching both jambs and the sword in her hand. She studied the four men in gray rising out of the wool with their crossbows. The tank had learned to tank by tanking, and the talent she had shown on a ford and a barge went onto her sheet.

Her eyes traveled over them. Every route through her, the left jamb, the right, over, under, through, was examined and shut. As each one shut, a thin gold line crossed it in the air like the leading of a church window, until the panes between the lines glowed like stained glass. The first crossbowman read ARCHANGEL OF JUDGEMENT over her and lowered his bow, white to the lips. By his face, he knew what he had done for the Queen's paper. Another crossbow came up and she moved her head the width of it, and the bolt buried itself in the doorframe. The same man tried the left jamb, and the gold line across it took his hand off at the wrist. He stood looking at the stump pumping red onto the threshold until his knees went. Another tried the right, and she let him come the full distance and shoved him back into the hall with the flat of the blade. Then she stepped back into the door behind him as if the frame had grown her. The fourth had learned from the three and shot low, at the knee. She caught the bolt on the sword and it rang off into the vats. She looked at him, and he put the crossbow down.

[ HOSTILES ×4 — THE QUEEN'S COLLECTORS · REALM E ]
[ CROSSBOWS ]
[ KEMBLE · Human · HEDGE-MAGE · Realm D · WOOD QI · HP 72/72 · THIRD HALL ]
[ SARAFAEL — HEAVEN-GATE FORMATION — RECORDED · D · HEAVENLY QI −6 ]
[ DOORWAY HELD · ROUTES SHUT 5/5 · DRAWS REFUSED ]
[ DIANA — CAST: HELLFIRE BAR (VÛR · LADDER-FOOT) — HP −8 · DIANA HP 68/76 · QI 107/107 ]
[ GANTRY LADDER — BURNING ]


Two of the three still on their feet backed away from Sara toward the ladder. From the doorway at Sara's hip, Diana had laid a bar of black fire across its foot with one word and one palm cracked black and scorched. The two Collectors who had been heading for it turned around and found a demon's fire between them and the only way up.

"Sit down," said Diana, pleasantly. "Sacrifice fodder folds so beautifully at the knee. You, on the end, with the lovely thighs. Sit, you pretty shit." They sat, two Qi-Gathering men obeying a demon capped at Mortal. Andy guessed neither could read her true realm under the cap, and neither wanted to test a realm against black fire. They stared at her. Diana, by her smile, took the staring as a compliment.

The one on the end grinned at her, sick with nerves. "They send your kind to the officers. We never got one."

"Then sit up straight," said Diana, "and perhaps one day you will."

They sat up straight.

* * *

J

ess walked.


She walked the length of the second hall with her hands in her pockets, past the two men Diana had seated. She entered the third hall. The lamp was there with the bench under it, and the man in the green coat was rising behind it with a batten in both hands. A rogue walking up on a caster was a win in every guide, and the guide had left out the batten.

Andy followed along the vats at the distance she had set, with his hands shaking. Kemble's hands were scrubbed pink and bare to the wrist, while every dyer on the gantry above was stained to the elbow.

"That's far enough," said Kemble, thin and dry. "Captain's gone south to the Queen with your face and the boy's. I stayed, and I've a paper same as hers." He yanked the batten up. "It says alive. I read it closer than she did. Alive is the hands, witch. The Queen wants a circle-wright's hands and the rest is packaging."

"Then come take them."

"I don't need to come anywhere." A carved line ran down the batten. His lips whitened before the word.

Andy knew that tell now. "Jess—DOWN—" He was already moving, half a beat late.

Kemble spat it. "GEARRÚ ATH!"

The shear crossed the hall. It was a fold in the air, a long horizontal wrongness shimmering like heat at waist height, and it severed Jess's right arm at the elbow. For a heartbeat the stump did nothing, a clean pink disk with the bone in the middle. The forearm hit the floor, the tin burst open beside it, and the chalks scattered across the boards.

Blood burst from both of Kemble's nostrils in the same breath: he had pushed a raw casting wider than the sentence was built for. His ears ran red behind it, and a streak of gray climbed from his temple into his hair, but the working had held. A green seam of wood qi hung in the air where it had cut.

Then the sound arrived: the wet punch of the shear, and the severed arm on the boards with its hand still half-open among the chalks. Blood left the elbow in gouts timed to her heart. She went down into it, and the hat went off across the boards.

Andy's save folder corrupted in one second. A voice was screaming her name across the vat-hall, his own, and he had covered half the distance.

[ KEMBLE — CAST: SEVERING SHEAR (GEARRÚ · SPOKEN, RAW) — POOL DRY · HP −8 · KEMBLE HP 64/72 ]
[ JESSAMINE HP 68 → 61/68 · RIGHT ARM: SEVERED AT ELBOW · BLEED −31/MIN ]
[ JESSAMINE · HP 61/68 · BLEED-OUT: 2 MIN · SHOCK: 60 s ]


She did the next thing from the floor, on her back, in her own blood, on the clock the panel had just printed. An arm gone emptied a person in two minutes, and the shakes arrived at one.

"Tes," she said, through her teeth, and pressed her left palm to the stump.

At the word and the intent behind it, a violet circle of soul qi bloomed under her palm, its heart glowing cherry-red, and sank in. The word wrung her: a shudder through her frame on top of the gray already there. The wound seared shut with a hiss and a stink of iron and cooked meat. She made one sound, furious, and swallowed the rest. Under the fury, her body leaned into the heat and the stink of her own searing arm, as into a hard thumb on a bruise. Her eyelids went heavy for half a breath before she swallowed that too. But it had been there, and Andy, three strides out, hard-saved it and wished he had not.

Then Andy was there, on his knees in it, with his hands on her and nowhere to put them. He had no heal to cast, so he stayed.

"Don't," she said. "Don't touch the end of it. Boss. Boss. Look at me. I'm sealed. I'm not emptying. I've got a minute before I shake and I want to use it." Her lips were going gray. "He's still standing."

Kemble stood behind his bench with the batten in his hands and blood on his mouth, staring at the arm on the floor between them. He looked like he had dug up a grave for gold and found only an arm.

"Keep it," said Jess, from the boards. "It never could pick a lock."

Jess turned her head and gave him the arithmetic stillness. He stood twenty feet away, white and bleeding from the face, and open, a door left off the latch.

Her left hand drifted toward him, two fingers extended, as they had moved at the pit.

Then she raised her eyes to the gantry, where the dyers stood in a row with their blue hands on the rail. Her eyes went to Diana, who was watching Jess's hand and nothing else from the doorway, and then they went to Andy.

The hand stopped.

"No," said Jess.

She said it to herself, in the other voice. Then, louder, past Andy's shoulder, to the doorway at the far end of three halls:

"Sara. Yours."

"His pool's dry," Andy called down the halls to her. The panel had printed POOL DRY, and the nosebleed told him the rest. "He's casting on blood now. He's got one more in him, and it'll take his face with it. Walk into it, Sara. Take the one, and finish him on the next breath."

She had left the door, because the door had run out of men to hold. She came through the three halls at a walk with the sword in her hand. Kemble lifted the batten and got half the word out this time, "Gearrú—" his ears running fresh blood, his eyes filling red to the rims, and the gray climbing out across his scalp. The green fold in the air caught her at the side of the head and took the top of her left ear clean off. It opened the cloak and the shoulder under it to the bone, a line of gold from ear to collarbone. She came through it at the same walk.

"Sarael," she said, when she reached him.

Gold ran up the length of her blade at the verdict and flared at the point, and qi left her with a breath. A gold cross burned open on his forehead, and gold pyre-fire caught the hem of the green coat. The second half of his incantation died in his mouth. The stroke went in under the collarbone and out through his back, and the point burst out between his shoulder blades in a spray that painted the nearest dye-vat. She lifted him on it a hand's breadth off the floor and held him there. His feet kicked as his lungs filled, and the blood came up out of his mouth in a sheet down his own chin. This man had amputated Jess's arm, and Sara watched him drown in himself to the final breath. Then she tipped the blade and let him slide off it onto the floor behind the bench, heavy as a sack of wet meal. The blade had disintegrated into gold motes and vanished from her hand before his heels stopped.

* * *

T

he shakes arrived on the minute.


Jess's small body convulsed in Andy's hands, the cold climbing through her from the floor and her teeth rattling like a tin of chalks. She swore through it, a long flat string of fuck and cunt and cold in the swamp accent, over and over, like a ward-count. Diana left the fire burning at the ladder, ran the length of the halls, knelt down on the other side of her in the blood, and took the shaking hand.

"The mend," said Diana. "Jess. You know the rim. Can you cut it."

"With what."

"With this hand. I will hold the chalk with you."

Diana plucked a chalk off the boards, and they cut it together, Diana's hand around Jess's left and Jess's fingers doing the shape. They drew a rim on the boards around the seared elbow with the word in the middle of it, beyond Andy's reading. Jess read her own qi off her HUD in a gray voice while she cut.

"Fourteen. I poured near all of it into the escape wards this morning, and the sealing took more. I've fourteen in me. It wants eighty-eight. Four to the point. It's always four." Her teeth went. "I'm short."

"By how much."

"Seventy-four." Jess laughed, once, a terrible sound. "I'm seventy-four short of my own arm."

Sara knelt at the rim like a physician.

The sword came out of her palm in gold. She laid its edge across the first two fingers of her left hand and drew it a finger deep, and the gold came, bright, off her fingers, and thinned to a gold vapor as it fell into the chalk rim. The rim drank the vapor like dry earth drinks rain. The chalk went gold around its circumference, and the word in the middle lit. A tank was feeding the crafter mid-cast, off a technique that appeared on zero sheets he had ever read.

"Archangel's ichor," said Diana, under her breath, watching it run. "Richer ink than any of us. Two fingers of that against seventy-four qi is—"

"Is enough," said Sara. She held the hand there and let it run. "All of it is available. Say when."

The rim closed.

[ JESS — CAST: WITCH-BRAND (TES · SPOKEN, RAW) — SOUL QI −8 · CAUTERY BURN −5 HP · BLEED TAKEN −10 · JESS HP 46/68 · ELBOW: SEARED · BLEED 0 · SHOCK ]
[ KEMBLE — SLAIN (SARAFAEL) ]
[ DROP: KEMBLE — PURSE · COLLECTORS' CROSSBOWS ×4 ]
[ WEAVER'S SUTURE — JESS · RIGHT ARM RESTORED FROM ELBOW · +22 HP — SOUL QI −88 (4 QI PER HP) ]
[ DRAWN: JESS QI 14 · MISSING 74 — SARAFAEL: ICHOR, TWO FINGERS (RICHER INK · ACCEPTED) ]
[ JESSAMINE · HP 68/68 · QI 0/175 · 34 ]


He had memorized the ratio before the arm had finished, and he despised the part of him that cataloged it.

Violet threads spun out of the rim like a spider working and laced across the gold, and the arm regrew along them from the elbow down in the time it took the gold vapor to burn off. Bone came first, a pale knob pushing out of the seared end, and Jess's spine arched off the boards with it, her nails in the floor and a scream tearing out of her in the swamp accent, cracked down the middle. The meat came next and the skin over the meat, and finally a hand that opened and shut, then opened. And it came back better. The forearm that grew out of the gold was cleaner than the one the shear had taken. The skin was unmarked and, in the boards-light, faintly luminous with a trace of its raw material still inside. Where it met the old arm, a seam circled the elbow in a bright hard line of gold under the skin and on its surface. It was a band of worked metal grown into a living joint, and a smith would have signed it.

Jess lay on the boards watching her own right hand open and shut above her face. She made a fist with it that closed tighter than the old one ever had, and stopped shaking. She watched the last violet threads sink into the new skin. Anything that could lay an arm down that fast could lift one off the same way, thread by thread, while its owner watched. If she wasn't thinking it too, her face was lying, and her face looked delighted.

"Well," she said, hoarse, turning the arm to the light so the seam caught it. "That's new. That's better than new." She flexed it again. "Grip's stronger. The old one had a bad knuckle since I was a girl. This one doesn't."

"That," said Diana, "is a first edition. And it is the finest piece of work I have ever seen come off a battlefield floor, and I once watched a gnome surgeon sew an orc's cock back on by lamplight."

Jess sat the rest of the way up, cradling the new arm, and considered Sara's two cut fingers with the tin-sorting stillness, already measuring them.

"How much have you got," she said. "In you. Total."

"Enough to bleed a great deal and not fall down," said Sara. "Why."

"Because two fingers did that." Jess turned the seamed arm over. "Two fingers gave me an arm better than the one I was born with. I've a bad knee off the same year as the knuckle. I've a rib that sets wrong in the cold. I've teeth I'd regrow. You could rebuild all of me a piece at a time, better each time, if you'd bleed for it, and I'd bleed the qi. I've nothing but qi." Her eyes had gone bright, and Andy did not think it was the shock. "Do the other arm. Match them. Then the knee."

"No," said Sara.

Sara used the voice from the well step. Jess eyed her.

"My blood is not a quarry, dear," said Sara. "I gave it to keep an arm you needed, not to make you a better toy a piece at a time. You are not broken, Jessamine. You are a hard road on a body that works. I will bleed to keep it working and not one drop to improve it past what it is. Please do not ask again. The answer only gets shorter. You may keep the seam. It suits you. That is all I can give, and I give it gladly." Jess rolled her eyes.

"Had to ask," said Jess, unoffended, and lowered the arm. The brightness stayed in her eyes, like a coal raked over and left to keep.

Sara's shoulder had already closed to a seam of gold under the torn cloak, and the top of her left ear stayed gone, the notch sealed in gold. She bandaged her two fingers in a strip torn from her hem and stood. Jess, from the floor, looked at the ear and said, "Suits you. Like a marked ewe."

Andy sat back on his heels in the blood and looked at the old arm on the floor with its hand half-open among the spilled chalks. He looked at the new one on Jess, at Kemble behind the bench, and at Diana, who was studying Jess's face with an expression he could not read.

"You stopped," he said to Jess. "Before Sara. You were about to do it. Whatever it was. And you stopped."

"I was going to do a lot to him." Jess leaned on Diana's hand at her back. "I stopped because there were dyers on the gantry and a demon's fire at the ladder. There's work you do in company and work you don't. Drain a man dry in front of mortals, and every sect in the county marks your path." She looked at Diana. "Isn't that right, professor."

"That is precisely right," said Diana, in a voice with the lecture drained out of it. "Recorded."

Diana let the bar of fire die, and the dyers came down from the gantry with their blue hands. Sara gave them Kemble's purse and the Collectors' four new bows, because a dye-yard held at bowpoint had earned the bows. "And tell your bruise-handed mates who planted my wards," Jess called from the floor, "I'll be checking. If they're in like drunk moles, I'll know." Sara walked the three Collectors who could walk out to the yard, and the fourth was carried. The panel had printed thirty-four again, identical to the loft. A stat that moved once and then sat still was a stat a player could stop checking, and he quit.

Andy hooked her hat off the floor, and Jess took it with her new hand, put it on, and pulled it down.

"Right," she said. "Somebody get my tin." She looked at Andy, still on his knees in it, and put the new hand on the side of his face. It was warm, seamed gold at the elbow, and she held it there until he looked at her. "Works," she said. "Good. I'll want it for later."


CHAPTER 28 — Dual Cultivation Manual (Unread)

D

iana wrote the school at Wellbrook into the field-book with the pen pressed so hard the nib split. The freed carter had named it, staring at the road.


So on Thursday they went to Wellbrook. Andy had found the quest in the flavor text, where the good ones hid.

Wellbrook was a village south of Ferrow with a long green, a grain barn at one end, and a stone house with a bell-cote opposite. A well and bucket were painted on the board over its one front door, and it had five windows, with a yard behind and a wagon-gate. The windows were shuttered from inside at noon on a clear day, and the bell in the cote had a rope that ended nowhere. The level designer had left the shutters closed so that anyone watching would understand.

"A school," said Diana, on the green, studying the shutters. "The stubble-fires of Wellbrook keep their shutters cleaner than their consciences, and these are shut at noon. Andy. What does a schoolroom need more than any other room in a village?"

"Light."

"Light. A pen wants the dark. A binding is a technique worked by lamplight." Her tail had gone still behind her. "Watch the back of the house. I am going in to review the parish curriculum."

"Diana—"

"I take schoolroom raids personally," said Diana. "You knew that when you brought me."

* * *

S

he went in through the single door with her glasses down her nose and her sleeves already rolled, and Andy followed anyway, because he had learned to. The room seized him by the throat.


It was one long room of desks, the slates gone. Twelve children filled the benches, sitting like children who had been told how to sit, hands flat, eyes down. An iron staple was fixed in the floorboards at the front, with a polished ring. A woman with a switch stood beside it, and two men guarded the back door. The room smelled like a place where twelve people slept and had nowhere else to be, of a full piss-bucket and unwashed hair.

Diana stopped one step inside, and everything mild in her face set hard as metal. The woman with the switch watched it go too, and her hand tightened on the switch.

"Mistress," said Diana, pleasantly. "Hale, is it. The reeve gave me the name. Twelve pupils. What is the lesson today?"

"Who are you."

"A visitor. I review curricula." Diana strolled down the center aisle, placed one finger on the first desk, and examined the dust on the fingertip. "You have twelve children and no slates. You have a bell with no rope. You have a ring in your floor that somebody polishes, you rotten blood slave." She turned. "Children. Look at me, please. Only me."

Twelve faces lifted, slowly. Faces that had learned to check first checked the woman with the switch. Diana said "Only me" in the teacher's cadence, two claps, and the faces came the rest of the way.

"We shall play the library game," said Diana. "The rules are two: quiet, and quiet. The winner is everyone."

Then she went back to the door, laid her palm on the frame, and began veiling the schoolroom out of the world.

* * *

S

he constructed it in layers, the words coming off hands grown too hot to lay on a child, numbering the layers under her breath as they rose. It was three veils, each a lie told to a different camera, with the qi leaving her one veil at a time.


"Gûzug."

Outside, he knew, the eaves were blistering into last winter's char and the shingles going to black stubs. It was a house a passing wagon would glance at once and ignore. At the doorframe, under Diana's palm, a black thread knotted itself tight, and steam came off the frost on the sill.

"Gûzug, taz."

Outside, the bell in the cote would be going dark under a film of Diana's shadow, a bell no one would think to ring.

"Gûzug, khuz."

Inside, from the door side only, char crawled up the classroom walls, a burned room presented to anyone who came through that door. Her veils had audiences, and the children sat on the free side of every one. Heat radiated off her in the doorway, the qi leaving as heat, the demon way, and the frost inside the shutters melted and ran.

[ OBJECTIVE: PROTECT — SCHOOLHOUSE · CHILDREN: 12 · ACCOUNTED 12/12 ]
[ HOSTILES ×3 — PEN-KEEPERS · REALM E ]
[ SWITCH · KNIVES ]
[ DIANA — UN-EYE VEIL ×3 · DIANA QI 77/107 ]
[ HOLD: REFRESH BY TOUCH ]


It was an escort quest, the two worst words in the genre. Then the raid brain said twelve and fell silent, because twelve small people with their hands flat exceeded everything it had been designed for.

"Pen-keepers," said Andy, at the window, low. The word did not go in the first time. His hands went useless. "Diana. It says pen."

"I know what it says." She had her palm on the frame. "I knew at the door. Andy. Your window."

His window, one shutter eased a finger's width, overlooked the yard along its wall to the wagon-gate. Sara waited in the trough-lane, and Jess, as planned, would be crawling along the roof-ridge above him with her new hand hooked over the bell-cote.

The two men at the back door had seen the room change. One had a knife out. The other had his eyes on a boy of ten or so on the nearest bench. His hand was drifting toward the boy's collar out of a hundred times' habit.

Diana said, quietly, "If he touches a child, Wellbrook gets a second sun." The man stood a realm above her capped body, and his hand stopped anyway.

It was the only line in weeks she had delivered with nothing underneath it: no lecture, no flirtation, no citation, no tail. It meant what it said and nothing else.

The man had looked at her when she said it. She stood in a doorway with steam rising off her forearms and her eyes on him over her glasses, and her face held only the metal.

"Sara," said Andy, to the window, at a pitch calibrated to reach a trough-lane and stop there. "Back door. Two, knives. Yard side. Quiet. Jess, the keeper's the one with the switch, she's at the ring. Diana—"

"Not for their eyes," said Diana, low. "Never for their eyes."

She cast a fourth technique, suspended off the same doorframe as the other three.

"Gûzug, vorg."

On the wall at the front of the room, above the polished ring, a line-drawn librarian seven feet tall stepped out of the plaster. In enormous silent letters, it set about spelling the word QUIET wrong.

Twelve heads swiveled as one. A small girl in the second row raised her hand to correct it, which was the purpose. The drawn figure did the shepherding Diana's hands were too hot for. It paced the wall, dropped its letters, and turned to the class for help. Twelve pairs of eyes followed it away from the back door and the woman with the switch, and stayed on the wall.

[ DIANA — CAST: UN-EYE MIRAGE (GÛZUG) — HELLFIRE QI −9 · DIANA QI 68/107 ]


The back door opened inward. Sara was in it.

She stood in the door with the sword already formed in her hand, gold still fading along its edge from the call. She considered the two men, the knife, and the hand stopped above a boy's collar. Her chest, motionless all morning, moved once.

The man with the knife lunged for her, a mistake he had time, by his face, to recognize. She grabbed the knife-hand, drove the knife into the doorframe, and hurled the man past her into the yard like a thrown sack. He met the trough's stone lip with his face. The cheekbone went with a crack like a dropped plate that carried all the way to the shutter, and the man lay in the drain spitting teeth into it. Suppression capped her qi, and it never touched a True Immortal's timing. The second man looked at the door where his friend had been and then at the angel in it. He raised his hands.

"Down," said Sara. "On the boards, please. Face to the yard. If you look at these benches again I shall take the eyes, and I shall be sorry to. Your life is forfeit already."

Andy's mouth opened on you have the right to remain silent and shut again. The man had no rights here, and he had left none in the pen for the ones he kept there.

He went down.

At the front of the room the keeper had turned from the wall with the switch raised. Jess dropped through the cote-hatch onto the beam above her and dived. The keeper hit the boards under a small woman in a tall hat. Jess planted a knee in her back and tied her hands with a length of bell-rope from her coat.

"Hush," said Jess. "They're doing the library game." She leaned to the keeper's ear and whispered, sweetly, so that no child would turn: "Say one word to them, and I'll hang you off that bell-rope by your own guts and ring you for vespers." The woman went limp on the boards.

Diana had run a stealth section with twelve children as the escort and a drawn giant as the distraction. He had failed a hundred of those, and she had cleared it on the first attempt. Even the thump of a grown woman meeting the floorboards had belonged to the show; the drawn giant had collapsed onto its letters at the same moment.

[ PEN-KEEPERS — SUBDUED: 2 · DOWN: 1 (YARD) ]
[ CHILDREN: 12 · ACCOUNTED 12/12 · EYES ON THE WALL 12/12 ]
[ DIANA — UN-EYE VEIL ×3 · UN-EYE MIRAGE ×1 — HELD · REFRESH ×7 · DIANA QI 5/107 ]


* * *

D

iana counted twelve heads three times before she released anything. Then she dropped the lesson-veil for the children as a performance, and held the other three. The librarian spelled QUIET correctly at last, bowed to its class, and erased itself with its own hand. The char stayed on the walls. Anyone who came through that door would still see a burned room, and outside the eaves still stood blistered black to any passing wagon.


Then every child in the room looked at the woman in the doorway.

"Miss," said the small girl in the second row, hand up again. "Are you a witch?"

"I am a librarian," said Diana. "Which is worse, and outranks a sect. Sit down, please. Hands in laps." She came down the aisle, cooling as she walked, and stopped at the polished ring in the floor. She set the toe of her boot on it and left it there. "Who here has a mother in this village?"

The hands stayed down.

"Who here has a mother anywhere?"

Four hands rose, slowly.

"Good. Four. Andy, write down four." Her voice had gone quiet. "Who here came in a wagon?"

Twelve hands.

Diana regarded twelve raised hands a moment longer than he could bear to watch. Then she said "Thank you. Hands down," in the teacher's cadence, and turned to him with her face the metal again.

"Andy. The yard has a hatch. I saw it from the door. A cellar hatch, with a bar across it, and the bar is on the outside." She lifted her boot off the ring. "A school with a cellar barred from the yard. Go and look at it. Take Sara. Do not open it."

He went and looked. Sara stood over it with her chest moving as it had since the back door, with the man in the yard face-down at their feet. Every dungeon had one locked door, and this was it.

From under the hatch, faint, through the flagstones, came a sound. It was wet and patient, the sound a mouth made before it ate.

Sara laid her hand on the bar.

"Not yet," said Andy. "She said don't."

"Not yet," Sara agreed, and kept her hand on the bar. The sound under the stone continued.

* * *

W

ellbrook's reeve's wife walked the twelve across the green to the grain barn. Only then did the last veils come down: the char slid off the walls like wet paint, and outside the shingles came back. By then Diana was shaking with cold from the horns down. She had sustained four lies over a schoolroom and refreshed them by touch throughout an extraction, a black thread re-knotting under her palm each time, twelve children none the wiser. It had drained her nearly to the bottom. She staggered into the yard, put her back to the wall beside the hatch, and slid down it, glasses crooked, hands upturned in her lap. She did not get up.


"Andy."

"You're shaking."

"I am empty. I held more than I hold, because they were children. I would do it again. I want it in the field-book that a succubus who enjoys the ruin of the guilty will burn herself to the wick over a room of children she will never see again. Both are true. Write neither down as the softer one." Her head tipped back against the stone. "And now I have a problem. I am going to tell it to you, because it is yours as much as mine."

"Tell me."

"I refill as a demon refills. Off you. Off what your constitution makes, which the literature calls the richest qi a mortal body has ever refined. I am inclined to believe the literature. I am not asking tonight. I can crawl to a hearth and gather the slow way like a mortal, and I will. But there is a fast way, Andy, and it is every bit as undignified as you fear. There is coming a night when I am this empty in a worse place than a yard. On that night I am going to want it. I am telling you now, sober, cold, unable to lift my own tail, so that when I ask, you will have read it first." A breath. "It is dual cultivation. Your constitution refines it; a succubus drinks it; it is the best meal there is, and it is how my path climbs. I want it from you. There. The field-book has it."

"You could have led with that."

"I have been leading with it since you summoned me," said Diana, and shut her eyes against the wall, emptied out, smiling. "You have been declining to read it. Read it now, for fuck's sake."


CHAPTER 29 — World First

"H

ow many Thursdays did you walk past those shutters?" Jess asked the Wellbrook women. None of them answered her. Three of them had come running when the shutters opened, and they had stopped at the schoolroom door, looked at the ring in the floor, and fallen silent. The children were already at the grain barn with the reeve's wife.

Then Diana opened the hatch.

She got up off the wall. She hauled the bar off herself with both hands shaking and her face still the metal, and the cellar exhaled at them. It breathed tallow and the yard drain and, beneath both, whatever had made the sound. The quest had an optional basement, and the map had left its mini-boss off.

"Lamps," said Diana. "All of them. Every lamp in this house. Jess."

"Five," said Jess, from inside. "Two of them full."

"Bring the five. And the shank from the larder. And a plate." Diana stood at the head of the steps, her tail doing what it did over a rare book: sweeping, slow, wide. "They kept it. You do not keep a creature like this by accident. You keep it by feeding it, and a pen has leavings. Gruzkaggurvrag denies the genus outright. Footnote nine of the standard bestiary. Rumor and shadow-panic. My own school." She started down. "Oh, hell. We are going down there."

* * *

S

he staged the ground like an examiner arranging a hall; it was the first party in his life where the caster did the level design. The undercroft ran the length of the house in five bays of squat pillars. She walked all five with a lamp and scratched the diagram into the flagstones: five lamps, two lit, three shuttered, angles verified twice.


"It is bone-shy, and Foundation at the least, by the dark it keeps down there," she told them, low and delighted, while she checked. "Everyone salts the doorways. Salt is a pantry answer. The genus fears marrow it did not kill. A corpse-etiquette, we think, from the tomb-years. So we offer it a stranger's shank and it will circle, and the circling brings it past the second pillar. Sara. Your mark is the third heartbeat of the circle."

"Understood." Sara opened her empty hand, and the sword came into it in a gold line, qi gone in a breath. She stepped into the dark of the second pillar with the sword bare and vanished into it.

"And it abhors the light." Diana was bright-eyed to the horn-line now. "Abhorrence with an appetite. It cannot suffer a flame to live, so it must put each one in a mouth. So we shall teach class with light. Jess, the far shutters are yours on my word. When they open, it has been standing in a room with five lamps and its complete education happening at once."

"And me," said Andy.

"You hold the first lamp." She looked at him. "At the foot of the steps. Lit. It will look at you, because you will be the brightest object in the room. I want it looking at the steps and not at the second pillar. You will want to move. Do not."

He held the first lamp in both hands because one was shaking. The summoner had been assigned bait.

[ TRAP LAID — LAMP GEOMETRY ×5 · LURE: MARROW ]
[ LAMP-EATER · REALM D · UNLIT QI · HOSTILE · UNCATALOGED ]


He read uncataloged and thought, she's going to be unbearable, and then thought world first, the designation for a kill on a monster with zero entries in the guide. Then the far wall moved.

* * *

I

t came out of the crypt-side wall upright, on two legs, a man-shape with the wrong rig, animated like a stranger who had been briefed on people.


The flesh of it was the wrong flesh: soft, slick, seamed at every joint, a darkness with anatomy. It drank the lamplight off its own surface and kept it. Mouths worked in it where a man kept a shoulder, a hip, a palm, small mouths chewing at the air. Their teeth were small and yellow, set in crooked rows like milk teeth in a jaw that never finished growing. Its eyes sat clouded black at odd stations of the body, each hauling in its own direction, so that it moved in a flinching, corrected line.

It regarded the lamp in his hands with four eyes at once, and the hatred traveled through the meat of it in a visible wave. It came for the steps with a glutton's directness. Every instruction in his body said move, and he stood where he had been placed with his knuckles white on the lamp.

"Diana—"

"Zûlvûr!"

Her palm cracked open black and smoking along the star, and a horned bolt of black fire crossed the undercroft from the first bay and struck the wrong flesh in the chest. The creature stopped as if it had walked into a wall. It was off the diagram, improvised in half a second: she had five lamps at verified angles, and the creature had come for Andy instead of the flame. The demon in her had thrown fire before the scholar could plan it. Fire on slick dark made a flare that lit all five bays, and the mouths in it screamed at one pitch.

[ DIANIZOBILAL — HP 68/76 · QI 5/107 ]
[ LAMP-EATER — BURNING · STALLED ]


"That," said Diana, through her teeth, "was unscheduled. I have been taken from behind by fewer surprises, and one of them was a gnome on a stepladder."

It drank the fire too. The creature came on again, slower, corrected, and went for the nearer of the two lit lamps instead of the steps. It ate the fire out of it, wick-flame into the largest mouth, one swallow. The undercroft dimmed by one lamp's worth.

Beside the first bay, at the dimming, Diana made a sound of pure and scandalous happiness.

"Ghazh," she breathed. "Hrûkmorg."

It was a Demonic oath with no working in it, and it took nothing out of her but breath. The scholar and the demon in her agreed.

It turned for the second flame. The shank reached it first: a stranger's marrow on a plate, crossing its path, and corpse-etiquette outranked appetite, footnote and all. It circled, bone-shy, courteous, seam-jointed. One heartbeat. Two.

On the third, two truths landed at once.

It crouched over the shank. Sara lunged from the second pillar's dark like a creature the dark had been keeping. She drove the cross-hilted sword down between its shoulders and nailed the man-shape to the floor stones through a hand-span of cold meat. Andy said "Lamps," and every shuttered lamp in the undercroft opened on the word, Jess's two and Diana's one from the first bay, and he thrust his own up over his head.

Light poured in from four angles.

Shadow-starved, wick-drunk, and pinned, it went for all four flames at once, every mouth straining, every clouded eye hauling its own way, and the directions won. It came apart at the connective tissue. Wet gray cords parted at the shoulder-seams with a sound like wet canvas tearing, and the hip went next. The long seams down the trunk released one after another, throat to groin, and the contents spilled out in ropes that steamed in the lamplight. By the count of eight the man-shape was finished, unmade into wet cord, steam and a stink like a battlefield in a thaw. The undercroft rang with the small mouths dying one seam at a time.

Sara's sword stood upright through the emptied trunk, and the floor around the blade was moving.

[ LAMP-EATER — SLAIN (THE PARTY) · SUNDERS ON DEATH ]
[ HOSTILES ×9 — REMNANTS · REALM F ]
[ FIRST KILL RECORDED: BONE-SHY DEAD — DISCOVERY BONUS ]
[ DROP: WICK-HEART (SPECIMEN) ]


Nine gobbets, each steering by a mouth or a clouded eye, went slithering for the dark of the bays. Split on death was the trick every party learned on the first pull. Sara yanked her sword out of the trunk and culled the floor, nearest first, the edge dropping through gobbet after gobbet with the flat clop of a cleaver. Each was a small copy of the big death. Two made it as far as her boots, and she cut each one there. Eight strokes, eight stains. She stood among them with the sword low and examined the blade, and the blade was clean.

"Eight," she said. Then, lower, to the edge: "The fourth came faster than the first. And the eighth faster than the fourth. That is comprehension, and I shall want more of it." She dismissed the sword to motes and called it again for another pinch of heavenly qi. This time the gold was in her hand before Andy's eye found the motion. "Good."

Behind Andy, Diana applauded once, sharply, with her split palm, and swore in Demonic at the sting.

* * *

T

he ninth was already on Jess's knife.


She had burned a slice of her pool while Diana staged the bays, chalking thorn-lines along the shutter-line. When the ninth gobbet crossed one, a spray of violet thorns cracked up out of the chalk and pinned it for her. She had speared this one mid-slither early, and now she turned the steel while the gobbet worked itself around the blade. Its half-mouth chewed at the flat, and its one clouded eye rolled up at her. She let it climb halfway down the blade toward her new hand, then tipped it back to the point with a fingernail.

"Hm," said Jess.

And then, aloud, in the carving tongue: "Guálú fiach-ur."

The syllables tore at her going out. A chill went through her. She sagged on the shutter-line and put her free hand on a pillar.

Then the drain arrived, poured back past the chill, and kept pouring.

Whatever the remnant ran on left it as thin gray mist and went into her through mouth, eyes, and the skin of her knife-hand. Her color came back vivid. The shiver left her in one breath, and her ears went the red he had last seen in the orchard. What slid off the blade at the end was a rind, dry, gray, weightless, and finished.

[ JESS — CAST: MARROW-SIPHON (GUÁLÚ · SPOKEN) — SOUL QI −3 · DRAWN +12 · RISE +9 · JESS QI 127/175 ]
[ REMNANT — DRAINED · SLAIN (JESSAMINE) ]


"Takes a word," said Jess, flexing her arms, the new one and the old. "Gives back nine. I could do that all night."

It was a murder and a meal in the same motion, and Jess had come out of it looking wonderful. Lifesteal on a crafter. He was glad she had it, because the party had been short on sustain from the start.

"Does it," he said, and stopped.

"Does it what."

"Nothing. Forget it."

"For the literature," said Diana, arriving at Jess's elbow with her field-book already open and her split palm wrapped in a strip of her sleeve, "run it on me next."

"What," said Andy, and "Sure," said Jess, in the same breath.

"A living subject. I know the risk. I am asking. And I shall take notes." Diana's pen was already moving. "The draw itself, from the drained side. Does the reserve leave in one pull or by degrees. Is it cold. Is it—"

"No," said Andy, with a speed and a volume that turned all three of their heads. "No. Absolutely—no."

"She can take it," said Jess, wiping her knife on her boot-top. "Standing offer."

"There's no standing offer—"

"Under laboratory conditions," Diana added, to her field-book, writing it down anyway. "With footnotes, and me watching."

A look passed between Jess over the knife and Diana over the field-book that sat well outside the literature. Andy read it as the professor wanting a look at the notes.

"Three nos," he said. "That's a veto. I'm the summoner."

"Recorded," said Diana, and left it uncrossed.

The wick-heart lay beside the emptied trunk, a fist of waxy translucence with a dead flame folded inside it. Diana knelt in the gray runnels with the noise a collector makes at an auction and held it to the nearest lamp.

"Discovery bonus," she read aloud, one octave above her lecture register. "The System agrees the genus is real. It came apart under light and it was meat. Footnote nine calls the whole genus a hoax. It is seam and tissue, and you all saw it. The standard bestiary is a coloring book for elders who move their lips when they read, and the sects copy it. The little crank wankers inked their copy." She said it delighted. "The Roll-House at Cairnholt shelves it beside the Roll of every name the sky has ever lifted. Every line of theirs is wrong, in a lovely hand."

"You're gloating over carnage," said Andy. "The Roll's a leaderboard. There are kids missing."

"I am documenting over carnage." She stood, and the joy was gone as fast as it had come. She looked up at the flagstones over their heads, toward the room with the ring in its floor. "And I am documenting who kept it and what they fed it, and I want the letter read at the faculty session. I want it dedicated." She put the wick-heart in her coat. "Names to follow. I shall have to ask the children who is missing."

Sara let the sword break into gold motes, wiped her hands on the shank's cloth, and gave the afternoon's grade.

"Clean hunt. The lamps were adequate. The stair is poorly laid." Nobody had asked about either. Andy mouthed adequate at the ceiling and did not appeal. "Your knuckles on the bait were too white," she added. "My strike was flawless. Both are facts, and I say them fondly."

"World first," said Andy. "That was a world first. Nobody has that kill. It's not in the book, professor, it's not in the wiki, it's yours."

Diana stopped on the step, came back down one, and laid her hand flat on his chest over the heart with the fingers spread. She kept it there exactly as long as it took a flush to run down her from the horns. Then she took it away.

"Clean citation," said Diana, and climbed into the light with the field-book against her chest and her tail down. It stayed down all the way across the yard. Behind them the ring lay open in the schoolroom floor, and it was Thursday.


CHAPTER 30 — The Masters Court Death

T

he masters arrived at dusk, because that was when the wagon came. The keeper had confessed it with a rope around her wrists and Jess's knee in her back.


"Dusk," she had said. "Thursdays. Six, with the Wellbrook wagon; every pen on the road has its own. They count, they pay me, they take what's ready."

"What's ready," Andy had said.

The keeper had lapsed into stubborn silence. Jess had lifted her knee off her, and after the undercroft Sara had walked out into the yard without a word. She had stood there, unmoving, ever since.

So at dusk Andy sat on the yard wall and watched the wagon-gate. The raid lead had been benched by the tank, and the bench offered a view.

Jess had cut her anchors into the gateposts an hour earlier and now sat on the back step with the tin in her lap. Diana held the grain barn's door across the green, open a hand's width, with twelve children behind her. Sara stood in the middle of the flagstones beside the open hatch.

"She hasn't moved," Andy said, to Jess, low.

"She's been quiet all afternoon." Jess tipped the hat back a finger. "This is what she looks like when the water's deep. She's a True Immortal's tempering under a Mortal lid, and the lid's about to rattle. Watch her chest when they come through the gate, and remember it, for when you're deciding what she is."

"I know what she is."

"You know what she's been for you," said Jess. "You fell for her at a ford, boss. A ford. You'd fall for a puddle if it frowned at you right. Down bad, boss. Watch."

* * *

T

he wagon rolled through the gateway at the last of the fading daylight.


It was a covered wagon bed with a padlocked chain through the bar. Six men came with it, two on the bench and four walking, with knives and one crossbow. One of the two on the bench had a name, a strongbox between his boots, and a tally-book in his coat. His face had counted children and recorded the number.

They noticed Sara at once, and the open hatch beside her; the driver hauled the horses up.

"Where's Hale," said the man with the tally-book.

Sara let the question stand unanswered.

"Where's Hale. Who're you. What's that hatch doing—"

"Down," said Jess, off the step and at the gatepost in three strides. She drew her knife through the dust between the first anchor and the second. She counted, and violet light ran under the ash-gray line as the circle shut across the wagon-gate behind them. It was a door slamming on a room.

[ HOSTILES ×6 — PEN-MASTERS · REALM E ]
[ KNIVES · CROSSBOW ×1 · WAGON ]
[ JESSAMINE — QI 122/175 ]
[ CHILDREN: 12 · GRAIN-BARN · ACCOUNTED 12/12 ]


The six men turned around and stared at a gateway that had closed while standing open, then turned back and looked at the angel.

Her chest was moving, as it had over a pouring man and at a schoolroom door, and it continued, slow and deep, while her face above it stayed calm. She opened her empty hand, and the gold sword was in it.

"Úvaelis," said Sara.

She said it to the six of them at a speaking pitch, once, a soft Seraphic word. Gold motes drifted off her lips, gone cold as ash. They came down on the men in a fall of frost, and a cross of frost burned over each man's heart. A breath of qi left her with the verdict, and a funeral bell tolled once from nowhere. The cold of it reached Andy's chest across the yard. No word of hers had ever come out gentler. The man with the tally-book flinched from it as if from a raised hand, and Diana, in the barn doorway, went rigid.

Then Sara hummed.

* * *

T

he tune passed him and did not stay, a sound file the game played once and kept for itself. It was a cradle-tune, low and slow, and that was all he caught of it: one bar, seven breaths long, a lullaby for a child nearly asleep who needed only the last of the way. She hummed it once, low and gentle, pitched to carry across the green, walking toward the men in the yard, and let it go.


"Crossbow first," Andy called from the wall. The crossbow came up with her already inside it, a tank at Mortal closing before the archer had room to aim.

And this time she let it show.

She had watched Jess ride a cat into paste in an orchard a week earlier, cackling, and had said nothing. She had washed her hands at Bramley's trough afterward and said nothing about that either. Andy had not known an angel could hoard a grievance. Sara did not kill the men in the quick, courteous fashion she granted thieves. She made a slow spectacle of it, and a sliver of it was for Jess, who had lately been the most frightening member of the party.

She took the crossbowman first, and brutally. The sword went in under the ribs and angled upward, and she held it there, regarded him, and rotated it. The turn caught on his spine until she leaned her weight on the hilt and it grated through. His blood came down the blade, over her knuckles and up her wrist to the elbow, hot, and she let it. His mouth opened on a sentence, and she adjusted the blade, and the sentence never came. She lowered him onto the flagstones with his mouth still open and walked over him to the next.

The next carried a knife, and she let him drive it into her left forearm to the bone and examined it there, gold running off her wrist onto the stones. Then she sheared his hand off, the knife still standing in her arm. She pulled the knife out and dropped it. She put the point of the sword through his throat and out the back, and paused a moment with him on the blade while his face caught up.

Two.

The driver had vaulted off the bench with a hatchet and buried it in her shoulder, the haft sticking out of her. She went through him at a walk with it still there. One cut took him across the belly, his guts slid out over his belt into his hands, and he sat down in them. She pulled the hatchet out of her own shoulder afterward. The fourth bolted for the gate, slammed into the shut air of the snare, and stood there with his palms on it. She came up behind him and opened him from nape to belt in one long, considered line, a baker scoring a loaf. She did not step back. He came apart down the seam at arm's length, the spine white in the red groove. Everything inside him came out of the opening at once and over her. It hit her across the face and went into her open mouth. It slapped wet into her copper hair and down her dress to the hem. What was left slid onto his own heels. She did not wipe it. She did not blink it out of her lashes. He sat against the circle in two halves, and she turned to the fifth with him dripping off her chin.

Four.

The fifth collapsed to his knees on the flagstones with his hands raised and his face wet. He tried please and managed only the first letter. She slid the point into his open mouth and through the back of his skull, and his teeth rang on the blade as she drew it out.

Five.

The man with the tally-book stayed on the wagon bench, strongbox between his boots, watching her cross the yard with her arm bleeding gold. By his face he understood that the conversation had ended before it began, and he tried one anyway.

"I've a—I keep the—I can tell you where every one of them—"

Sara grabbed the wagon's side, stepped up onto the wheel, and took the top of his head off at the brow with one stroke across. It spun into the wagon bed, and his body toppled off the bench onto the flagstones. The tally-book slid out of his coat onto the stones and lay open. She stepped down and left it for Diana.

Six.

Sara lifted her eyes off the book and looked across the yard. Her eyes skipped the townspeople's shut doors and went to the gatepost, where Jess knelt at her circle with the knife, and held there. Jess looked back at her, then clapped, twice, slow. The men lay in the yard, and the only face the angel had checked was a witch's. He did the arithmetic he did not want to do. He was traveling with a judge who was competitive about killing and a witch who played with what she killed. Both were bound to his soul, and both showed off for each other over the bodies. The thought had no shelf large enough, so he held it in his hands where he sat.

He had counted them off the wall while she took them, the counter and one call the only parts of him still running. His voice had stayed clean through a kneeling man's first letter of please.

She stood in the yard among the six of them, sword in hand, gold on her arm and the fourth man drying on her face, her chest moving slow and deep. Her face was calm, and around her eyes sat the small loosening. He had seen it over a first kiss and over a defeated riverjack on a barge, and had assumed he knew what it was. He had only ever known what it was for him. She had a hidden stat with a visible tell, and he had been misreading it since a ford.

[ ENGAGEMENT — WELLBROOK ]
[ ELIMINATED: 6 (SARAFAEL) ]
[ SARAFAEL HP 219 → 200/219 · FOREARM: KNIFE · SHOULDER: HATCHET ]
[ DROP: TALLY-BOOK — WELLBROOK · STRONGBOX · CROSSBOW · KNIVES ×4 ]
[ THORN-KNOT SNARE — RELEASED ]


A loot table had dropped a book of children's names with a price beside each, printed in the voice it used for coppers. Jess kicked the strongbox open and found the pen-keeper's coin for children inside. She left it on the schoolhouse step for the Wellbrook women, with the crossbow, the knives and the driver's hatchet on top. That was the hour the word loot left his mouth, and it stayed gone for a while.

Sara left their eyes as they were. The long, soft word that ended every angel's gravestone, the one he had heard her say over Tilda in the drainage cut, stayed in her mouth. She wiped the sword on the driver's coat and put her forearm under the pump, and only her forearm. The water ran gold off her wrist for a while and then ran clear. The rest stayed on her, drying brown on her face and stiff in her hair, and she did not touch it.

Jess crossed the yard behind her and walked the bodies, turning out coats and pocketing what fell out: coppers, a clasp knife, a twist of tobacco. At the tally-book man she bent, sniffed, and straightened with a grimace.

"Stinks of ink," she said, and toed his corpse. "Your mother should've drowned you in it."

* * *

A

cross the green, Diana stood in the hand's width of the grain barn door with her back to twelve children and her face to the yard through the open wagon-gate. Her tail was rigid, and she was watching Sara at the pump with the look she had given the undercroft wall when the wall moved.


Andy climbed down from the wall, and before he crossed the green toward her he looked back at the wagon. Jess had scuffed the circle open and gone back to the wagon, and was inspecting the covered bed with the chain through the bar. Her face under the hat had gone still. She was counting the chain rings along the wagon bed, twelve, then the empty pegs for more, her lips moving on a sum. Andy took it for a headcount.

"Diana."

She turned toward him, and recognition took her a moment.

"What was she humming."

Diana looked at Sara at the pump.

"I have a great many translations," she said, in a voice new to him, small, dry, a long way off. "I am not going to give you that one. Ask me another time." She turned around in the doorway. "Children. The library game is over. You may talk."

Twelve voices erupted at once behind her; she disappeared among them and closed the door.

He stood on the green in the dusk and stared at the closed door for a while. Then he looked at his own left arm, the five cuts along the one line. He had sat on a wall for the length of a fight with a knife on his belt. His hand had drifted to the scar line twice, like a hand reaching for a hotkey while the player sat benched. He had intercepted it twice; Sara had performed every bit of it, and enjoyed it. The cold verdict had arrived in his chest, and he had stayed on the wall.

Then the loading dock came back to him, midnight, the cold climbing his arms from the elbows as two children ran clear.

He kept the memory to himself, unexamined.

* * *

T

he Ferrow carter, Yates, arrived at full dark with his cart and two lanterns, because Jess had sent a boy running at noon. Diana counted the children onto the cart by name, recording each in the field-book. She counted twelve at the end, and then counted again.


"Twelve," she said. "Twelve. Andy."

"Twelve."

"Say it to me."

"Twelve, Diana. Twelve on the cart. Twelve counted twice."

She shut the field-book hard.

[ CHILDREN: 12 · TO FERROW (CARTER) · ACCOUNTED 12/12 ]
[ OBJECTIVE COMPLETE ]


The tally-book went into the satchel beside the field-book, and Diana's hand stayed flat on the satchel afterward. She had picked it up off the flagstones where Sara had left it for her, opened it once, standing, and shut it. Pressed into the front board was a round mark a shade bigger than a coin, with a raised device in it: a doorway, standing open. She had put her finger into its twin on a verge above a drainage cut, and she put her finger into this one too. "The same mark," she said. "I could not read it then, and I cannot read it now."

Sara stood at the yard gate with her forearm bandaged in a strip of her hem, the sword resting against the gatepost. She watched the cart trundle away down the green. When it had gone she turned and looked up into Andy's face with her face gone level again under the fourth man's brown crust.

"You watched," she said.

"Yes."

"Good. I wished you to." She looked at the yard behind her, at the shapes on the flagstones in the dark. "That is the floor. Thieves I finish quickly and stay with, because a thief is a person who wanted a thing. These wanted children. There is a word for what a thief gets from me at the end, and I say it. There is a different word for these, and I said that one. The sects have a word for men who farm the bound for breakthroughs. It is a polite word, and I did not use it." She turned back to him. "You will have questions. I will answer any of them. Ask, please."

He had questions by the dozen, and the one in his mouth was the smallest of them.

"Did you enjoy it."

"Yes," said Sara. "Very much." Her chest made its one courtesy breath. "I told you once that I read a great deal. I have read every word there is for what those men did, in three tongues, and none of the words is as good as a yard at dusk. Mark it, please. You asked and I answered. And do not send me to a talker to be mended, Andy. I have talked to six men about it tonight. They are on the flagstones."

"Bring the sword, please," she said, walking past him toward the Ferrow road, and he stood rooted in the gateway.

Then he took up the sword from where she had leaned it against the gatepost. She had left it called, and a thread of her heavenly qi still hummed in the grip like a plucked string. The mirror face of the blade caught the last of the yard-lamp and held his face in it, and the steel was a shade less clear than on the barge, with a faint smoke in it like a breath on glass. He studied it for as long as the yard-lamp reached, and carried it after her to the road.


CHAPTER 31 — Cooking Minigame

B

y the first morning back from Wellbrook, Sara had annexed the Millstone's ovens in the lean-to off the yard. Jory, the innkeeper, had handed them over without a fight.


Andy found her there by smell, a crafting station running before dawn. He had come down the loft stairs in the dark past twelve children asleep in a row. Diana slept against the loft post, and Jess on the floor by the stove, hat over her face. Sara's place by the door had been empty.

She stood at the scarred kneading table with her sleeves yanked past the elbow, flour to the wrist, and her hair tied back with a bootlace. The knife cut and the hatchet wound from Wellbrook had already sealed into gold lines. She looked up when he entered, wearing the flat face.

"You bake," said Andy, from the doorway, rearranging what he knew about archangels.

"I am asking for your hands," said Sara. "The dough has reached the stage where it wins against one pair."

He put his hands where she pointed, and she laid her floured hands over his and pushed down with him, her fingers laced through his in the dough for three slow folds before she let go. The dough was warm, alive, and stronger than his fingers. It was a minigame with a rhythm to it, and she tolerated his off-beat hands for two bars.

"Fold it toward you, please. Quarter-turn. Again." She watched his first tries with a drill sergeant's patience, and the one after with the small loosening around her eyes. "Better. The dough forgives. That is most of baking, and none of cultivation."

"Where'd you learn this?"

"Sieges." She took the second batch herself, and her hands moved in a rhythm deeper than the inn. "Bread holds walls. Whoever keeps the ovens hot keeps the men standing on them, at any realm. I have baked in a shield with the boss of it hammered flat." She considered the oven. "This oven is better. Note it, please."

* * *

T

he oven accepted the first loaves with a breath of heat that pushed the pre-dawn cold out the yard door. She had a pot going on the oven's shoulder, the leaf measured, the water caught before the boil, and she poured for both of them unasked. A tiny gold cross formed on the skin of each cup and sank, and the tea smelled of summer. "Seluvael," she said, handing him his. "Light-water. Drink it, please, before it thinks about cooling."


[ SARAFAEL — CAST: LIGHT-WATER (SELUVAEL) — HEAVENLY QI −1 ]


He drank the tea on the wood stack.

"Your turn," said Sara. "Your world. What did kitchens do?"

"Okay, so." He dusted flour off his knees. "Food came in a box. You put the box in a machine. The machine hummed for one minute, yelled at you, and gave you a thing that tasted of the box. You ate it standing up, looking at a small glowing rectangle. Half of it said gluten-free on the side, which meant it tasted of a smaller box."

Sara stopped kneading.

"You ate standing," she said, "food a machine had yelled about."

"Every day. Usually during a load screen. Sometimes during a boss."

"And your people built wonders." She shook her head and resumed the dough. "The first loaf is ours, by the way. Baker's right. That is the rule of ovens, it outranks the sects, and I am invoking it."

"You're allowed to just want bread."

"I am a soldier," said Sara, with a straight face, "and I am invoking the rule of ovens."

The first loaf came out as the sky went pale gold. Andy pulled its panel out of habit, and the System assigned the bread a grade.

[ ITEM — BREAD, FIRST LOAF — BAKER: SARAFAEL ]
[ QUALITY: SIEGE-GRADE · RATION: 8 MEN / LOAF · HOLDS WALLS ]
[ PALATABILITY: RATION (POOR) ]


"Siege-grade," Andy read aloud. "Eight men a loaf. Holds walls. That's buff food, Sara, you baked a consumable—hang on." He reached the last line. "Palatability, ration, poor. It's telling you the bread's a brick."

He discovered it was a brick the honest way. He tore the heel off and got his teeth into it, and it fought back. It was dense to the point of grievance: salt, grip, nothing else. It existed to keep a man alive on a wall for a season and punish him hourly for being there.

"It holds walls," said Sara, eating her own piece as if it were bread. "It is meant to. Mine always have."

"Sara, this is a rock. It tastes like tears. I've had better bread at a Buc-ee's."

"It is a ration. I have baked rations for walls, in sieges and on the march. Men have lived on them and never once thanked me for the flavor, because there was none."

Then twelve children woke in a row above them and came down the loft stair in ones and twos, and were handed the second loaf. Twelve small faces met siege-grade bread and traveled, one after another, from hope to labor to the flat despair of a child chewing a warm stale rock at dawn.

* * *

"G

ive it here," said Diana.

She had come down last, sleeves already rising. She grabbed the third loaf's dough off the table before Sara could set it, weighed it in one hand with a scholar's frown, pushed a thumb into it, and smelled the thumb. Then she gave Sara a look of professional disappointment, the first of its kind he had seen from her, laid over the wary look from the barn like a coat.

"You have made a wall," said Diana. "I am going to teach you to make a breakfast. Sit, watch, and do not tell me about sieges. I have read every cookbook a monastery ever hid, in all three of my tongues. A library is where the good recipes go to be forgotten, and I forget nothing. Every one of them agrees that what you have done to this flour is a small war crime. Belower bread, fit for a fast-day and nothing else." She said the last fondly, as a cookery term. Then, too quietly, to the flour: "I know about your sieges." Sara's hands stopped for one fold. Diana was already discussing water.

"Bread holds walls," said Sara.

"Bread can hold a wall and not taste of the wall. Those are two skills, and you have one." She was already working, talking throughout, as at home at a kneading table as at a lectern. "Water, more than you think. Fat, which you leave out on principle, and the principle is wrong. Time, which you rush because you rush everything that is not a killing. And salt with a hand, not a fist. You can temper a body to True Immortal and not temper a dough for one morning. A drunk could knead better than you, with his eyes shut and a jug in the other hand. Watch."

Sara watched. Then she did it. Diana corrected her hands twice, at the wrist and at the fold, and Sara never needed a correction twice. After each she announced, "My way was correct for a siege. This way is correct for a kitchen. Both are correct."

The loaf that emerged an hour later, off Diana's method and Sara's hands, earned its own panel.

[ ITEM — BREAD, SECOND ATTEMPT — BAKER: SARAFAEL ]
[ QUALITY: SIEGE-GRADE · HOLDS WALLS · PALATABILITY: EXCELLENT ]
[ METHOD: DIANIZOBILAL — TAUGHT ]


"There," said Andy, reading it. "It holds a wall and it's excellent, and it put your name on it, professor. Method: taught."

"It is the first thing in this county to grade my teaching," said Diana, recording it in the field-book with the pen pressed hard. "Recorded." She patted the dough and smiled at it. "And then I learned bread in a kitchen on the fourth ring," she told Andy, fondly. "The cook slapped my hands off the dough and told me where to stand, every morning, for years."

They ate that loaf standing up by the yard door, tearing it too hot, steam rising between them, and it was bread, actual bread, bread a child could love. Sara ate her piece slowly and said nothing for a while before the children got the rest. The despair left twelve small faces, and delight arrived. One of them asked for more with his mouth full.

"This is the part I would keep," said Sara. "Of all of it. Every campaign, every road. The bread hour. The war has never once managed to be at its best before dawn."

The twelve trooped back up the loft stair to their blankets on full bellies, Diana herding them, and the lean-to went quiet except for the oven.

* * *

H

e had been waiting all morning to ask it, and the bread hour was the hour.


"Who taught you?" said Andy. "Sieges is a where."

"A boy at Kell," said Sara, after a while. "Fourteen. He kept the ovens through nine weeks. He kept them hot the morning the wall came down, because the men on the wall had eaten." She broke the last of the loaf in half and gave him the larger piece. "I bake his bread. It is the only monument he has. The first loaf was always his."

"I thought it was the rule of ovens."

"It is the rule of ovens," said Sara. "He made it."

"What was his name?"

"Toma," said Sara. "He would have liked your machine that yells."

Andy laughed, once, with bread in his mouth, and she let the loosening around her eyes stay for it.

Then he stopped laughing, because the other question had arrived behind the first, the one he had carried since the yard at Wellbrook. She watched it surface in his face and waited with her hands in the dough.

"Last night," he said.

"Yes."

"In the yard. You said you enjoyed it. You said very much."

"I did, and I did."

"Is that you, Sara. The yard. Or is this you. The oven."

The same hands that had taught him to knead had halved a man in a yard the night before.

She kneaded a while before she answered, in the ford voice.

"Both. I am a judge, my gentleness is a sentence, and a sentence can be withheld. I withheld it, I enjoyed being correct, and I enjoyed the rest as well." She folded the dough toward her and drove the heel of her hand into it. Quarter-turn. "And I am at my best in a yard like that, Andy. Better at that than at anything, including this. That is the unbearable part. At Kell I hanged a miller from his own sail-arm for selling flour over the wall. It was correct. I would do it again this morning."

He waited by the oven.

"So." Quarter-turn. "When I am unbearable, please put me at an oven. You need not ask. There is no hour I have found in which I am less than I was in that yard, except this one. You will need that. Not this year. But you will."

"Okay."

"Okay is a yes."

"Okay is a yes."

He came to the table and leaned his shoulder into hers, a small weight, an answer with the words left off. She took it, and the watch in her left the yard door and the road beyond it for most of a minute.

"The door is a habit," said Sara, unashamed, and went back to the dough.

Then she lifted one floured hand off the table and set it on his back between the shoulder blades for the space of one courtesy breath. She slid it down the length of his spine to the small of his back before she took it away. The print stayed, five fingers and a palm in flour on his hoodie. She had a cloth on the table beside her hand, and she left it where it was.

"Wear it, please," she said. "All day. I should like the county to read it."

He wore it, because a hand in flour on a man's back was a claim, and a claim was a gesture a woman made. It was also a gesture a bound summon might make on the arm that held her, the same mark the technique would leave if it wanted him to keep pouring. His heart-demon ate well that morning.

"Take the last loaf up, please," she said. "They went back to sleep fed, and they will want it when they wake. The first was his."

He climbed the loft stairs with the flour on his back like a guild tag. Diana, awake against her post, squinted at the handprint and wrote one word. Jess tipped her hat up an inch and said, "You're a color, boss. It's giving tomato." Twelve children sat up in a row in their blankets and asked, all at once, whether there was more bread. Diana shut the field-book on her one word before he could read it.


CHAPTER 32 — Calling the Wipe

F

errow's reeve, Stannard, came to the Millstone on Saturday with his hat in his hands, a novel posture for a reeve. He said the word Thresher like a man naming a flood. A world boss had spawned in the zone, the zone had one party in it, and the party sat at the bottom of Mortal.


"In the Bottom," he said. "Came down out of the hill-wood at dawn. It's working the strips."

"Working them," said Andy.

"Like a man works a field, strip by strip." The reeve turned the hat in his hands. "Corlan's boys were in the second strip. They went into it. It's the size of the field-barn and it's got a count on it, and the count went up by two while I watched."

Diana had the field-book open before he finished. "Realm? And how many stubble-fires does the county fuck out a season? It will want a figure." The reeve's hat stopped turning.

"The old men say Core-Formation. Nothing that walks in this county comes near it."

"Core-Formation," said Diana. She wrote it down, and her pen stopped. "We are Mortal. The early stage of it."

"You're what there is," said the reeve.

"Then you're fucked," said Jess, grinning. "Core-Formation, three realms over a Mortal party, and that's the sum. So are Corlan's boys, and so's your field. And hold your hat tighter, reeve. It's the last thing in the Bottom you'll get to keep. Literally."

The reeve's hat turned once in his hands.

"She means yes," said Sara. "We will come. I am sorry for the boys, and I shall be sorry properly when there is time."

* * *

T

hey spotted it from the top of the town before they saw the harvest field.


Ferrow Bottom lay below the town where the Tull bent, meadows cut in strips. Up the strips a shape the size of a hay-barn was walking on four legs. Every visible part of it was plate, overlapped and edged, the color of old iron. It moved down a strip of stubble at a pace suggesting it had crossed a great many fields at that pace. It was a boss model with the idle walk on, the one that told a player the encounter had phases.

Andy watched it from the town wall at a quarter mile, far past any read, and the System posted the zone boss to him anyway.

[ THRESHER · REALM C · CORE-FORMATION · FURROW QI · HOSTILE ]
[ SHEAF-COUNT: 41 ]
[ PLATES: CLOSED · LIMBS STOWED: 3 ]


Until now the System had never printed Core-Formation over anything he could see. Jess had taught him the word at the market well, and the panel had apparently decided he could be trusted with it.

"Sheaf-count," he said. They were stacks on the boss frame. A raid always read the number and skipped the label, and stacks were what it wiped to on the first pull.

"Not kills," said Jess, beside him. "Sheaves. It's counting what it's got in it." Out of the corner of his eye her gaze flicked up and left, to where a HUD would sit, and back.

"Forty-one."

"Forty-one, and Corlan's two are the last two." She had her hat down. "That's not armor, boss. Look at how the plates sit. That's a barn. That's storage."

The plates lay lapped like the boards of a granary. The panel said limbs stowed, and he reread it from the top, because a line read once was a line half-read.

"Three limbs folded up inside that it hasn't shown," he said. "That's a phase two, bro. Every boss with a closed panel has one, and this one's printing it. If I let it show me I'm dead and so's whoever's standing at its flank."

"So what do we do," said Sara.

"We make it show us on our count. Not its." He climbed down off the wall. "Field-barn. I want the roof. Jess, the width of the strip, below the barn. Diana, the barn corner, the near flank. Sara—"

"The strip," said Sara.

"The strip. And when I say plates, you get off its side. Not back. Off. All the way."

* * *

I

t came down the stubble strip toward the field-barn like weather rolling off a ridge.


He lay on the barn roof with his chin on the ridge and his hands shaking against the slates, the raid lead's seat with a roof for a keyboard. The creature had a front like a barn's gable, with a low dark seam where a barn would have a door, and four legs like a mill's uprights. The plates along its sides lay closed and flat, and from forty feet up, the hinges showed.

Jess had cut her anchors across the strip below him and waited at its edge with the knife loose. Diana held the barn corner with her palms up and steaming. Sara stood in the middle of the strip, directly in its path, with her hands empty.

The low dark seam at its front opened, and out of it came a sound Andy had heard once through a hatch at Wellbrook, wet and patient. Then a long flat tongue of iron extended and lay on the stubble in front of Sara like a threshing floor laid at her feet. Phase one was a floor, and a raid stayed off floors in boss fights.

"That's the mouth," he said, to himself. "It lays the floor and they go onto the floor."

"Hold," Andy called down. "Sara. Its side. Make it turn. It's got to turn to bring the plates on you, and when it turns I'll see the hinge move."

She opened her hand and the sword arrived, gold, humming. She walked to its left flank, set the point in the seam between two plates, and leaned until the iron rang like a bell. The barn of it swung on its four uprights toward her. When the plates along the struck flank shifted a finger's width, a line of dark opened along the top of each, and there was the hinge.

"PLATES," said Andy.

He called it on the finger's width, on a hinge he had seen move once. He had read limbs stowed twice, and twice was sufficient.

[ THRESHER — PLATES: OPENING ]
[ LIMBS — DEPLOYING 3 ]


Sara was already off its side, all the way, at a sprint. He had shoved his sleeve up, slapped his palm to the scar, and poured from the roof without deciding to, cold climbing out of his chest down the line, and the chain reached her at three and a quarter, starlight ringing her collarbones. The plates along the flank rose like the lids of three coffins, and out of them came the limbs.

Each was eleven feet long, jointed twice, and ended in four hooks the size of hay rakes. They came down on the place where she had been standing with a sound like a barn collapsing on a field. One hook, the last, caught her across the back as she cleared it. It opened the cloak and the dress and the skin under it, and gold flew. The root of her left wing showed in the cut, feathered bone slick with gold. A dodge called a half-second early had turned a kill into a glancing hit, and the margin had gold in it.

"SARA—"

"I have it." She had rolled and come up. Gold ran down her back onto the stubble. "It is a cut. It is a long cut. Read the thing, please."

The three limbs rose out of the open plates like a rake-maker's nightmare and swung. Where they swung, the field went into the ground. Where the field went in, the count on his HUD climbed. One hedge-watcher had lingered too long, and he disappeared under the middle rake. The hooks took him at the hip and the shoulder and pulled him apart the long way. Up came the rake with half of him hanging off it, the legs still running on nothing, and shook him off onto the stubble like chaff. The count ticked upward, and Andy's mouth filled with sour water.

He understood the second phase now, because he had made it show him on his count, and the rest came with it. He had read the fight correctly and called every window right, and it was not going to be enough.

He ran the plan anyway.

"They come down fast and up slow. Diana. Can you lie to a limb?"

"I can lie to anything with a shape. Dûrz-ûm." She hurled a band of shadow at the nearest limb as it fell. It wrapped the second joint black and sprouted black ivy as it tightened, a cuff of dusk in the middle of the afternoon. The ivy smoked, as her fire always did. The joint stepped down onto nothing as if the air were ground. Then she shut it. It closed like a latch, with a click that rang in Andy's back teeth. The limb stopped dead at the bottom of its swing, convinced it had struck earth. Diana dropped to one knee at the barn corner with the technique holding, palms cracked black and scorched to the wrists. A lie large enough to hold a Core-Formation limb drained a quarter of the blood out of an early-Mortal cultivator at a word. "One," she said, thin. "I have one. Fuck. I do not have three, Andy, and there are three."

[ DUSK SHACKLE — DIANIZOBILAL — RECORDED · D ]
[ DIANA — CAST: DUSK SHACKLE (DÛRZ-ÛM) — HP −20 · DIANA HP 56/76 ]


She had learned a root mid-wipe, a loot drop on a raid they were losing, and he had no chance to celebrate it.

"Jess. The near hind leg."

"Down." Thorned violet cords cracked up out of the cut and knotted round the Thresher's near leg where it planted. Then the leg lifted anyway, tearing the cords up out of the stubble in a long ragged spray of frost. A Mortal claim on a Core-Formation body held like paper against a knee that had decided to move. "It's coming up, boss," said Jess, a full snare gone into the dirt. "I can hold five dogs. I can slow this. I can't stop it."

"Sara. The housing. While the one's held."

She climbed the rooted limb like a stair with gold running off her back. She drove the sword into the open housing to the hilt and leaned on it with all the True Immortal tempering a Mortal-clamped arm allowed.

The Thresher did not fall. "Godd Howard," Andy said on the roof, with no hope at all. "Second phase. Of course there's a second phase."

It screamed like a mill wheel with a body in it. Every plate shuddered, and the housing Sara stood in ran with a dark fluid. Then the two free limbs came around on their slow backswing, both at once, and the shadow holding the third flickered as the black cracks reached Diana's elbows. Below him, the bulk of it gathered three eleven-foot limbs and an iron floor above the one strip holding everyone he had.

A raid lead learned his calls on walls, and the hardest call was the retreat.

"OFF IT," Andy screamed from the roof, and his voice did not crack, because this one came out of the place the crack lived. "Everybody off. Sara, DOWN, now—Diana, drop it and RUN—Jess, release—we are not winning this, GO—"

The call went down the bond before any of them could argue with it. Their bodies broke from the plan before their faces did, and the arguing caught up on the run.

Sara came off the housing in a straight drop. The sword ripped out of the wound, broke into motes, and streaked back into her hand in a line of gold. The free limb took the field-barn's roof-ridge off a yard from Andy's face and dumped him down the far slope in a slide of slates. By the time he got his head back over the broken roofline, the black cuff on the joint had blinked out and the third limb was free. Diana was in the ditch below the barn corner, and the hooks had come down on the place where she had knelt. Jess lay on top of her with a hand on her sternum. "Stay down, professor." Diana stayed. The Thresher heaved up onto all four uprights and shook itself like a wet dog the size of a mill. The sheaf-count on Andy's HUD ticked up by one as a straggler in the second strip who had not run fast enough went under the floor and came out the back of it threshed to rags, smeared red down a strip of stubble.

They retreated out of the Bottom like survivors of a wipe: fast, low, not looking back. Each dragged the next where a leg or a lung gave out. At the top of the town they stopped, because the Thresher had not followed. It did not look like it needed to follow. It had turned back to the strips and gone back to working them at the pace of a creature that had crossed a great many fields and would cross a great many more. Before the range took it, the sheaf-count stood at forty-three.

[ THRESHER — DISENGAGED · SHEAF-COUNT: 43 ]

* * *

N

obody said clean.


They stood there and got their breath back. Below them a creature the size of a barn walked a dead man's field and put it into the ground a strip at a time. Nothing the four of them could do ended without one of them in the plates. Sara's back had stopped bleeding gold and begun clotting it. Diana sat on the cobbles with her ruined hands in her lap, ignoring the field-book, and Jess had taken off her hat.

"We could go back at dusk," said Andy, heard how it sounded, and stopped.

"And do what," said Sara, gently, with grief under it. "I put a sword to the hilt in the part of it that thinks. It screamed, and it kept walking. I am the sharpest blade this party owns and I was a splinter in it. There is no read that fixes three realms. The thing at the market was one body, and it still killed Diana. This is a great deal more than one body. You called the only thing there was to call. You called it in time, and that is why we are standing at the top of a town and not lying in a field being counted."

"Corlan's boys are still in it."

"Yes."

"It's still killing people. Right now. While we stand here."

"Yes," said Sara. "It is. And you are the one member of this party who does not come back. I will carry you up this hill by the collar before I let you throw yourself at a wall you cannot hold. A summoner who dies proving a point leaves three women and a county with nothing." She put a gold-streaked hand on his shoulder, hard. "Mark it, please. There are fights you lose, and the win is that you were not in them when they ended. This is one. It is the worst kind, and it is the only kind we had today."

He marked it, and carried it down off that hill.

The reeve waited at the town gate with his hat still in his hands, and Andy gave him the report. The reeve neither raged nor wept; he looked too old for either at a disaster this size. He put the hat back on his head. That was worse.

"Keep the Bottom clear," Andy said. "Nobody goes down. Not for the harvest, not for the dead. It counts what walks into it. Don't feed it."

"It'll move on," said the reeve, to the field. "They do. It'll cross the river by the new moon and be Harrow's trouble, or Sett's." The words had the wear of a saying handed down. "We'll not go down."

"Sett is mostly drunks," said Diana, without looking up. "It will find them pickled." The reeve walked off toward his house.

They walked back to the Millstone in the late afternoon with nothing to post. Sara went to the ovens, because Sara went to the ovens, and baked bread nobody had the hunger for. They ate it standing anyway, because she had made it.

Then Sara walked out to the yard and did not come back until dark.

He watched her from the loft window. She called the sword, cut, dismissed it to motes, and called it again, a gold line snapping from her palm thirty times as the light failed. Every call bled qi out of her, and she did not stop until her hands shook. At full dark she came in with her lips pale and her face set.

"I was a splinter," she said, hanging the cloak on its peg. "I intend to become a blade."


CHAPTER 33 — No Spiritual Roots

T

he Thresher crossed the Tull the next night under a new moon, as the reeve's saying had promised. Andy watched it from the town wall: a dark shape wading against the stars with the river breaking white around its legs, slow and untroubled, until it climbed out on Harrow's side and walked into the dark. In the morning Stannard nailed the count to the church door. Seventeen names from the Bottom, two of them Corlan's boys, and four barns. The rest of its count had come down from the hill-wood with it.


The fair arrived that afternoon, and the System, having already graded Sara's bread, discovered it had opinions about honey cake too.

[ ITEM — HONEY CAKE — BAKER: THE WIDOW MERE · QUALITY: FAIR · SUGAR: EXCESSIVE ]
[ ITEM — RIBBON, RED — QUALITY: RIBBON ]


"It's ranking ribbon," said Andy. "It's a vendor screen, and it's sassy."

The Widow Mere presided behind her cakes, broad in the arm and pink in the face, and she knew them. Every stall at the fair knew them by now.

"Mere," said Jess, loud, taking two cakes. "You were on his list, you know. He told me at a fire. First week. Human, hedge-witch, bindable, for company. Don't be delulu about it. It was a short list."

The widow's ladle stopped.

"For company," Diana agreed, and appraised her like a heifer at a show. "I would have said for the dairy. That is a great deal of udder for one stall."

The widow hurled the ladle, which Jess caught one-handed, the cakes in the other, and confiscated. Two farm wives at the next stall snatched up their baskets and relocated to the far end of the fair. One of them said demon like a word for dog dirt on her boot, and summoner in the same breath. The other said witch the same way.

Diana watched them go, fascinated. "Hedge-wives and their friends," she said. "Extremely jumpy around demonkind. And sacrifice-fodder wives always run with the basket held in front, like a shield. It is the only armor they own."

His heart was absent from the fair, and Sara, beside him, looked at him as if she had heard the absence. A widow had just thrown a ladle at his party, and he was still embarrassed about it.

He had come to the fair to find a road to cultivate, because Ferrow Bottom had been three realms of muscle he did not have. Bel had said a summoner tempered by no road but the one written under his sheet, and Andy had decided Bel might be wrong. He would try every road the fair and the party offered until one of them took.

None of them took.

* * *

T

he sect came first, because the sect had a table.


The sect house from Ferrow had claimed the best pitch at the fair, under the church wall. Two elves sat behind a white cloth recording names for the spring intake. They were tall, still and immaculately clean, and their nameplates read Elf in plain white with a crest after it. The crest was a bough bound shut with a white cord. A line of farmhands waited with their caps off, and Andy waited in it. It was guild recruitment at the capital fountain, and he already knew his faction reputation.

The elder elf looked at the air over his head, read CURSED SUMMONER, and left her pen where it lay. Then she read the title over the angel behind him, and her hand went to her throat. She touched the younger elf's sleeve, once. "We do not take summoners," he said, to the boy behind Andy. "They cultivate on other people's graves. Next."

"Your refusal is incorrect," Sara told the elder elf. "I have ruled so, with respect."

Two farmhands laughed.

Diana stepped past him to the table. "Leafy twig dicks," she said, pleasantly, to the line. "The Quiet Bough. They meditate until the moss grows over them and call it virtue. Their elders take a vow of silence for a lifetime, which is the only sensible thing a leafy twig dick has ever said."

The elder elf shut her eyes like a novice counting the years left on a vow. The younger rose so abruptly his bench toppled. Every farmhand in the line retreated a step from the party, and the woman selling ribbons next door threw a cloth over her stall.

"Come," Diana told Andy, satisfied. "The Host has a road, and Jess has a worse one."

Jess tried next, behind the horse-lines, because Jess's road was the closest to a trick and Andy trusted tricks.

"Current-drinking," she said. "Simplest cultivation there is, and no sect will teach it because it's stealing. Every working drags a thread of the world's plain qi through behind it. You put a word to a small one, light a candle, dry a sock. Then you sip a sliver off the top of the current as it passes, into you. Nobody misses a sip. Do it ten thousand times and you've tempered a stage off the world's flow." She lit a candle-stub with one Divan word, "Lasú," and a small shiver went through her for it, a violet bead of flame blooming on the wick, and held it between them, then pinched it out. "Your turn. Say the word. Feel the qi move. Take a pinch as it goes. It's like pinching a grape off the vine. You've done that."

[ JESS — CAST: WITCH-WICK (LASÚ) — SOUL QI −1 ]


She watched his throat while she said it, a teacher waiting on a pupil's swallow.

He said the word, and nothing lit until Jess laid a fingertip beside his on the wick and fed it from her own soul qi, shivering again.

The candle caught, and the plain qi moved past him, warm on his face as it went by. He reached for the sip.

There was nothing in him to reach with. The sheet had a channel for blood and a channel for the ring, and no channel for this. The warmth passed him like a cart passing a man with no hands, close and useless. He tried it a dozen times, and on the twelfth Jess pinched the candle out.

"Huh," she said. From Jess, that was a page of notes. "It's not that you're bad at it. There's no door for it in you. Your path shut it when it wrote the restriction line." She put the stub in her tin. "That's rare, that. That's built. Nobody can drink off you, either." She sounded pleased about it. Andy took it for a consolation prize.

"First man I ever met with no door in him anywhere," she added, grinning. "And I'd know. I've opened a lot of doors. Lowkey iconic, boss."

* * *

S

ara tried next, at dawn, at the oven, because that was where Sara was. The loft above was quiet now; the twelve had gone to Yates's wife on Friday, to a house with a garden and a dog.


"There is a road that is not a trick," she said. "The Host cultivates by order. You sit, you breathe, you hold a true thing in front of you until you and the true thing keep the same time. Heavenly qi settles out of the keeping, as frost settles out of a still night. It is conceptual. It does not care what realm you are. A recruit can begin it. I will sing the low line. You hold the true thing behind it, and we will see."

She sang the low line, the cradle-register, seven breaths to the bar, and it was the most beautiful sound he had heard in this world or the last. He held the truth she gave him to hold, and he held it hard. Nothing settled out of the keeping but a headache and an enormous tenderness toward Sara.

On the loft stair behind them a board creaked on the first bar and stopped. Diana stood there in a borrowed nightgown with the back cut out, one hand on the rail and her face gone bloodless. She listened to one breath of it, then turned and retreated upstairs without a sound. The nightgown had no back at all. As she climbed, it granted him the length of hers, cream from the nape past the root of the tail to the full, bare curve of her ass. It was, he thought, the one view of her she had not staged.

After the third bar Sara stopped singing, put her floured hand on his chest over the heart, a gold warmth spreading under the flour, and read the nothing there.

"No holy order in you either," she said, without judgement. "It is not a fault. Order settles on a soul the Host already holds, and your path held you first." Her hand lingered a moment. "I could have told you. I let you try because a man believes a no better after he has stood in it. You have stood in two."

"You let me fail on purpose."

"It was correct."

He sighed, and because her floured hand still rested on his chest, he gave up the argument.

* * *

D

iana tried last, in an alley behind the ale-tent, at dusk. Her road was dual cultivation, and by her face she had been waiting for weeks for the county to hand her the excuse.


"Mine is the oldest road and the sects hate it most, because it works and it is undignified," she said, already backing him gently to the alley wall. "A body exchanges qi with a body. Yours refines everything that passes through it. The literature is unanimous, and for once the literature is right, so what you produce is richer than any pill a Kiln-Mother ever fired. I take it. You are supposed to take a portion back off me in the giving. That is the theory. Let us test the theory. Hold still, let the field-book show I asked, and let me get my mouth on your cock before the fair notices we are gone."

She dropped to her knees in front of him in the alley with a scholar's directness and a succubus's hunger. She yanked at his belt with two quick hands, and his own hands got there first, tearing the buckle open for her and shoving his pants down his hips. His hands found her horns and held on.

He had not decided anything, but his body had, the second her knees hit the cobbles, and it pulled her mouth onto his cock. On contact the lecture died in her all at once, behind the eyes, and what looked up at him over the glasses was older and hungrier. She took him slowly and all the way down, then took one inch more out of greed, and set the pace herself. When she took him to the back of her throat, his fists tightened on her horns and kept her there until her eyes watered behind the glasses. She moaned around him, and under the moan she was talking, low and rough, in Demonic, nothing a field-book could hold. Her mouth and tongue worked him, one warm hand sure around the root. She never took her gaze off his face, and the violet in it had gone dark. Her tail swayed slowly behind her while she fed on the wanting as much as on the cock in her mouth.

Then his pleasure went down the bond and hit her, and she came off him gasping as it landed. She rubbed his wet cock over her cheek and the bridge of her glasses and kissed it from the root to the tip. "Gra," she told it, hoarse, like a starving woman asking for bread. Then she took him back into her mouth, moaning, and did not come up again.

Her free hand slid up under her own skirt without a word about it and found her clit. Then two fingers went inside herself, working to the rhythm of her mouth. The noises she made around him climbed, wetter and higher. She came first, on her own fingers, with him still heavy on her tongue. Her tail lashed the alley wall. A rose wash of light ran up her throat and lit the cobbles under her knees. The word went into him around his cock, half-swallowed: "Morgik." The sound of it traveled straight up through him.

That was what took him. He came in her mouth in hard pulses, and she took it, every drop, the moan she made around him the one from the library. She came again around him with both hands clawed into his thighs hard enough to bruise, shuddering against his legs. She drank him down like hot water on a cold morning and licked what escaped her off her lip. She rocked back, looking pleased with herself, wet-mouthed and glowing.

The scholar came back into her face one feature at a time. "Salt, heat, and a finish like a cellar vintage," she said, hoarse. "Recorded. The literature undersold you, you beautiful fuck. Nobody in hell will believe a stubble-fire comes built like this. I am going to write it down in inches." Andy flinched at inches, and she went on without a pause. "Hell, I want that in my cunt next time."

He stood against the alley wall and read the panel.

[ DIANIZOBILAL — ASTRAL QI DRAWN (SUMMONER'S) — REFINED · +18 ]
[ ANDY — ASTRAL QI −16 · 16/32 · NO PATH FOR RETURN ]
[ BUFF — ASTRAL QI · HP +44 · QI +44 · 24:00:00 ]


A faint rose shimmer climbed along her collarbones as the eighteen points went in. Half of his own pool had gone down with it, sixteen of thirty-two, and the corner of his HUD reported the loss like a raid frame after a bad pull. Her split palms, still healing from the Bottom, knit tighter.

"No path for return," he read aloud.

"Ah," said Diana, from the ground, and interest arrived beside the pleasure on her face. "I felt that. It went one way. It went into me and there was no tide coming back. It fed me splendidly. It did nothing for you at all. You are a spring, Andy. A spring does not drink. And the other half went one way as well. Every time you liked it, I felt you like it, and it arrived in me doubled, as it did at the grave. The literature says nothing about that. The literature will now."

He knew what the literature would conclude about a bind that fed a demon her summoner's pleasure. It was a leash with a treat attached, and he was the only dish in the world that fed her twice.

"So that's three," said Andy.

"That is three. Fuck, that is three." She was already reaching for his belt again, warm, hungry, serenely unbothered by the science. "The cultivation failed. The feeding was a triumph. I want to repeat the triumph now and take the rest of you. My cunt first, then my ass, and I shall grade both. Hold still."

He caught her wrist.

"No. You'll empty me. You said. A spring doesn't drink. You'd drain it dry, and I'd be at zero with a fair full of strangers tomorrow." He hauled her up off her knees, and she rose, unoffended, kissing him open-mouthed on the way up. He tasted himself on her tongue, salt and her. She hummed into it like a footnote that had found its page, and pressed the full warm weight of her against his arm. Her breasts flattened against it, her chin rested on his shoulder, and her eyes turned up at him, hungry and delighted, still angling.

"Later, then," said Diana. "In ink. Your qi is my favorite vintage, I have an extremely educated palate, and I have not finished drinking."

He leaned his head back against the cold stones of the alley wall.

Four roads, then, counting the sect table. A sect table would not take his name. A trick found no door in him. A holy order found him already taken. A cultivation fed a succubus and left the summoner where he stood.

"I'm a Cursed Summoner," he said, to the last of the light over the ale-tent. "That's the whole build, no cap. I don't get stronger. They die, and they get stronger. I stay the guy with thirty-two. That's the only page there is."

"Path, not build. Deduct one. You are also," said Diana, into his shoulder, hungry and content at once, "a man three women who cannot be killed for long have decided to keep. You own me, Andy, and I have excellent taste in owners. There are worse paths. Come back into the fair, Andy. Buy a ribbon, and let me watch you fail to give it away. Buy me the cake." She smiled up at him. "Wanting is the easiest thing in the world to hand the man who holds your ring. I am handing it over, and I mean every drop. Interpret that in the morning."

They went back into the fair by the smiths' row, because it was the short way to the cake.

At the far end a dwarf worked under a leather awning with his beard tucked into his belt. He had a bar of iron wrapped around a long rod in the coals. He drew it out white and walked it around the rod, tap and turn, tap and turn, until the seam closed. Then he knocked the rod out, held up a tube of iron as long as Andy's forearm, and squinted down the bore at the sky.

[ ODO EMBERHAND · Dwarf · SMITH ]


"Pump pipe," said Diana. "For a well. A dwarf will forge you anything round, if you keep his cup full."

Andy stopped walking.

A tube a man could look down. His uncle Ray kept a Colt in his truck in Killeen, and every Fourth of July he let Andy shoot cans off a fence with it. Andy had missed every can. He had watched the reload on a dozen screens until his thumbs knew it: open the gate, rod the brass out one case at a time, six in, close, cock.

This world had bows. Every guard on every road carried a crossbow, and he had not seen a gun anywhere.

It had a demon who set barns on fire with her hands.

"Andy," said Diana. "The cake."

"Yeah," he said, and kept looking at the tube. Fire was easy. Fire was the one thing his party never ran short of. What he needed was fire that would sit still in a tube and wait for him to say when.


CHAPTER 34 — An Old Monster in a Shawl

S

he sat down at his table on Tuesday evening in reading glasses and a gray wool shawl and apologized for the hour. The Millstone was loud with fair week. The inn had thrown a canvas awning over its yard with a flap to the square, and under it a fiddle played in the corner over the smell of hot fat and spilled ale. It was the villain introduction, where the boss sat down at the player's table in the hub and the music stayed the same.


"It is late for a call," she said. "I am sorry. I had hoped to come at the dinner hour, and the road was slow. I do so dislike being behind my own schedule." She settled the shawl. "You will be Andy. I have been looking forward to this, and I want to say at once that none of it is your fault."

She had crossed the yard under his eye, because he watched everyone cross that yard now, and because his HUD had printed her nameplate the moment she came in under the canvas. It used the same flat white it gave carters and gooseherds.

Human · Soul Summoner

He had shoved his plate away, and Sara's right hand had closed around empty air. Diana had stopped writing, and Jess had stopped doing anything at all. A raid went quiet like that when a name walked into zone chat.

The woman in gray wool surveyed each of them in turn, pleasantly, as a visitor inspected a parlor before choosing a chair. On the way around she paused on Jess longer than on the rest, and gave her a small nod, one worker to another across a yard. Andy took it, generously, for manners. Then she looked at Sara, and kept looking.

"Oh," she said. "Oh, my dear. May I?"

She was already reading, her eyes gone flat and glossy-black behind the glasses, the color of jug-water under a lamp, with violet moving under the black like a fish.

* * *

S

he read slowly, savoring it like a letter she had waited years for. She was inspecting his tank to the bottom of the sheet, and she located the hidden rows.


[ MALERICHA — READ (SHEET) — SOUL QI −1 ]


"Sarafael," she said, softly, reading. "Archangel. Judgement. True Immortal. Expressed at the bottom of Mortal. Held. Bound three of three. Vigil-Lamp Sutra, from all those nights at doors, I expect. Heaven-Gate Formation, freshly written. When was that, a week? Oh, that is recent." Her lips moved on a line she kept to herself. "And Golden Wing Ascension dashed. Of course it is." She looked up with a collector's wonder. "An archangel. In Ferrow. At a fair inn. With her sheet clamped to early-stage Mortal. I have been doing this since before the sects started waiting me out, and I have never once seen a True Immortal on a mortal's string. I have seen a Spirit-Severing soul bound, once, through a claim. But this."

Gold flickered inside Sara's closed hand, a sliver of hilt forming out of light. She had half-run the call on a breath of qi, qi burned for nothing, and she let it go to motes.

"Please stop reading," she said.

"I will in a moment. I am nearly done." Malericha read on, unhurried, to the bottom, and folded her hands on the table. The black went out of her eyes. "There. Thank you. I know that was rude, and I would have stopped if you had drawn. I am not here to fight. I could not fight you here and I would not want to. Fighting is for people who have failed to keep a schedule."

"Who are you," said Andy.

"Malericha." She said it like a name he might know. "I hold the land west of the Sett road, from the hill-wood down to Ashe, everything on it, and a good deal that only visits. You have been to some of it. Bramley's orchard. The school at Wellbrook, which I understand you closed on Thursday, and quite thoroughly. I am not cross about it, though Hale was a useful woman." She cleaned her glasses on the shawl. "I walk the path you walk. That is the first thing to understand. I stood on a hillside once at the bottom of Mortal, barely a cultivator at all, and a voice asked me a question in the water. I said yes. Now I stand at Spirit-Severing, the sixth realm, where the sects sit in caves for three hundred years to stand. Thirty-one years I have lived here, building what you came through."

"You said yes."

"I said yes, and I have never once been sorry. I would hate for you to waste your evening looking for the sorry underneath." She smiled, warm, to the eyes. "I hold nine. I have farmed ninety-one. The other eighty-two I have burned to gray. Burned is dead for good. Burned is gone. Nothing to bury and nothing to call back at hour thirty-one, and I like knowing that about them. The last was a dairywoman from Sett. She thanked me first. They always do. She hummed while she burned, and I have kept the tune."

Andy's pulse was in his teeth, and he had a knife on his belt and thirty-two points of health. Across from him a woman in gray wool was describing eighty-two people with a farmer's pleasure in a good year.

He ran INSPECT at her out of the habit that sent his hand to a screen. Qi left him in a cold thread from behind the eyes, and a pale frame unfolded over the shawl.

[ MALERICHA · Human · SOUL SUMMONER · Realm A · SOUL QI ]
[ HOLDING 9 ]


Realm A. His System had lettered what she had named. It read like his own path with the curse sanded off, hung over a shawled woman's head, and she had said yes. She stood five realms above the party he held, in the gap where a name went red with a skull beside it and the realm printed as a question mark. This one had printed its letter because it wanted him to read it.

He looked up from it and she was watching him read.

"There," she said, gently. "Now you have mine and I have yours. A party at Mortal, early stage. It has not risen since you arrived. But your breakthrough is a third lit, and I know who died to light it." She tilted her head. "It gets very easy, Andy."

* * *

"P

lease say why you are here," said Sara, with her chest the stillest he had ever seen it. "Say it, please, and go. You are incorrect. I have ruled on you, and I am sorry for it."

"Yes. Of course. You will want the schedule." Malericha folded her hands again. "An archangel is the best fuel in the region, and the sects would level a mountain to get what I mean to burn on a whim. I want to say that plainly so that nobody at this table is under a misapprehension about what I am and what I want. There is nothing in three counties that burns like what is sitting across from me, and I have wanted one since that hillside, as a woman wants a house with a south wall. Here one is, at the bottom of Mortal, in Ferrow, on a string held by a boy from Ardnowe who does not yet know how to burn one."

"I'm not—"

"You are not, yet. It is very sweet." She regarded Sara again with the look a horse-breaker gave a colt: the teeth, the legs. "So. I will have you. I am telling you now so that it is a schedule and not a surprise. Not carried; carried arrives upset. Walked. You will die at a place I have chosen and come back thirty-one hours later at a place I have chosen, and walk in through my gate on your own feet, because that is how the binding will read by then. You will arrive loose, settled, and mine."

"No," said Sara.

"Yes," said Malericha, kindly. "But not tonight, and not this week. I will tell you the day. I keep to schedules. It is the one virtue I have always been able to claim."

Thursdays, Lambert had said, to a hood, at the Ardnowe well, with his pipe out of his mouth. It comes through in the small hours. She kept to schedules. She had kept to one through Ardnowe's lane for longer than Andy had been alive, and the lane had learned to stand off the road for it.

Andy sat with his hands on the table and the sheet on his HUD reading holding 9. A woman was describing killing Sara in the tone Sara used for a Wednesday.

"Why tell us," he said. His voice had nothing in it. It was the only voice he had left. "Why sit down and tell us."

"Because you cannot stop it, and I enjoy that you will know." Zero heat in it. "If I could have her tomorrow I would, and I would still have come tonight to tell you, because the telling is the part I like." She smiled again. "I have had a lifetime of it, Andy. You have had a few weeks. You do not yet know which parts you like. You will."

She reached for the water jug in the middle of the table and rotated it a quarter-turn on the boards, so that the lamplight fell on the water inside. The water lay flat and black under the lamp. She smiled at it like a friend across a room.

Sitting motionless, he was the only other person at the table who knew what she was smiling at, and she knew he knew.

"Old friend," said Malericha, to the jug, softly, and released it.

* * *

S

he stood up from the trestle table.


She tugged the shawl straight and set a coin on the table beside Andy's plate, a good deal more than the table's bill.

"For the room," she said. "And for your dinner, which I interrupted, and I am sorry. Ivo will see me to the road."

The man in the wide hat was standing outside the flap in the lamplight from the square, the iron discs on their cord at his belt. They had clicked there on the causeway, and at the market where Diana died. He studied the middle distance, waiting.

"The market," said Diana, low, over her pen. "He was at the market."

Ivo read the air over her and smiled like hired muscle. "Pleasure Soldier. I've had worse, and I've had it cheaper."

"Ivo," said Andy.

"You have met." Malericha glanced at the door and back. "He is very good with a wagon. He is less good with people, which is why I keep him for wagons." She looked down at Sara one final time with the horse-breaker's look. "Goodnight, my dear. Sleep. You have a great deal of walking to do and none of it is this week."

She left. The man in the wide hat fell in beside her, the fair let them through, and they were gone. For a while nobody at the table moved.

Then Sara opened her empty hand, finger by finger, laid it on the table palm down, and looked at it.

"She read me," she said. "All of me. To the bottom of the sheet. She read Golden Wing Ascension." Her chest made one breath, a real one, past courtesy. "I have been read by a great many eyes, Andy. I have never before been read by a woman who meant to own me."

"She's Spirit-Severing. Holding nine." He looked at the coin by his plate. "She walked in and sat down and gave us the strat. She wants us to have it." He put both hands on the table because they had started. "That's what a boss does in the cutscene before the fight you can't win yet. It tells you the plan because the plan works anyway."

"Because she believes it changes nothing," said Diana, quietly, with her eyes still on the door, and her pen struck the page hard enough to spatter. "Write it down where you will see it every day." She wrote it herself, and then another line under it. "Human, of course. A stubble-fire. Give one of them long enough and a taste of a realm, and this is the shit that grows in it. Not you, Andy. You are furniture, and very good furniture."

Jess tipped her hat back.

She had gone the color she went when she was working a sum, and she was studying the coin.

"I know my own weather for it," she said. "For her." Jess grabbed the coin, turned it over, and put it down. "Back of the neck. First got it this spring, two valleys back, with the Queen's catchers on me. Maybe three times since. Got it when she came in under the canvas. She's the real kind. The kind that does the sum and then does more than the sum says. I stop where the sum stops. She doesn't, and she likes it." Her mouth curled, small and fed, while she said it. "And stop shaking your hands, boss. Nobody's hitting you. Yet. Be so for real." She shoved the bench back and stood. "I'm walking the square. Nobody follow me. I want to see which way the wagon went."

She went out through the canvas flap.

Andy sat at the table with the coin, the jug, the angel, and the demon. The water in the jug still lay black under the lamp. He rotated it back the quarter-turn she had turned it, so the light slid off it, shutting a door another player had left open on his table, and left it.

"Andy," said Sara.

"Yeah."

"When she says the day." Her hand was on the table, and her eyes were on it. "You will not let me walk."

"No."

"Say it as if that ends it, please."

He looked at her.

"I won't let you walk," said Andy, and found the voice. It was hers, and he let it be. "Not to her gate. Not on any day she names. Mark it."

"Marked," said Sara, and lifted her hand off the table. It was still.

Outside, the fair played on. East of it, on the Sett road, a wagon with iron on its wheels was still running Thursdays.


CHAPTER 35 — This Senior Is Only Playing

I

t rained on Sara in the night, and on her alone. She reported it at dawn.


"Rain," she said. "Between the third hour and the fourth. On me."

She stood at the yard gate wet to the skin, in a circle of wet a yard across on the frosted cobbles. The wet had a violet skin on it, like oil on a puddle. Outside the circle the frost lay white and dry under a sky that had been clear all night. It was a ground effect, one tile wide, aimed at one target, and the target had stood in it for an hour and classified it as weather.

"On you."

"On me. From the third hour to the fourth, cold and steady, straight down, on me and on nothing else." She wrung a sleeve out onto the frost. "I moved. It moved. I stood under the canvas and it came through the canvas. I have been rained on in a great many campaigns, Andy, and never alone."

"Did you see anything?"

"I saw the yard and the gate. I saw you asleep in the loft through the window, and Diana's window across the square. The gate stayed shut all night, and I will swear to that in any voice you like." She wrung the other sleeve. "And it rained on me. So."

He summoned the roster, because he had set it, and it printed.

[ WATCH ROSTER — THE MILLSTONE · FAIR WEEK ]
[ SARAFAEL — 00:00 → 04:00 · POST: YARD GATE · HELD ]
[ JESSAMINE — 04:00 → 06:00 · POST: LOFT STAIR ]
[ INCIDENTS: 0 ]
[ RAINFALL — LOCAL — 03:00 → 04:00 · AREA: 1 ]


He stared at area: one. He had met no ground effect with a smaller footprint, and the combat log had called it rain.

"It says incidents, zero."

"It is correct." Sara looked down at the wet circle around her boots. "There was rain. I kept watch for the three of you all night. At no point was there a fourth presence in this yard, because I would have known. Say it back to me, please. My watch was correct. The rain was incorrect. I have ruled against the weather. It fell on the deepest realm in the yard."

"There was nobody else in the yard."

"Thank you." She wrung out her sleeve onto the frost. "Then I shall go and stand at an oven, because I find that I am unbearable, and you were told what to do about that."

She climbed the loft stair ahead of him. In the middle of the floor she pulled the wet dress off over her head in front of him, as she would have in front of a wall. She stood facing him, unclothed, for as long as it took to locate the dry dress on its peg. The porcelain of her ran from the throat to the knee: breasts that sat high and proud, their tips gold-dusted pink, the same gold-dusted pink between her thighs, rain still running off her in threads. Her nipples stood hard and puckered with the cold of it. Her chest did not move once. His moved for both of them. She stepped into the dry dress, fastened the side, and went down to the oven.

* * *

I

n the night, Jess's tin had been re-sorted.


She opened it at the loft table to take a chalk and stopped with the lid up, her face gone still. She turned the tin square to the table's edge and looked again. An intruder had opened her bags and put everything back wrong, on purpose, and the message was I have your bags.

"Who touched this," said Jess. "It was under my hand all through my watch."

Diana had been lodged over the coppersmith's since the fair's second night filled the Millstone. Sara had been at the gate being rained on. Andy had been asleep on the stove-side floor. Jess had abandoned the floor at Diana's door to take the loft stair at the fourth hour.

"They're by color," said Jess. She kept them by length; he had watched her do it a hundred times. She dumped the tin out onto the table with one flat sweep: reds together, whites together. "Somebody has taken every chalk out of my tin and put them back by color, shut it, and put it under my hand. And I was awake. There's violet on the hinge, and it isn't mine." She rubbed the back of her neck. "Got my weather, too. Fourth hour. Nobody on the stair."

A black gloss evaporated off the tin's lid under her eyes, like frost leaving a sill at noon. She stared at the tin, then at her own hands, the old one and the new one with the gold seam, and turned them over.

"Then I did it in my sleep," she said.

"Jess, you were on watch—"

"Then I did it in my sleep on watch," said Jess, flat, and began, one chalk at a time, to put them back by length. She kept her eyes down until she had finished, and her ears under the hat were the color of the reds.

"Stop looking at me like that, boss," she said, not looking up. "You look like a kicked spaniel. Cringe."

Diana came across the square at the seventh bell with her tail straight out behind her. She shoved the book down in front of Andy, open to a page, and pointed.

It was the concordance, the page with the two methods under his name, in her careful best hand. It looked like a wiki page with two lines edited by an administrator. Two black blots with violet rims, each the size of a fingertip, obliterated the words A. of Ardnowe, and nowhere else on the page.

"I did not do that," said Diana. "I would sooner let an orc wipe his cock on the page than blot it."

"I know."

"Six blots in all my field-books, and I remember every one. I did not do that." She jabbed a finger at the page. "The book was on the sill. The window was shut. Jess was on the floor at my door until the fourth hour. It chose the lines. Of everything on that page, it chose those two lines. A realm so far above mine that I cannot feel it chose two lines and struck the summoner's name. Say what you know."

He looked at the blots, the tin, and, visible through the loft window, the saturated circle on the frost.

"Okay. Everything that happened last night happened to exactly one of you each," he said. "And it was small and surgical, and nothing broke. She wanted me to see all three before breakfast." He shut the field-book, gently. "She sat down at our table and told us she'd have Sara. Then she came back in the dark to touch one thing on each of you and walk out, so that I know she can. She didn't need the gate. Every boss does it the night after the reveal. It's a message with a return address."

And then, because he was who he was, he extracted the useful fact from under the fear. Three workings in one night, on three people, and every one had left a mark still present at dawn: the wet circle, the wrong-sorted tin, the two black blots. A working that reached into a person left a signature on the way out. Diana had matched a signature once, pressed into a tally-book board and unreadable to her, and matched it anyway. If a working left a mark a reader could find, then a working could be found before it finished, and a working that could be found could be argued with. He had no use for it yet. He put it at the top of the shelf, over the fear, where the useful discoveries went.

Before noon Jess incised a ward circle into the loft boards around the tin, closing it with a flick of her knife. A knee-high hedge of violet bramble sprang up out of the cut, rattled once, and sank back into the grain. After that the boards around the tin stung cold as nettles if a hand came near them. Within the hour the innkeeper's brother-in-law, who did the Millstone's carrying, went up the loft stair while they sat at the table below, and they heard him scream from the common room. By the time Andy got up there, the man was on his knees at the edge of the ward with a thorn through every knuckle of the hand he had reached with, and Jess was sitting on the top step behind him, chin on her fist, watching him try to pull it free. She let him try for a long time before she let him go. Andy said her name twice from the stair before she heard it. The innkeeper charged them nothing for the canvas that night and did not look at Jess once. Jess sat with her hand on the lid after that.

[ JESS — BRAMBLE WARD — SOUL QI −12 ]


From the stair Andy kept looking at the man's hand.

The ward had slept in the grain for less than an hour, and nobody had cast it at the man. Jess had laid it, and his own hand had set it off.

Magic could be laid like a snare, and it could sleep in a board or a stone until a hand or a hammer struck it.

He thought of a tube of iron on a long rod, and the hair stood up on his arms.

* * *

H

e drew it for them on the loft table that afternoon, with a stick of charcoal from the stove.


"It's a gun," said Andy. "Where I'm from, half the trucks have one in the glove box. My uncle keeps a Colt in his." He drew a long tube. "That's the barrel. You cut a twist down the inside, so the slug spins on the way out. The spin keeps it straight. It's why the sniper in every game can hit a guy in the eye from across the map." He drew a drum behind the tube with six holes in it. "Cylinder. Six shots, then you reload." He drew a small cup. "Casing. Brass. It holds the charge, and the slug sits in its mouth. You get the casings back after. You just fill them again."

"Fill them with what?" said Diana.

"You." He tapped the cup. "Your fire, burned into a pinch of ash. Then Jess lays a word in it, the way she laid the ward in the boards, so it sleeps until you wake it." He drew a hammer over the base of the cup. "The hammer hits a tiny circle on the bottom. The word wakes up. The fire goes off in a shut cup, and the only way out is down the tube, behind the slug."

Jess turned a stick of chalk from her tin over in her fingers and looked at the cup for a while.

"A circle the width of a finger," she said. "Like the tally."

"Exactly like the tally."

"Huh," said Jess. "Lowkey evil. I'm into it."

Diana had stopped writing. "Nobody has built this," she said slowly, "because nobody would think to. A cultivator's bow takes his qi down the string. The stave drinks it, the string throws it, and the arrow flies with his whole realm behind it. But the arrow in flight cannot hold one breath of qi. Nothing loosed from a string can. So the force must live in the archer. That is what a realm is, Andy. Every sect on every road agrees: the stronger the cultivator, the harder the shot." She set the pen down. "You have drawn a weapon that does not give a shit who is holding it."

"Yeah," said Andy. "That's why it's perfect for me. I don't have a realm. The force comes from you two."

Sara sat at the end of the table with her hands flat on it. "A peasant could kill a sect disciple with it from across a field," she said.

"In Texas we call that the great equalizer."

"It would undo the order of the world. I should forbid it." She looked at him then, at his thirty-two and the title over his head, and her mouth went thin. "You are the only one of us who stays dead. You may have this one thing. That is my ruling. It is correct, and I do not like it."

"What do I get?" said Jess.

"What?"

"For laying it." She tipped her hat back. "I want a favor, boss. Put it with the other one. I'll tell you what when I know."

"Fine."

"Ew, you said yes too fast. Now it's going to be huge."

* * *

S

ara walked the smiths' row with him in the late afternoon, because a sword cultivator could hear bad iron.


She stopped at every forge, asked each smith's leave very politely, and flicked a fingernail against whatever bar lay cooling on his anvil. Then she listened with her head on one side. "No," she said at the first. "That is wet iron." At the second: "That will crack in a frost." The third smith tried to sell her a sword, and she declined it so courteously that he went pale.

At the end of the row the dwarf was drawing another pipe. Sara flicked the tube on his rack. It rang clear and long, and she smiled.

"This one," she said. "His iron sings in tune."

Odo Emberhand was as wide as he was tall, with tong-shaped burn scars up both forearms. He squinted at the charcoal drawing Andy had copied onto a shingle. He turned it upside down and squinted again.

"Rifling," said Odo. "Twist in a bore. Done it once, for a temple's water clock. Six chambers bored true to one tube. Springs. A hammer. Two dozen cups of drawn brass, all alike, thin enough to stretch and fat enough to come back." He set the shingle down. "What does it do?"

"Throws a lead ball through a man."

"A bow does that."

"Not with my sheet."

Odo read the words over Andy's head, grunted, and named a price.

It was more silver than the party had seen in a month. Andy's purse held eleven coppers, a button, and the coin Malericha had left on his table.

He took the coin out, and Sara's hand closed over his before it reached the anvil.

"No," she said. "Not with hers. A weapon bought with her coin would carry her into every shot. That is incorrect, and I will not have it."

"Sara, it's the only—"

"No."

He put the coin back. Odo watched them without expression, a merchant who had seen plenty of people be poor.

"Ah," said a voice from the alley mouth. "Money. Leave it with me."

Diana had come down from her room over the coppersmith's with the field-book under her arm. She looked at the shingle, at the dwarf, and at the leather curtain across the back of his forge.

"Odo Emberhand," she said warmly. "I have listened to you hammer next door to my bed since the fair's second night. You have very good hands for a drunken mug hugger. Shall we talk in private?"

Odo looked at her for the length of a breath. Then he wiped his hands and held the curtain aside.

They were gone four minutes, and Andy counted every one, because counting was what his hands did now. At the end of it Diana came out wiping her palm on the dwarf's apron, which she had taken in with her for the purpose. The dwarf came out after her red to the beard, with his best year written all over his face.

"Friday," Odo told his anvil. "Dawn."

"Friday at dawn," Diana agreed, and tossed the apron back to him. She came past Andy close and put her mouth by his ear. "Two fingers and a thumb. For him that was all it took. For you I would have used everything I own, and taken my time." She straightened. "Do stop making that face. I felt nothing. A dwarf is all beard and gratitude. It was a commission."

"That was incorrect," said Sara.

"It was quick," said Diana. "Rule on that."

Sara considered it. "It was efficient," she said at last. "I shall not rule on it."

* * *

T

hey planned the fair's final night at the table under the canvas, at dusk. He ran it as raid prep, aloud, so the plan had witnesses.


"Tomorrow is the last night," said Andy. "The town's drunk and the square's full. Every door in this inn is open to the yard, because that's what a fair inn is." He had the roster open on his HUD. "She said not this week. Ivo's wagon went east on Tuesday night, Jess saw it go. That's what we know."

"That's what we were told," said Jess.

"That's what we were told. So tomorrow we take the inn. Every door. Sara, the stair, because nothing gets to the loft past you. Diana, the yard door, because you can shut a door with your hand on it. Jess, the yard, because you can shut a yard. I take the common room, because I can read it."

"And the twelve," said Diana.

"Yates's wife has the twelve, at her house, since Friday. They're the only thing in Ferrow I'm sure about."

[ WATCH ROSTER — THE MILLSTONE · FAIR'S LAST NIGHT ]
[ SARAFAEL — THE STAIR ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL — THE YARD DOOR ]
[ JESSAMINE — THE YARD ]
[ ANDY — THE COMMON ROOM ]
[ INCIDENTS: 0 · RAINFALL: 0 ]


"Incidents, zero," said Sara, reading it upside down. Her hair had dried at the oven. "Rainfall, zero. I have decided to find that reassuring, and I am aware of how hard the deciding is. A sect would post a tribulation watch on a night like this. The monks pray in shifts and relieve themselves in jars, forgive me, so as not to leave the altar. We have a roster. It is holier."

"It'll be fine," said Andy.

Jess, under her hat, said, "You're a color, boss," and left which one unsaid, and he lacked the answer himself.

"It will be what it is," said Sara. "I have stood a great many last nights. They are the ones the enemy likes." She shoved the water jug to the far end of the table, out of the lamplight, and set the bread board over it. "There. Now nobody at this table is being watched at dinner."

Upstairs, a charcoal gun lay drawn on the loft table, and the real one was two days off.


CHAPTER 36 — Stolen Blood Essence

T

he fair's last night stayed loud until the third hour, and then it grew loud in a different register. The event was ending and the night spawn was on the clock, and everybody in the party knew the clock except the town.


Andy held the common room from the long table nearest the west hearth, his back to the fire. The north door stood on his left and the yard door at the far end in front of him. He read every path an add could take to the stair. The town drank around him, sang, collapsed, and was carried out unconscious. The roster sat on his HUD announcing incidents: zero.

Sara occupied the third step of the stair, and Diana leaned in the yard door with her palms upturned. Jess waited in the yard among the barrels, having patrolled its width at dusk with her knife dangling.

At the third hour the square emptied. The innkeeper barred the north door, and the common room contained Andy and Sara, the fire, and the ticking canvas. "Hide behind your barrels," Jess had told the innkeeper as he ducked behind the tap casks. "Only thing in here they're good for. Ew, you're shaking."

At a quarter past the third hour the canvas stopped ticking.

"Boss," said Jess, from the yard, low.

The System had already posted the dark beyond the door, and the frame unfolded.

[ HOSTILES ×8+ — MARSH-WIGHTS (PACK) · REALM D · GRAVE QI ]
[ HUNT IN DARK · PRESS THE WOUNDED · BREAK WHEN BLOODIED ]
[ APPROACH: NORTH DOOR · YARD GATE · CANVAS ]


"Eight plus," he said, in the raid tongue, and his voice cracked on plus and the call held. "Realm D—Foundation. Foundation, all of them, every door, and they come through the roof. They press blood. Nobody bleeds where they can smell it. Sara, nothing goes up the stair. Diana, you're the wall between the yard and the room. Jess—"

"Yard's shut," said Jess. "Three anchors. Say when."

"When they're in it."

The north door split with a crack of oak.

* * *

A

gray hand pushed through the wood beside the bar and lifted the bar off. The first wight entered the Millstone's common room out of the dark of the square, gray on gray, tall and wet, with a face that had once been a face. The lips were gone, the nose was gone, and the teeth stood long and brown in the gums. It pathed straight through a door as if the door had been decoration, and it turned its regard on the fire, then on him.


The canvas over the yard tore in two places at once, and two more dropped through it onto the barrels.

"Yard," said Andy.

"Down," said Jess, from among the barrels, and drew her knife through the yard's packed earth. Thorned cords cracked up out of the cut across the yard with the door-slam sound he recognized, climbed the barrel staves, and knotted round every leg they found. Two wights stood planted on the barrels with their gray hands opening and closing on the dark.

The third came through the yard gate behind them, outside the circle, and lunged for the yard door.

Diana met it in the doorway.

She met it with fire, the word bitten off low before it reached her, a buzz in its floor that set his fillings humming. The fire lit along her knuckle-seams and split them open as it came, black running down her wrists, and ran out to the claw-tips in hooks of black flame curled like a goat's horns. She drove both hands into the wight's chest and opened it.

"Vûr-zur, morggurakh!"

Its guts came away on her claws, black and roped, smoking where they hit the sill. The wight sat down in the doorway with its chest open. Diana stood over it with her hands burning, her glasses flashing, and the fangs bare.

[ DIANA — CAST: HELLFIRE TALONS (VÛR-ZUR) — HP −6 (WORD) −7 (UPKEEP, HELD) · DIANA HP 63/76 · QI 107/107 ]
[ WIGHT — OPENED (HELLFIRE TALONS) — SLAIN (DIANIZOBILAL) ]
[ JESSAMINE — QI 119/175 ]
[ HEAVEN-GATE FORMATION — THE STAIR · ROUTES: FOUR · ALL SHUT · DRAWS REFUSED ]


Four of them had come through the north door together.

They advanced down the common room between the long tables in a ragged line. The first one targeted the stair, because upward was where the darkness waited. Sara planted herself on the third step, one shoulder to the wall and the rail at her other hip. The sword was already in her hand, gold still humming along the edge from the call. Her eyes went to every way up it: over, under, the rail, through. As each route closed, a thin gold plane stood up across it in the air like a pane of cathedral glass and hummed an organ's low note. When the wight tried the rail, she took the hand off it at the wrist, and it kept trying with the other. She let it climb onto her blade and returned it down the stair dead, then set her feet again.

"Sara—"

"I have the stair. It is a good stair, and a Mortal holds a stair as well as an Immortal if she knows every way up it." Her chest was moving. "Read the room, please, Andy. Two more at the door."

Two more waited at the north door, and two more were coming through it, while another at the yard door pressured Diana. The last roamed loose between the tables, an add escaped from the tank, wandering into the raid lead's corner. It had detected a scent, apparently his, and it rotated its head toward the west hearth and advanced.

He rose and shoved the long table over onto the wight's legs, the one weapon on his bar. It came over the table anyway with its gray hands out. He swung the Collector's hand-axe down through its reaching hand and buried the blade in the table's edge behind it, and the hand stayed pinned under the iron. It was a Foundation wight nailed to a table by a Mortal two realms under it. He did zero damage to a mob with a hundred and forty, and removed one hand from the fight. The other hand raked him.

Four gray fingers traveled elbow to wrist along the inside of his left arm, where five ritual cuts ran along the old line. The claws tore them open in a broad rake. One nail caught under a tendon at the wrist and plucked it like a string.

Blood ran down his arm and off his fingers onto the Millstone's floorboards in a spatter the fire lit red. The wight's head swiveled toward it. Every wight in the room oriented on the smell. "Godd Howard," Andy said through his teeth, fond even now, because only a dead man could have tuned aggro to a blood trail.

"He's bleeding," said Jess, from the yard. "Boss. BOSS. Get off the boards—"

He was already pouring, his good hand on the opened arm, cold down the line to Sara on the stair. Starlight ringed her collarbones. The count had barely started when she vaulted the rail and took the wight's head off at his feet. The body hung by one pinned hand and swung. Three and a quarter, and the count had finished itself. She vaulted back over the rail onto her step without a word. Two of them were already on the stair below her. When the first reached for the rail she opened it from collarbone to hip, and it went back down the stair still coming.

[ ANDY HP 32 → 19/32 · LEFT FOREARM: RAKED ]
[ WIGHT — BEHEADED — SLAIN (SARAFAEL) ]
[ WIGHTS REMAINING: 7 ]


He stood by the overturned table with his arm running and stared at the floorboards, where his blood lay in a spattered trail a few yards long, black in the firelight.

There was a man on his knees in it.

* * *

H

e must have come in through the yard door past Diana while she was opening a wight; he was the variety of man eyes slid off. He was thin, in a gray coat, with a face gone slack in every muscle that made it a face. Over his head floated a nameplate in the same flat white his HUD gave carters.


Human · Held

He had a knife in one hand and a small stoppered jar in the other, and he was scraping the boards.

He worked with care. The knife's edge lay flat to the wood, the blood rose in a dark curl, and the curl was wiped into the jar. It was a gatherer harvesting a node, and the node was Andy. The room filled with the smell of burning and the sound of the pack discovering it was bloodied.

"Hey," said Andy.

The held man kept his eyes on the floorboards.

"HEY—" He clambered around the table, still bleeding, and the read landed while he climbed. Objective. "Diana! The jar—stop the jar—" A wight detached from the north door and interposed itself between them, gray hands out. Behind it the thin gray man stoppered the jar with his thumb, stood up, and walked out through the yard door. He passed Diana, who was inside a wight to the elbows with her fangs in its throat, close enough to touch, and slipped by clean. He went out under the torn canvas, across the yard between the two planted wights, past Jess with both hands on her circle, and through the yard gate.

Beyond the yard gate, in the back lane, waited a wagon, and on the wagon's bench sat a wide hat.

Through the yard door and the open gate beyond, the iron discs caught the firelight. The thin man climbed onto the bench and handed up the jar. Ivo took it, turned it once to the light, and tucked it inside his coat.

"IVO—"

He grabbed a tankard off the floor and hurled it at the yard door, and it burst on the frame. Ivo did not flinch.

The wight in front of him raked at his face. He ducked under it, and Sara came off the stair a second time, swept its legs from behind, and returned to the stair. By the time he was up again, the wagon was rolling at a walk down the back lane into the dark of Ferrow. It was beyond pursuit. Four wights were loose in the Millstone, and one of them was attacking Diana, while two more still strained inside Jess's circle.

* * *

T

hey held while one more wight came on the stair. Sara took its head off at the third step, and the body climbed two more before it understood. The last jammed itself in the yard door with Diana's hands buried in its chest to the wrist. She pulled her hands apart slowly. The wight's ribs opened like a pair of shutters, and what was inside slopped out gray and stinking onto the step before the wight stopped. Then the pack hit the flee threshold its nameplate had promised and scattered. Jess broke the circle with her heel, and the thorns withered to frost and blew away. The two planted in the yard fled through the torn canvas, and the last two in the room escaped through the north door. The Millstone stood in its own smoke with a table and two benches over, six wights down between the doorway, the stair, and the hearth, and four people standing.


[ ENGAGEMENT — THE MILLSTONE ]
[ ELIMINATED: 6 · WITHDRAWN: 4 ]
[ THE MILLSTONE — HELD · ALL POSTS ]
[ ANDY · HP 19/32 ]
[ SARAFAEL · HP 219/219 ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL · HP 63/76 ]
[ JESSAMINE · HP 68/68 ]
[ INCIDENTS: 1 ]


Diana came out of the yard door with her hands running black to the wrist, breathing in bellows-strokes while the fangs went back first and the heat last. When she could speak she said, "That was as inelegant as a miserable halfcock trying to mount a barmaid from a stool. You will all forget the noises."

"Which noises," said Jess, coming in from the yard with her knife in her hand. "Theirs or yours."

"All of them."

Jess did Diana's noises for the room anyway. They were crude and accurate, a grunting, wet "hngh, hah, die, you stubble—hngh," until Diana threw a tankard at her. Then she did the innkeeper's, who had pissed himself behind the barrels, and the innkeeper left the room.

He worked the hand-axe out of the table, and the dead hand came with it and had to be kicked off the blade. Sara came down off the stair, took his arm, and turned it to the fire. Five ritual cuts along the one line, all torn open by the claws. She ripped the strip from her hem before he had finished saying he was fine, bound it tight, and held it.

"You bled on the boards," she said.

"I know."

"A man came in and took it off the boards. I saw him from the stair. I held the stair. I had two of them on me, and holding the stair was correct. I watched a man kneel in your blood, scrape it into a jar, and walk out past a demon. Please say that you saw him. And, forgive me, you were incorrect to bleed where you could be smelled."

"I saw him. I saw where he went. Sara, it was Ivo. The wagon. He handed it up to Ivo and Ivo looked at it."

"A stubble-fire walked past me unseen," said Diana, from the wreck of the tables, fuming. "They are so forgettable. It is the whole charm of the species. Why? Why would a man want a cultivator's blood off a floor. Andy. Think, for hell's sake. You have a menu with four techniques on it, and three of them open your arm. What is your blood for."

Menu. Diana had never said menu before. Jess had been saying bar for a month, and Diana, it turned out, had been listening.

"Binding. Recall. It's the—it's the fuel. It's what I burn. It's my qi with a color."

"It's your ink," said Jess.

She had hauled a bench upright and sat with the tin in her lap, contemplating the floorboards where a knife had scraped the wood pale.

"You called it, boss. Every technique wants ink. Mine wants chalk and mine wants me. Hers—" a tip of the hat toward Diana "—wants her hands. Yours wants your arm, and now somebody's got a jar of your arm. They walked through ten wights and a demon to get it, and they didn't take anything else." She looked up. "That's not a robbery, boss. The wights were the noise. The jar was the job."

"Distraction pull," said Andy. "Trash to the front door, the whole guild on the trash, and one rogue walks in the back and takes the objective off the floor. I've run that on other guilds and laughed about it on a headset after."

"She said not this week," said Sara.

"She said she wouldn't have you this week." Jess shrugged. "She never said what she'd have."

"Patch notes," said Andy. "She read us the patch notes and I read the first page."

* * *

A

ndy and Sara walked Diana and Jess home to the coppersmith's at the fourth hour, through the empty square with the fair finished.


Diana walked with her hands wrapped in strips of the Millstone's table-linen. At the coppersmith's stair she paused and said, low, for Andy alone, in a voice still half coals:

"Gruz is one word. The ruin and the appetite. My tongue keeps them in the same word because in us they are the same fire. The sects have two words and get both wrong. Tonight has burned out the ruin half." She squared her glasses with one wrapped finger, a lecturer calling herself to order. "The remainder is shelved. Under pending."

Jess had been standing behind her on the stair with her arms folded.

"Heard the lecture," she said. "One word. Two halves. One burned."

She came down one step. She laid her hand on the small of Diana's back, then lower, and took a grip there that stood Diana's tail straight off the stones. Diana made a sound in a third register entirely.

"Good news, professor," said Jess. "You won't be waiting long. Tonight I take it off the shelf myself. Try to keep up."

Diana stood motionless on the bottom step with Jess's hand where it was. A flush spread down from her horns into the dress. She looked at Andy over her shoulder and said, chin up:

"Recorded."

They climbed the stair, and the light in the window under the eaves came on and stayed on. The window stood open a crack for the smoke. For a quarter of an hour the square heard Diana. First came the lecture voice, then no lecture, then a long rising cry in Demonic that set a dog barking two streets over. Jess's laugh ran under it, low, and then Diana came again, higher.

Later the window opened and Diana leaned out. "Andy. The field-book. I have left it on the bench."

He ran to the Millstone for it, carried it back across the square at a jog, and took the coppersmith's stair two at a time. The door opened before he knocked. Diana stood in it in the lamplight wearing nothing at all but her glasses and the Millstone's table-linen still wrapped around her hands, flushed pink from the horns down and shaking: cream skin, heavy bare breasts, the tail looped around her own ankle, rope marks ringing both wrists, fresh and red. Jess knelt naked on the boards behind her with the rope's end wound in one fist. Her other hand was between Diana's thighs from behind, wet to the knuckles and working, and Diana's hips rocked back onto it in small helpless jerks. Andy looked. He took all of it in, the rope, the working hand, the glasses, the shaking. He stood there four seconds with the book held out like a man delivering post, and he enjoyed every one of them. Then his brain caught up with his eyes. The heat went up his neck to his hairline. He shoved the field-book at Diana, said "Book," and backed down two stairs before her hand had closed on it. A naked demon in a doorway was an ordinary night in his life now, and it broke him anyway.

"Thank you, Andy," said Diana. "The book." The door shut, and behind it Jess laughed and laughed.

Andy came down and stood in the empty square with his arm bound in an angel's hem and nineteen of thirty-two on his health bar, with Sara beside him and her chest finally still.

"They held," she said.

"They held."

"And it has a jar of you." She looked east, down the back lane, where a wagon had gone. "Mark that, please, Andy. Mark it before the bread. I have a feeling about that jar that I have had about very little in my life, and I am going to want to have said so."

"Marked."


CHAPTER 37 — Datamining the Class

H

e had two deaths in his head, and at dawn he carried them down to the river to lay them side by side. Two deaths, two verdicts, and one variable he had been misreading for a month. The first came from a stable barn on a Wednesday: a woman with her wrists open on the straw who had been in his party for one day. The System had printed it while she was still warm. Breakthrough. Realm F-minus to a question mark. Not counted. Bond: new.


The second came from a market on a Saturday: a demon in two pieces on the cobbles. She had been in his party for six days and had lectured him on drainage law at a kitchen table. Breakthrough. Realm F-minus to a question mark. One of three.

He had carried the two of them since the market with a wall between them, like two stones in the same pocket that a man forgot to weigh together. He sat down on the bank below the weir with his bound arm in his lap, and set them side by side. It was theorycraft at dawn.

* * *

J

ess had been the bigger soul, and that had kept the two deaths apart. WILL S, uncapped, the only S in the party the suppression had left alone, and she had opened her own wrists to see how it worked. The System had examined an S-grade WILL leaving the world and counted nothing. Diana's true WILL was A, clamped to the bottom of Mortal. She had died in a market to a creature raised by a stranger's ritual, and the System had examined that bound soul departing the world and counted it. A third of the bar had lit white.


So the soul was the wrong variable. He had min-maxed enough builds to know a hidden stat: three numbers on the tooltip, and one more, off the tooltip, running the fight. The barn had printed it for him, and he had read straight past it. Bond: new. The path panel in Bel's barn said a death counted when it hurt him. Jess had bled out at his feet as a stranger. Diana had died after days of lecturing him, her tail around his ankle at night, the wet epic drying on a line.

Then he looked at the denominator, which he had not questioned. One of three. He had read the bar as a kill counter: any three deaths that hurt, even the same demon three times in one bad week. Three notches on the bar, three women on the roster. It read like an achievement with three hidden lines, one per party member, and only Diana's had ever turned white.

Heart-demons, the parasites that fed on a cultivator's attachments and turned every love he owned into a lever. In the tree book they had belonged to the villain, the demon tree hurling its spawn across the stars. The heroes of the star empire had meditated them away, and he had them by accident.

He said it aloud, to the water, because he wanted to hear whether it sounded true in the air.

"Three notches. Three of them." His voice cracked on it. "One each, and it has to hurt. It's counting the women. It's counting—"

The river ran past, brown and busy, and said nothing. He pulled up the panel and read it twice, slowly, like a boss tooltip.

[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM F- → ? ]
[ ████░░░░░░░░ 1/3 ]
[ COUNTS: ONE DEATH OF EACH BOUND THAT HURTS THE SUMMONER ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL ✓ · SARAFAEL — · JESSAMINE — ]
[ FULL BAR: TRIBULATION · STRIKE SCALES WITH: BOND (SUMMONER'S) ]
[ STRIKE RADIUS: UNBOUNDED · BYSTANDERS: NOT EXCLUDED ]
[ HEART-DEMONS — ACTIVE · FED ON BY: — ]


It was worse than the van, and worse than the path over his head at Ardnowe. He had datamined his own path down to the scaling formula, and the formula had his name in it. Beside Diana's tick the panel printed two dashes, one waiting on Sara's death and one waiting on Jess's. There was a bottom to him, and whoever wrote the formula knew its depth to the inch.

* * *

T

he river traveled past under the gray sky. He stayed on the bank a long time with the sum hanging before him on the water. He had read the patch notes in full now, and the second page was him. The woman in the shawl must have been shown the formula and chosen another route: burning souls outright, skipping the count, filling her bar with strangers. She had given her life to farming ninety-one for how it felt.


He wanted the alternative, the ordinary life beneath the switch. He wanted to be a normal fucking person: a farmhand with a pool that drained and refilled, and a stage he could temper toward. He wanted his strength to kill nobody, and that had been off the menu since a loading dock.

Her route was on the menu, and it was, he suspected, the one item the developer in the water had wanted least. It was the cheese build, the one every forum sneered at and everybody played. Burn a soul, skip the slow bar, post the clear time. He had written half that guide, in another life, about a game with zero blood in it.

He looked at the water. Then he grabbed a stone off the bank and hurled it in, not hard.

"Fuck you," said Andy. It was the first stone his dao heart had ever set: the soul-burning road was closed to him, by his own hand.

He delivered it differently this time. On a river with Diana in a blanket it had come out small and frightened. This came out of him weary, colleague to colleague, a year in with a year to go. Nobody answered.

The river ran on, brown and rippling. The sky was shifting from gray to the first white of a Friday, and he was sitting on a bank with a bound arm and a formula. He hauled himself up.

* * *

H

e returned to the Millstone's yard as the light came, and Jess was entering ahead of him from the back lane, from the east. She was logging in from a direction absent from the roster. Her boots were dark with ditchwater to the ankle. She saw him at the gate and stopped, studied him from under the brim, amber, everything on the surface, and said, "Boss." Then: "Your face is giving boiled pudding. You crawled up that bank on a torn arm, didn't you? Left blood on every root. No qi to spare, and you did it anyway. I can tell by the mud."


"Jess."

"You're up early."

"Couldn't sleep." He looked at her boots and reflected that the back lane had a ditch at the end of it. "You?"

"Walked the square." She came past him toward the yard door and paused beside him, her shoulder against his arm, for the length of one breath, and went on. "Bread's on. Sara's at the oven, I can smell it from the square, lecturing the dough. The professor's asleep, drooling on her book, and she won't sit down comfortable for a day, and that's my doing. I stepped in the tanner's ditch."

She disappeared inside. A bad step in the ditch, he supposed, and he was preoccupied with a larger discovery anyway. He had left it on the bank, and it would keep.

Inside, Sara had the loaves out on the long table. Diana must have come over at first light and fallen asleep again against the wall by the hearth, with the field-book on her knee and her collar buttoned to the chin over a bite she had not had yesterday. The edge of it showed above the collar anyway. Sara looked up when he entered and read his face.

"You have been at the river."

"Yeah."

"You have an expression on your face that you did not have last night. It is behind the eyes. I have seen it on men after a siege, when they have counted. A heart-demon wears that face when it has been fed." She wiped her hands. "Say it or do not say it. Either is permitted. But sit down first, please, because you have gone a color I have not seen before and I want to watch it. Your color is incorrect, and I shall tell you when it is fixed."

He sat down at the Millstone's long table and kept the formula to himself, with three names in it now. He looked at Sara, still a dash on the panel, and at Diana asleep against the wall, already a tick. Jess sat by the hearth in her wet boots, the other dash. He ate Sara's bread with his good hand and went, slowly, from one color to another. Sara watched it happen and let it be. She kept the first loaf for the boy at Kell and gave him the second.

The Millstone's door banged open on his second mouthful.

Odo Emberhand stood in it with frost in his beard and a sack over his shoulder. He crossed the common room without a word to anybody, set the sack on the table beside the bread, and untied it.

Iron came out, oiled and wrapped in rag. There was a barrel as long as Andy's forearm, with a twist cut down the inside as bright as a screw. There was a frame, and a cylinder bored with six chambers, every one true. Then came a hammer, a trigger, and a tightly coiled spring. Last came a cloth bag that clinked, heavy for its size: twenty-four brass cups, each as long as the top joint of his thumb, and a bar of lead with a two-hole mold for the slugs.

[ ITEM — IRON PARTS, OILED · MAKER: ODO EMBERHAND (DWARF) · QUALITY: FINE ]
[ ITEM — CASING, DRAWN BRASS ×24 · QUALITY: FINE ]


"That is fine iron," said Sara, without looking up from the loaves. "It sings."

"Didn't sleep," said Odo. He glanced at Diana, asleep over the field-book, and his face went the color of his forge. "Didn't want to."

He left, and Andy sat with his bread going cold and a sack of parts in front of him. Twenty-four cups would need a demon's fire, a witch's laid word, and an angel's thumb. He would need all three of them at the same table, wanting the same thing.


CHAPTER 38 — Bringing a Gun to a Qi Fight

T

hey left Ferrow with the morning half gone. From the top of the Harrow road Andy looked back once: the Tull white at the weir, the Millstone's chimney smoking, and a man in its yard with a broom, Jory by the size of him, not waving. He decided it on the cart, with the wheels turning under him and the tally-book's next names to the south. He did it as he had done the first pour on a barge: no experiments, only the deciding.


He would care less.

The tree book spent a whole volume on severing attachments: a star-empire cultivator cutting his ties one by one so the sky would find nothing in him to break. The forums had a word for that build, and the word was edgelord, a handicap run. He had finished a dozen of them, the pacifist run, the frying-pan run. Every one had a rule a player set before the first pull and kept, because the rule was the game, and this one's rule was a quarter.

He had the formula, confirmed on the panel, and a man with the formula could turn the dial. Malericha, by his own sum, had rotated it to zero a lifetime ago and never turned it back. He would rotate it a quarter, care a quarter less about the three women on this cart, with his hands on the dial. When the next one died for him it would hurt a quarter less. Perhaps the bar would decline to count it, the sky would remain where it was, and no innocent standing nearby would burn. He would still have a face.

That was the strategy, and it survived until the first hill on the drover road.

* * *

D

iana escalated on the climb.


She had the bench beside him with the epic open in her lap, and on the flat she read him a canto of Ellender aloud, as promised, in the voice she kept for footnotes she loved. When the road tilted up she let the tilt carry her against his side on the bench and stayed there. She put her hand on his knee and left it. It was a companion running her affection script on a cart, and the player trying, for once, to fail the check.

"You have been quiet since the river," she said. "I have counted. Three hundred paces of quiet, then you looked at the ridge, and then three hundred more. That is a summoner keeping a count of his own quiet, and I want to know what the count is for."

He had been going to look at her, and he caught the reflex near the top of the hill, with her hand on his knee. He was turning his head as he had turned it every day since a doorway at Bel's, to look at Diana pressing, go a color, and let her have it. He stopped the turn halfway and yanked his eyes back to the road, and kept them there, a quarter less.

Diana's hand traveled a palm's width up to the inside of the thigh, and her thumb found the inseam of his pants and followed it. The tail curled around his calf under the bench and squeezed, and she leaned in until her horn touched his temple.

"Oh," she said, softly, delighted, into his ear. "Oh, you are doing a thing. You are rationing me. Andy. You have never once since the barn kept your eyes on a road while I had my hand on you, and the first time you tried, you lasted the length of a hill. You are giving my path a leaner plate, and my path does not give a shit for lean plates."

"I'm watching the road. I'm literally just watching the road."

"You are watching the road with the side of your face gone the color of the ribbon, and I am going to press harder now, because you have made it a contest. I have all the patience in hell and you have a handful of weeks." Then, for the driver's benefit: "Our stubble-fire has a neck like a bullock, and he will be dust in thirty years. Such a fucking waste." Garrit flicked the reins. She put her mouth against Andy's ear. "Look at me."

"No," he said.

"That is a first as well. Recorded."

He counted fence posts and lost the count when her thumb reached the top of the seam, and started over.

She laughed, low, and pressed harder while he went the color and kept his eyes where they were. It took a slice out of him he could feel, a quarter, as planned, and it changed nothing. He was attempting to starve his heart-demons, and the wiki had skipped that page.

Across the cart Jess had been sitting with her back to the tailboard and her hat down. When Diana's hand climbed his knee she shoved herself up, relocated to the front beside Garrit, and glared at the horses. "You drive badly," she told him. "Your ears stick out. Your horses hate you. Honestly? Same." Garrit hunched lower on the bench. A mortal drover knew better than to answer a cultivator's stare. She stayed there the length of the hill and the next one. Sara, walking beside the cart, looked at Jess's back, at Diana's hand, at Andy's face, and kept her silence.

* * *

I

n the long flat stretch after noon, with Diana asleep against his shoulder and the epic sliding off her lap, his hands found the sack under the bench and got to work.


He had built this a hundred times at a workbench in a game. Barrel into frame. Pin. The cylinder slid onto its rod and turned with a clean, oiled click, six chambers coming around under the hammer one at a time. The spring fought him, and he won on the third try. He cocked the empty gun and let the hammer fall on nothing, and the snap made Garrit flinch on the box.

It lay in his lap, finished, all iron, longer than his forearm and heavier than it looked. Nothing on his HUD noticed it at all.

* * *

T

hey made camp under a scarp at dusk, where the road bent south and the ridge-line stood against the first stars. The campsite had a fire icon on it and a mob spawn on the ridge above. He had laid three crooked sticks. Sara dismantled them and built the fire in the order she built everything, explaining the order while she worked. "That," she said of his three sticks, "was a fire laid by a man who has decided to be cold." Andy, benched from fire duty by his own tank, let her. Diana sat down on his left, hip to hip, with her tail across his boot. Jess sat down on his right, a full seat away, and kept her eyes off both of them. Then, not quietly: "She lectures till I fuck her quiet, boss. Takes two goes before she remembers who's boss. Then she says thank you."


Andy went red to the ears and stared hard at the fire. Jess inspected the red, satisfied, and chalked a tally circle onto a flat stone by her boot and closed it with a flick of her knife and a shiver. It clicked, spat one violet spark, and the spark popped. Then she slid along the bench, leaned behind Andy, and cut one on Diana's shadow where it lay on the ground behind the bench. Diana's hand jerked on the pen and left a blot, and Jess smiled at the stone. She rubbed it out with her thumb and drew another. "After I fuck, I practice," she told the stone. "Slow makes fast. Every sect drill says so." Diana, on his left, said "Three," into the field-book, correcting the count and nothing else.

[ JESS — WITCH'S TALLY ×3 ]


"Godd Howard did this," said Andy.

Jess's brag, Diana's count, and Sara's fire lesson had landed on him in the same minute.

It had slipped out unintended, the old oath he had brought from a world with a machine that yelled. He had said it at Bel's, on a barn roof, and in the Millstone with his arm open. Tonight it came out too loud, and the three of them stared at him. When it rebounded off the scarp he laughed at it, and the laugh was too big as well. Voice chat with the gain turned up too high, and everybody on the call wincing at once. Then it subsided on its own, and the fire ticked.

"Andy," said Sara.

"It's a joke. It's the—it's the one I always—"

"I know the joke. I have laughed at the joke, once, at Bel's." She set the last stick on the fire. "That was the joke said at the wrong size. You have been saying everything at the wrong size since the river. Quiet at the wrong size. Looking at the road at the wrong size. You are rationing. I feel it in the chain; it runs thinner. A sword cultivator knows a wavering heart when it is tied to her."

"I'm not—"

"You are rationing us. Me. And her. And her. You have decided a portion and you are keeping to it, and you are bad at it. I have watched a great many men keep a portion and, forgive me, you are the worst at it I have ever seen. I do not know why. I have decided not to ask tonight. I am telling you that I can see it, so that you know it shows. If you call it discipline, I shall know you learned it from a sect."

He fed the fire a stick it did not need, and Sara moved it.

Diana's tail had gone motionless across his boot, and Jess, a seat away, had squared the tin to the fire and was studying it.

"It shows," Andy said.

"It shows," said Sara.

"Eat, boss," said Jess.

* * *

T

hey loaded it after supper, because it took all three of them.


Diana burned the ash. She scooped two handfuls from the cold edge of the fire into the cook pot and held her palm over it, and black fire poured off her hand into the pot. It stank of sulfur and sour wine. The gray ash took the fire and went soot-black, and it lay there warm and stirring, like a sleeping cat that dreamed.

[ DIANA — HELLFIRE, BOUND IN ASH — HP −12 · DIANA HP 64/76 ]


"Twelve charges," said Diana, and shook out her hand. Her palm had split along the old line and bled a thread of black. "Twelve tonight and not one more. I will not bleed out on a hillside for a toy."

Jess did the casings, standing the twenty-four cups on the flat stone she had used for the tally and choosing twelve. On the base of each she cut a circle the width of a finger with the point of her knife and closed it with a flick and a shiver. Each one clicked shut and glowed violet for a breath. Then she took a pinch of the black ash, said a word to it under her breath, and tipped it into the cup.

[ JESS — LAID CIRCLE ×12 (PRIMER) — SOUL QI −12 ]


"Gaiste," she told the last one, the snare word, and grinned at him. "Same word. A snare waits. So does this."

Sara seated the slugs.

Andy had cast twelve in the two-hole mold over the coals, lumpy and gray, and he had no press. Sara set the first slug in the mouth of the first cup and pushed it home with her thumb, like a woman pressing a seed into a furrow. The brass gave around the lead with a small, tight squeal. She held it up to the fire and turned it.

"Is that correct?"

"That's perfect."

"Then I shall do eleven more." She did them one after another, without hurry, and the brass complained eleven more times. A smith would have needed a press and a mallet. An archangel needed a thumb.

He loaded six. Open the gate, six in, close. His thumbs knew it from a thousand matches, and they got it right the first time with brass.

[ ITEM — UNCLASSIFIED (ANDY'S) · QI PATH: NONE · GRADE: — ]
[ LOADED 6/6 · ROUNDS 12/24 ]


"Unclassified," Andy read aloud, and grinned. "It doesn't even think this is a weapon."

"What do you call it?" said Jess.

He thought about it. "Back home there was one like it they called the Peacemaker."

"That is a correct name," said Sara.

"That is the most fucking human thing I have ever heard," said Diana.

"Then test it," said Jess. "Before you shoot your own foot off. Boss."

He chose a stump at the edge of the firelight, thirty paces off. He held the gun as Uncle Ray had taught him at the fence, both hands, arms straight, and drew the hammer back until it clicked.

He squeezed.

The crack slapped off the scarp and came back twice. A tongue of black fire leaped from the muzzle, edged in violet, and the stump jumped. A chunk of wood the size of a fist blew out of its back and landed burning in the frost. The hole in the front was the width of his little finger, and the whole camp smelled of Diana.

[ DAMAGE — HELLFIRE (BOUND) · SOURCE: ITEM (ANDY'S) ]
[ LOADED 5/6 · ROUNDS 11/24 ]


Nobody spoke. Up on the ridge, against the stars, seven long tails rose at once and stayed up.

"Godd Howard," said Andy, softly, and this time it came out the right size.

Sara walked out to the stump and put her finger in the hole. It came out black.

"That would go through a man," she said.

"Yeah."

"Through his coat first, and then through the man."

"If he's mortal. Yeah."

She looked at the stump, at the gun in his hand, and at him, and her face did what it did before a ruling.

"I said I did not like it," said Sara. "I have changed my mind. I hate it. Keep it loaded, please."

* * *

H

e had the second watch and could not sleep through the first. He sat at the foot of the scarp, facing it, with the fire down to coals at his back, and watched the ridge, where there were drakes, elite mobs, beyond aggro range. He had run INSPECT on one that afternoon, where the road passed close under the nests: Shale drake · juvenile · Realm D, Foundation, and a small number. They nested on the scarp's far side, and from the camp, against the stars, their tails were visible. They were long and jointed, moving like a cat's tail when the cat was thinking, up over the ridge-line and down again.


The road went south in the morning, and they were a mile off and asleep. He counted them anyway, one to seven, lost one, started again, and got seven. His hands kept count when they had nothing else to do. At three in the morning at a keyboard, logging off had always been the one option on the menu he skipped.

Seven. One sank below the ridge, leaving six. It returned. Seven.

Behind him, at the campfire, the other two were still awake.

He knew it by the sounds: Diana's pen on the field-book, slow, and then stopping; Jess's tin, opened and shut. Then came Diana's voice, low, in her one-person register, and Jess's voice, lower, two notes down. One word of it reached him against the scarp, later, and after it, very low, Diana's breath caught twice. Then Jess's voice came once more, pitched to carry to the scarp: "And him, professor. Later, him." Diana laughed low and did not argue. When the pen resumed, he kept his back to the fire and summoned his own sheet instead, his eyes smarting with the cold of it.

He had not slept since the last pour, and his pool had come back anyway, a point at a time on the road.

[ ANDY CHUNKING · Human · CURSED SUMMONER · Realm F- MORTAL (EARLY) ]
[ BODY F · SPEED F · WORKING F · SIGHT C · WILL D ]
[ HP: 24/32 ASTRAL QI: 32/32 ]
[ TECHNIQUES: BIND F · ASTRAL CHAIN E · RECALL F · INSPECT F ]
[ GEAR: PEACEMAKER (UNCLASSIFIED) · LOADED 5/6 · ROUNDS 11/24 ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM F- → ? · ████░░░░░░░░ 1/3 ]
[ BOUND: THREE OF THREE ]


Twenty-four. The forearm under Sara's hem had stopped weeping and started itching. In every game he knew, that was the regen tick, alive and slow. Astral Chain E was the one technique that had moved at all. He had poured everything he had down the chain to a woman he was now trying to care a quarter less about.

It had climbed because he drilled it and because he had been afraid. One of those two he could choose, even if a hill had taught him he could not ration his own heart. Still, he could stand on a plank at dawn and pour the chain into an angel a hundred times until the landing came off three and a quarter. The System had left him one lever that answered to work and not to grief, and he had been treating it as a party trick. That stopped, and he would grind the one technique he was allowed to grind and drive the landing time down. When the next bad pull came, the astral chain would arrive a half-second sooner. Half a second. That line on the sheet was his to write, and he decided, on the second watch under a ridge of drakes, to write it. The other lever lay across his knee with five in the cylinder, and the System could not grade it at all.

He dismissed the sheet. Sara came to relieve him at the turn of the watch and stood over him, following his gaze to the ridge.

"Drakes," she said.

"Yeah."

"How many."

"Seven."

"Seven." She dropped down against the scarp beside him, close, and her shoulder struck his and did not move. "You have been counting them."

"For no reason."

"There is always a reason. It is only sometimes yours." She studied the ridge, and her right hand opened and closed once on nothing. "I should like one of them at the base of the tail before we leave this ridge. Drakes that size will have tempered to Foundation. A drake's tail is a sword with its own opinion. I have not crossed edges with one since before the war. I counted at Kell. Between the ovens. Bricks. It kept my hands where I had put them. Go to sleep, please, Andy. I have the ridge. I have the drakes, all seven, and I will have them at dawn. Ration that, please."

Her shoulder had come against his on the first night of the ration. A bound creature that felt the ration would come and sit close, and one that wanted the ring would sit closer. Sara had named the ration at the fire and come closer anyway. He let it rest there, because it was warm, and that was all he could read off it.

He lay down by the coals with his back to the two women at the fire and his face toward Sara at the scarp, and kept his eyes half shut.

Behind him the two voices continued low, pitched for each other and not for him, and every word carried.

"Go on, then," said Jess. "The one with the hooks."

"I told you the one with the hooks at the Rope."

"Tell it again. Quieter. He's asleep."

He was not remotely asleep.

"A war-demon off the east front, on leave in the houses," said Diana, lower, fond, a scholar at her favorite page. "The assault troops. They grow hooks along both forearms, bone, for going up a wall in the dark. He came in with a wax cork on every hook, forty of them, and asked me to count them before he would touch me. He was so careful. He took me against the wall with his forearms flat on the plaster on either side of my head so that none of the hooks would touch me, and he went so slowly the plaster cracked. It is the sweetest thing anyone has ever done to me with a weapon still on. He wanted to be told he was doing well. He was doing extremely well. I told him in every tongue I had."

"And the big one."

"The siege-brutes, they breed in pens behind the line and walk up to the gates on chains. Twelve feet, pale as tallow. He had to be taken lying down, because standing he went through the rafters. It took two of us and a stool: a girl from the fourth ring on his face and me on the rest of him, and the stool for climbing on." Softer. "Afterward he asked our names. He could not say mine, so he gave me one of his. They are nearly all sweet, afterward. That is the part the manuals leave out." She smiled at the fire. "Andy is sweet before."

"Andy's asleep."

"Andy is not asleep," said Diana. "His ears are red in the firelight."

"Twelve feet and pale as tallow," said Jess, "and the boss is sweet before. Poor professor. You went down a size. Tragic. Still, the boss wins on a technicality. He's the only one on your list who let you come first." She laughed low, and he lay there with his back to them and his ears hot.

Over the ridge the tails rose and sank, more of them each time he counted.


CHAPTER 39 — Cast Time: 2.5 Seconds

B

eside the name Harrow, the tally-book from Wellbrook said by the head. Harrow was the second of the two names after Wellbrook's, and they had rolled for it before first light. "The drakes will keep," Sara had said, once, looking back at the ridge. "The children will not." That was all.


"By the head," said Diana, on the cart, reading it again. "As you buy sheep." She shut the book. "The foundling house is at the lane's end off the market. A matron and eleven, the tollman said, and he said eleven the way a man says a number he has been told to say."

"Eleven," said Andy.

"Eleven. And the wagon comes Saturdays, at dusk, and it is nearly dusk." She cleaned her glasses on her sleeve. "I would like to be at the stair when it comes. I would like that very much, Andy. I am telling you in advance, because Sara does, and it seems to work."

Harrow was a gray town below the hills, wet slate roofs and a square with the stalls packed away for the night, and the foundling house's lane ran off the far corner past a tannery they could smell from the square. The house stood at the end of the lane with its upper windows illuminated. A covered wagon already occupied the lane, with four men in once-respectable coats beside it, while a fifth stood at the door counting coin into the matron's hand. It was a transaction in progress, and the cutscene was skippable.

Andy read them from the lane's mouth, and cold pricked at the corners of his eyes as the frames unfolded.

[ HOSTILES ×5 — WAGON-MEN (IVO'S) · REALM D/E ]
[ KNIVES · CROSSBOW ×1 ]
[ OBJECTIVE: PROTECT — FOUNDLING HOUSE · CHILDREN: 11 · UPPER FLOOR ]
[ THE MATRON · Human · SELLING ]


"Five. Realm D on two of them, Foundation, two realms over us, and she's taking the stair anyway. Ivo's people, no Ivo. The one at the door's paying her. Sara, the yard, the wagon-gate's behind the house, they'll run for it when this goes wrong. Jess—"

"Gate's mine."

"Diana."

"The stair," said Diana. Her voice had already gone quick and hard. "One door, one hall, one stair, eleven up it. Foundation men with Mortal fear, and I shall use the fear. The hall is too narrow for five. That is the ground's single gift and I am taking it."

She had claimed the chokepoint before he had finished reading the enemy frame, and the raid brain handed it to her. "Andy. You are the doorway. When I am at the stair you are the last wall, and the last wall is yours. Say yes."

"Yes."

She went down the lane at a walk, past the wagon and the four men who turned to stare at the woman with horns, up to the door. "Sacrifice fodder," she said to them, warmly, as a greeting. They flinched. At the door the fifth man had his hand full of coin and the matron had her hand extended. She said, pleasantly, "Good evening. I am here to review the curriculum," and walked past both of them into the hall.

The fifth man dropped the coin, and it rang on the step.

* * *

T

he map won the fight before the pull. A caster had read it. Three of the four abandoned the wagon for the door and got the hall, and the hall was too narrow. At the foot of the stair stood a succubus unmasked to the marrow, claws extended, fangs bright, glasses pushed up into her hair and forgotten, and everything in the hall belonged to her.


Andy took the doorway, back to the frame, and the first movement was the fifth man, the one with the coin, sprinting past him and around the house toward the yard. Every fight had a runner, and the yard contained a tank.

"One to the yard," he said. "Sara. Coin-hand. He's yours."

From the yard, Sara's voice: "He is."

Then the hall. "Vûr-zur!" Black fire tore out along Diana's knuckles and curled into hooks at the claw-tips, and the first man through the hall took it in the chest. He slumped against the wall with his coat blazing. The second clambered over him with a knife and opened her across the ribs. She caught the knife-hand at the wrist with a burning claw. The claws went through the wrist. When the man backed out, the hand stayed in the hall, still holding the knife, and the stump sprayed the wall behind him red to the ceiling.

[ DIANA — VÛR-ZUR (HELD) · KNIFE (RIBS) −26 · HP 37/76 · QI 107/107 ]
[ WAGON-MAN — BURNED · DOWN ]
[ WAGON-MAN — HAND (CLAWS) · FLED ]
[ CHILDREN: 11 · UPPER FLOOR · ACCOUNTED 11/11 ]


The crossbow rose in the doorway beside him. A ranged add behind the raid lead was the exact threat the doorway assignment existed to prevent.

The fourth man had come around by the lane and in behind Andy, his crossbow at his shoulder and aimed down the hall at the demon at the stair foot, whose eyes were on the two men in front of her. His finger tightened on the trigger lever. Andy had a doorframe, twenty-eight points of health, and a gun he had fired once, at a stump. He ran the play his hands knew better.

Down the line to Diana he shoved it, cold. He had poured it a dozen times into an angel and never once into the demon. It left him along a different chain, and it traveled fast. He had counted only to two before Diana's head came around.

She turned with his qi flooding her, more than she could contain, burning off as fast as it arrived. Starlight ringed her collarbones and her clamp lifted a stage. Her own black fire took a silver edge of starlight to match. She was laughing low in her throat. It was the fastest pour he had ever landed on anyone, and it made her pain-proof, the ASTRAL CHAIN icon blazing on her frame. She crossed the hall from the stair foot in one bound and laid her burning hand over the crossbow's stock as it loosed. The bolt buried itself in the rafters, the crossbow smashed into the wall, and the man who had held it fled out the door past Andy with his sleeve alight. The lane swallowed him.

"Two and a half," said Diana, from the hall. "I counted. Andy. Two and a fucking half."

[ ASTRAL CHAIN → DIANIZOBILAL · LANDED 2.5 s ]
[ ASTRAL CHAIN — E → D ]
[ WAGON-MAN — DISARMED · FLED ]


The last one in the hall still had his knife. He looked at the demon, at the burning man, and then at the soft target in the doorway. The man did the sum.

Andy drew the Peacemaker, thumbed the hammer back, and shot the floorboard between the man's boots.

In the narrow hall the crack was louder than it had been under the open sky, a slap on the inside of every skull. Black fire jumped from the muzzle, and the board between the boots blew apart in a spray of burning splinters, and two of them stood smoking in the man's shins. The man's knife dropped before the echo did.

[ DAMAGE — HELLFIRE (BOUND) · SOURCE: ITEM (ANDY'S) · TARGET: FLOORBOARD · SPLINTERS (SHINS) ]
[ LOADED 4/6 · ROUNDS 10/24 ]


The knife-man surveyed the demon, the doorway, and the stair, and sat down on the floor with his hands on his head. He had watched her flare, and then a man with no realm blow splinters out of the floor at his feet. By his face, the realm gap he had been counting on had stopped feeling like a wall. Diana looked down at him and let the fire go out along her knuckles.

"Sit there," she said. "That is the correct answer."

* * *

"C

ount them," said Diana.

She said it up the stair, to the landing, where a small face had appeared, and then a second one.

"Count them. Eleven. Say the count out loud where I can hear it."

"Eleven," said a voice from the landing. It was a girl's, older than the faces. "Eleven, all here. All whole. Nobody came up."

"Say it again."

"Eleven."

"Andy."

"Eleven," said Andy, from the doorway, reading it off his HUD. "Eleven up, eleven accounted. The panel's got them."

"Then that is the finding." Diana let her breath out in long pulls until the fangs were gone and the heat with them. She located her glasses in her hair, put them on, and looked up the stair at eleven faces through them.

The lenses frosted gray from the rims inward, and the frames bit cold into the bridge of her nose. She peeled them off with a hiss, and two white dents stayed behind. A violet mote winked off the glass and died.

"That," she said, "was going to be the punchline."

"What was?"

"I had a line, Andy, for the stair, ready since the cart. I was going to say it looking up at eleven of them through clean glass, and I have been robbed of the glass at the exact moment. I know precisely which small villain did it." She looked at the fog on the lenses and laughed. "I am saying it now, blind, and it lands the same. The curriculum has been reviewed and found wanting, the evil old crone."

From the landing, the older girl said, "What?"

"Precisely," said Diana, sitting down on the second step with her ruined hands held away from her dress.

* * *

S

ara came around from the yard and in at the front with her chest moving. The matron's blood fanned up her dress from hem to collarbone. A gray hair was stuck to the flat of her sword.


Andy had heard the floor's work through the wall. The coin-hand had sprinted for the wagon-gate and found Jess's thorns across it, a violet crack of cord flashing through the chinks of the back wall. A man's scream came through the chinks after it, high, and went on longer than a snare needed, until a wet chop cut it off. The matron's steps had run the other way, toward Sara. One word followed, at a speaking pitch, soft, the word from a yard at Wellbrook. Gold had flashed through the wall-chinks on the word and gone out cold as ash. Then came the rest: a second chop like a cleaver going into a joint, the matron's scream going up and up, a third chop that ended it. A heavy round weight thudded against the back wall of the hall. A funeral bell tolled once, from no tower in Harrow. He had kept his back to the doorframe because the doorway was his.

"Two," said Sara. "The one who paid and the one who was paid. The wagon is empty. The chain in it is new."

"The matron—"

"Made a business of children. I am sorry for her soul." Sara looked at him with her gold eyes, and around them was the small loosening. She let him see it. "You knew the floor. You watched it at Wellbrook. I judged them in the yard, and the yard was enough."

Jess came in at her heels with the fifth man's coin, picked off the step, in her hand. She surveyed the man sitting against the wall with his hands on his head, the one still smoking, and the hand on the floor. Beside the hand, the boards had a black hole in them. "You shot the floor, boss," she said. "Bold."

"He sat down, didn't he?" said Andy.

Andy stepped to the back door and looked. The matron's head lay against the back wall under the chinks where it had rolled, face up. Frost furred her lashes and her open mouth, steaming in the cold. The body was by the pump, with a cross of frost burned over its heart. The coin-hand was in Jess's thorns from the knees down, and what Sara had left above them was not a shape that ran.

"Two of them ran, both burned," said Jess. "They'll be on the Ferrow road by the second bell with a story." She dropped the coin on the bottom step beside Diana. "For the eleven. Bread." She crouched by the surrendered wagon-man. "Your friend with no hand'll last till Sett, if the road's kind. It won't be. Bye." Her amber eyes went over him like a jar she meant to fill, and the man wet himself.

"Jessamine," said Diana, through the fog, without heat.

Andy turned from the back door at last, his hands starting, and summoned the last of it.

[ OBJECTIVE COMPLETE — CHILDREN 11/11 ]
[ ENGAGEMENT — THE FOUNDLING HOUSE ]
[ ELIMINATED: 2 (SARAFAEL) · DOWN: 1 · SUBDUED: 1 (ANDY) · WITHDRAWN: 2 ]
[ ANDY QI 28/32 ]


"Astral Chain went up to D," he said, "off a pour into you. Diana. It went in fast. That's a split I'd have screenshotted."

Eleven children sat on the top step, watching a smoking man and a severed hand while Andy's party talked shop.

"It went in like a lit match into a lamp," said Diana, from the step, with her eyes shut behind the gray glass. "I have wondered for a month what it would feel like from this side, and it feels like being agreed with. Write that in the sect manuals and they would burn the page. Do it again sometime. When I have clean glass."

The smallest of them, at the top step, said, "Miss. Are you a witch?"

"I am a librarian," said Diana. "Which is worse. Go back to bed. All eleven of you. I shall count you as you go."

She counted them as they went. Then she counted again.

Two burned men were running for the Ferrow road with a sound in their ears that nobody in this world had a word for.


CHAPTER 40 — Stealth Nerf

H

is HUD said twenty-seven. He had opened his eyes on the foundling house's kitchen floor with the fire dead and frost furring the inside of the yard door, cold from the chest out, as if a mouth had drunk from him in the night and rinsed the cup.


Twenty-seven was a debuff with the sound turned off. He had read a thirty-two every morning for weeks. He had read it at Ardnowe under Bel's stick, at a well, at a fair. He had stopped reading it, like his own name.

It said twenty-seven, and it refused to change.

[ ANDY CHUNKING · Human · CURSED SUMMONER · Realm F- MORTAL (EARLY) ]
[ BODY F · SPEED F · WORKING F · SIGHT C · WILL D ]
[ HP: 32/32 ASTRAL QI: 27/32 ]
[ TECHNIQUES: BIND F · ASTRAL CHAIN D · RECALL F · INSPECT F ]
[ GEAR: PEACEMAKER (UNCLASSIFIED) · LOADED 6/6 · ROUNDS 10/24 ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM F- → ? · ████░░░░░░░░ 1/3 ]
[ BOUND: THREE OF THREE ]


Everything else was identical. Thirty-two of health, F down the line, SIGHT C, WILL D. Astral Chain D, earned on a stair pouring into a demon at two and a half. He was a Cursed Summoner who had slept on a kitchen floor and cast nothing.

He lay there and ran his habitual analysis.

A pool was a pool in every game he had ever mained. A player drained it, slept, and woke to it full. He had built a fight with a Thresher on that rule and lost the field anyway. He had watched a lynx die, three unquiet riverjacks, and a house full of wights. Every morning the pool had come back full, as dependable as a respawn timer. Now five points had vanished in the night like a parcel stolen off a step.

Five points gone, in any game, meant five of an identifiable cause: a cast, a drain, a debuff with a name. He went over the sheet line by line, and every line held. A drain with no source, then, a leak in a pipe nobody could find, with a bucket filling at the bottom. This one had five points, a cold chest at waking, and an empty log.

"Bug," he said.

It was his word for a number that moved when the world had left it alone. He had applied it to a guild bank once and to Jess's thirty-four. He set the five on the shelf beside the other two, and the shelf took the weight.

* * *

H

e had the kitchen to himself before the others came down, so he summoned the menu, because it was the next item on his checklist. Every person in this world had one. Diana had told him so after she picked up his word for it: a menu was as ordinary as a reflection in a window. The menu was the second panel after the sheet, the one where a build lived. He had opened his once on the cart out of Ferrow, a column with four lines and a dash, and had left it closed since.


[ TECHNIQUE MENU — ANDY CHUNKING · CURSED SUMMONER ]
[ UNLOCKED: BIND F · ASTRAL CHAIN D · RECALL F · INSPECT F ]
[ LOCKED: SUPPRESSION — ]
[ POTENTIAL — ASTRAL CHAIN: D → C (POUR UNDER 2 s) · C → ? ]
[ POTENTIAL — BIND: F → E (SECOND SIGIL SITE) ]
[ POTENTIAL — RECALL: F → E · WINDOW −1:00:00 PER TRIBULATION ]
[ ACQUISITION: TRAINING OR NECESSITY · AND POTENTIAL ]


A single column, and every line in it described a method of holding a person tighter. Astral Chain could advance to C if he poured it under two seconds, and the menu omitted how, because how was drill or terror. The menu had relegated that to the bottom line, where a tooltip hid its fine print.

Recall to E, and a window that lost an hour at every tribulation he survived: one hour less of a grave, each time the sky came down.

He yanked it shut, paced the kitchen's length twice, and kicked the ash back into the hearth. His hands needed work, and the menu had handed them a padlock labeled suppression. Every node on the branch had a woman's name behind it. He had respecced a hundred characters at midnight for amusement. This one had shipped with the respec button removed.

* * *

B

reakfast was the foundling house's own bread, dense, gray and still warm. The older girl, Wenna, said with her mouth set that she had baked it at the fourth bell. Sara came in from the yard with frost on her shoulders. "Three hundred cuts," she said, when he looked at her. "My heavenly pool held for fifty calls. The rest I cut with the sword held, on the arm alone, and the arm is not speaking to me this morning." She had watched the loaves come out. She had said "Good" once, at the end, and Wenna had flushed to the ears.


The eleven ate on the stair. Before light Sara had dragged the matron, head and all, into the woodshed with what the thorns had left of the coin-hand. She had put the two living men from the hall out on the road with the severed hand in a sack, so that the children could troop out to the yard pump with Wenna to wash, and the kitchen emptied of small voices. Then the four of them sat at the long table, and Andy sat down last. The three women gave him every morning's look. Sara's came gold over the bread, Diana's over her glasses, and Jess's sideways, at his face and away.

Then the looks went past his face, a hair up and to the left, all three, where his own eyes went when his HUD printed. They stayed there a beat too long.

He caught it. He watched them like a screen these days, and he knew what the corner of an eye looked like from outside. A woman in gray wool had worn it reading Sara across a table. Three women were reading a number over his head. Three players were inspecting the raid lead at once, and the raid lead had zero idea what his own frame said.

Sara's look came back first, to Diana, and held.

Diana's went to Sara, and then traveled to Jess.

Jess pulled her hat down a finger, studied her bread, and put a piece of it in her mouth. Then she came up onto her knees on the bench, reached across the bread, and waved two fingers through the air over his head, as she had pressed his panel in the barn. He blinked at the empty air. The pale edge of a panel he had not known was open folded shut like a book and was gone.

Diana said, "The concordance wants a line about Harrow's stair, Andy, and I am going to want your version of the count."

He had seen a look travel around a table before, in a raid channel when the officers had a secret. He had seen it at his mother's table when he was nine. The why of it escaped him, and they had already gone back to bread.

Company, he thought. Or cover.

"It went down five," he said, to the bread. "Overnight. My pool."

"Maybe it leaked out your ears in the night, boss," said Jess. "Not much up there to stop it. No offense. Full offense."

"Did it," said Sara.

"Yeah. It's a—it's a bug. Nothing else moved. I read the whole sheet. Same path, same realm, same everything. Just the number."

"Then it is a number," said Sara.

"A number that moved," he said.

"Numbers move. I have seen a great many of them do it."

"Not this one. This one came back full every night for weeks."

"Then it has stopped sitting," said Sara. "Eat, please. Pools ebb after grief, and a summoner's pool answers to his party. I have decided it is nothing. Your worry is an error, dear, and I have set it down gently." She had decided his missing qi was nothing, so it was nothing, like the healer who insisted a still-ticking debuff was fine. He wanted to argue, but he ate instead, and resented the bread slightly.

Diana had written a line and stopped, and Jess had turned the tin square to the table and left her hand on it.

* * *

T

he System had one more announcement, and it delivered it while he was chewing.


[ TITLE AWARDED — DEVIOUS PERVERT (PROVISIONAL) ]
[ GROUNDS: RECIPROCATED (SARAFAEL, FIELD DRAIN) · OBSERVED (JESSAMINE, DIANIZOBILAL, 0:00:04) · CONTACT ACCEPTED (DIANIZOBILAL, CART, HILL) ]
[ STATUS: PENDING ]


He put the bread down hard enough to jump the salt cellar.

"What," said Diana, watching his face.

"It made it a title. Bro. It's a title now."

"Read it again," said Jess. He read it again. It had not changed.

"Pending," said Jess. "Boss. It's got you pending. I literally can't."

"A title." Diana's pen was already moving. "Drunks get titles for finishing a barrel. Andy. For the literature. What is the title."

He read it aloud in the sheet voice, grounds and all, with a glance at the yard door. When he reached the last word, Jess snorted into her bread, and Sara's chest made its courtesy breath.

"Pending," said Diana, writing. "It has censors. The System has censors, and they have examined a kiss at a field drain and four seconds at a door I sent you to. They have examined a hill on which I put my hand on your knee and you looked at the road. They have found you devious, for now." She looked up over her glasses, delighted. "I would like to write a reply."

"Diana—"

"I would like to write that in every case the censors cite, the instigator was a woman who adores you. On the cart you rationed me for the length of a hill. It was the least devious act I have ever watched a man perform with his eyes." She wrote. "Recorded. Under the censors are wrong. Devious is a word for little crank wankers in any case. You are merely slow as shit."

Adores. She had said it to the kitchen in the lecture voice. It lodged under his breastbone, and he could not have said which door it came in by. It was the first time one of them had used the word. She had said it the morning his pool came up five short, while three women read the number and made up their minds.

"The censors are wrong," Jess agreed. "Boss. Tell it to fuck off."

The panel sat there, po-faced, a moderation notice with the appeal button grayed out, and it was wrong. It was the least of the morning's three surprises, and the only one he could do anything about.

"Fuck off," said Andy, to his HUD.

"Heaven ruled your path a step nearer the Creator's love and has not looked at it since," Sara observed. "It merely has better handwriting than the sects. The temple priests hand out tribulation charms, nine slats on a cord, to farm wives by the basket, and the heavens have never once read one. Your priests sing heaven's own words over your graves, and not one of them has understood a word of it in a thousand years."

"Recorded," said Diana.

"Louder," said Jess.

"Fuck off."

The panel stayed exactly where it was, unoffended.

The yard door banged open, and eleven children tumbled in from the pump with wet faces. They arrived in time to hear a man instruct his own eye to fuck off. Wenna, in the doorway, said, "Is that a technique?" Diana said, "It is a method," and wrote that down as well. Andy tried to walk it back for the children. "Yes, it's a technique," said Jess, cheerfully, and he gave up.

Before they rolled, Jess put the house in the tollman's wife's hands with half of what was in Andy's coat. Then she said it loud enough for the lane: "One of them goes out that door on a wagon, I come back. I'll wear you to the next fair." Wenna had the keys. The tollman's wife had told Sara where the big drakes nested: up on Harn's Saddle, away to the east. Andy's HUD still said twenty-seven, and the road north had a drake on it.


CHAPTER 41 — Damage Over Time

T

he marsh fever took him between two milestones on the Deverel road. They had rolled out of Harrow north-east that morning, because the drake was north and east and the marsh road went around the top of the country to it. The road ran on a raised bank between reed-beds taller than the cart. The marsh smell came up off both sides: black water, rotting stems, and a sweetness under it like old fruit. Milestones stood at every mile, gray stumps with a number cut in each. At the first of them the cold came for him, a shiver he blamed on the wind off the reeds, and after it the heat, which started in his teeth. By the next stone he was sitting crooked. By the one after, he was flat on his back in the cart bed with his head in Sara's lap and Diana's hip hot against his shoulder, and Jess had the reins out of Garrit's hands and was driving toward a yellow flag on a pole. By dusk he lay in a quarantine camp with every point of him cooking in its own heat.


[ ANDY HP 21/32 · MARSH FEVER: DAY 1 OF 9 ]
[ OUTLOOK: FOUR IN FIVE ]


The camp held forty sick under sailcloth on the marsh's edge, human and halfling, and one goblin family occupied the far end in a cot nobody would place beside theirs. The warden had them emptying the camp's buckets, because nobody else would, and still made them sleep downwind. It was a debuff zone with a rope around it and a warden for a tooltip, and the rules were brief. One cot received one attendant, and that was the extent of the camp's resources.

"Nine days," said the warden.

"For them," said Jess, and hung her tin on the tent pole. Then she did not stand still for four days.

Sara and Diana kept the rope, and he took that in through the fever like a stream at two frames a second, audio on. Sara stood the rope line twenty feet out like a fencepost, all day. Beyond her, framed in the open flap, Diana squatted at the ditch, a low black hellfire thread burning on bare mud. Her knuckle-seams glowed, a thread of her own blood ran out of her every hour, and she never looked up. She boiled water for a camp that no longer asked why a fire burned on mud, and wrote in between.

Through the canvas came her voice, telling a halfling mother at the ditch, cheerfully, over the ladle, "The halflings always take the most water. And the shiteating stink seeds at the far cot will want it next. Greedy, the lot of them." A wet spit hit the mud.

"You say either one near my children again," the mother said, "and this ladle goes through your teeth."

The bond transmitted every hour of him to Sara and Diana anyway. It ran one way, carrying his sensations and nothing else: heat, cold, and a floor that tipped. Out past the rope the two of them received it with the address torn off. What they said at the rope gave it away.

Each dawn Sara came to the rope and said two words, and Jess came to the rope and said two back.

"Report, please."

"He's alive."

"Note it, please," said Sara, and returned to standing.

* * *

W

hat Andy received of Jess arrived the same way, through fever glass.


Jess sat on the stool by the cot with her sleeve pinned back, carving thirty reed slips by lamplight while her mouth shaped "Gaiste" over each one. Every slip was a snare, a trap cut small enough to catch heat instead of legs, a charm, a talisman by any sect's name. It was a channel that drank from her by the tick while she fed it. Charged slips held the work between her pulls of qi. Jess ground soot into a copper bowl and fed the ink out of her pool a breath at a time, until it glowed faintly violet. She fanned the slips across his chest and spoke over them in the carving tongue, hour after hour, two notes down. Each slip drank the fever and charred as it filled, going dark letter by letter, violet glowing in the cuts. She pulled the charred ones and laid fresh. The charred ones she did not burn. She carried them out through the canvas in a bundle, and when she came back her hands were empty and the man in the next tent had started to cough. His blood cycled from lava to water and back.

[ TECHNIQUE: FEVER-EATER REEDS (SUSTAINED) — SNARES CARVED ×30 · INKED IN SOUL QI ]
[ JESS — DAY ONE DRAW: −16 SOUL QI/HR WHILE CHANNELING · SIX HOURS · −9 SOUL QI (INK) ]
[ JESSAMINE · HP 68/68 · QI 118 → 13/175 ]


Two bars floated in the fever-dark, his and hers. She was emptying hers so that his would stop falling. He had yelled watch your blue at a hundred healers on a headset, and here was the blue descending in front of his face by the hour, for him. When it hit the floor she would start burning the red, and all he could do was lie there and be the boss.

So he read. INSPECT pricked cold behind his already burning eyes.

His SIGHT was a C, the best stat on his own sheet and the one that had never mattered. In the fever-dark it was the only faculty in him still functioning, and he read her working like a boss's frame. Thirty slips lay in a fan, each charring letter by letter, while Jess swapped them out in a steady rhythm. There was waste in the rhythm. She was rotating the full fan on the slow slips' clock. But the slips did not char evenly, and the unevenness mattered. The two over his heart burned twice as fast as the four at his hips, and she was discarding fresh slips that retained half a burn.

"Jess. The fan." It came out of him thin, in the lobby voice with the heat in it. "You're rotating on the slow ones. The two over the heart go double. Pull those two on their own clock and leave the outer four till they're dark. You're tossing half a slip every turn."

Jess stopped carving and studied the fan, the two over his heart and the four at his hips, and ran the numbers.

"Huh," she said. Then she re-sorted the fan as he had described, two on the fast clock and four on the slow.

[ TECHNIQUE: FEVER-EATER REEDS — FAN RE-SORTED (READ: ANDY · SIGHT C) ]
[ CHANNEL DRAW: −16 → −11 SOUL QI/HR ]


The fan now saved her five qi an hour. She ran the channel thirty-five hours across the four days, six the first and more as the fever climbed. Five an hour for the twenty-nine hours after the re-sort came to most of a pool of hers. It was the only gift he gave her in that tent, and he gave it lying on his back with the one stat the System had ever let him keep. "Reader," said Jess, to the fan, and from her it was a medal. "Next fan I lay goes easier for this."

"Jess." He forced it out through the heat once, at lamp-hour. "What's your blue at."

"It's not blue, boss, it's qi, and it's in my pool, not a bottle," said Jess, carving. "Mine to burn. Sleep."

"You're shaking."

"I'm working. Working shakes. Sleep, boss."

Once, as he surfaced, the warden was at the canvas tent flap.

"There's a boy in the third row going the bad way. You cultivate the soul road. I've seen the talismans on that man's chest."

"You have willow bark and water," said Jess, from her stool, carving.

"He's nine years old."

"Then four of five beat it on their own qi, and he gets his chance at being the four." The knife kept moving. "Mine's already working. One channel, one pool, and all of it's on him. Your bark's the only thing about you that works, warden. You're so mid."

The flap fell, and Andy tried to assemble the words to argue, but the fever folded them into a dream where the numbers on his sheet climbed down off it and sat around a fire made of chalk.

On the second day a bargeman arrived at the flap. He was broad, river-burned, with silver in his open hand and a working wanted for his wife two tents over. Jess shoved the silver back with her boot, and her eyes traveled over the man once: shoulders, calluses, the mooring-scars on his palms. She had the arithmetic stillness on.

"You run the Deverel locks," she said.

"I do."

"Then I want night passage. Four gates, twice, any season I ask, on your word to your guild. Say yes and she gets what Andy gets, for one night."

"Yes," said the bargeman.

"Good lad," said Jess to the bargeman, who outweighed her twice over. "Tell your wife to give you a quiet night, fr." Then she went.

She worked the wife's tent until dawn, uninterrupted, with the fast slips laid ready at her knee. The violet char-glow of her slips showed through the canvas, and her voice went on and on, low, in the carving tongue. Once the wife cried out, once the bargeman, and then for a long time only his own blood. She returned gray at first light and resumed the count where she had left it.

[ ANDY HP 14/32 · MARSH FEVER: DAY 3 OF 9 ]
[ JESSAMINE · HP 50/68 · QI 0/175 · RESERVE: DRY ]


By the third night she was pouring each point of soul qi into the slips as it returned. The first set of reeds had charred through, and she went to the marsh for more.

Jess went out into the dark and came back soaked to the hip, with reeds cut by feel in her new hand. It was the same water that had produced the fever. She carved the second set of thirty wet, and opened her arm over the bowl. Between the sets she peeled the wet shorts off by his cot. She worked in her shirttail with nothing under it, bare legs folded under her, smooth light tan from the ankle to the hip.

[ JESSAMINE — EXPOSURE: MARSH WATER · FEVER RISK — LOGGED ]
[ TECHNIQUE: FEVER-EATER REEDS — SECOND SET ×30 · BLOOD-INKED ]
[ JESSAMINE · HP 41/68 · QI 0/175 ]


"You'll catch it," he said, or thought he said, and grabbed her wet wrist.

"Then you'll sit me," said Jess. "I sat you." She lifted his hand off her wrist and placed it back on his own chest, over the reeds, and held it there a moment with hers on top of it. "Hush. You're the job. Sleep."

At the rope, at dawn, Sara said her two words, and then a new sentence.

"Report, please."

"He's alive."

"I will take the cot," said Sara. Her chest was still. "You are gray to the mouth. The rule says one; it does not say which. I am his, so I sit the cot. You have run your pool dry and you are burning blood."

"He's mine to sit," said Jess, from the rope in her shirttail, bare-legged in the frost, and went back in.

* * *

T

he wife lived, and the camp's gossip credited the tall hat.


On the fourth night the boy in the third row went the bad way. The warden came to the flap a second time with the camp's last stock of willow bark in a sack, and held it out.

"It's all there is," he said. "It's all I've got. He's burning through. If you've a working left in you—"

Jess looked at the sack of bark for one breath. She had a reed slip in one hand, the knife in the other, and her arm open over the bowl, gray to the lips, her hands carving through a tremor.

"Then give it to him," said Jess, and resumed carving.

The warden stood in the flap with the sack, and then he left.

Through two walls of sailcloth the boy in the third row breathed, and then did not. Andy lay there beside Jess as she carved the next reed with her own blood. Every drop was for him, and none remained for the boy. He read it as triage: a healer with one heal cast it on the tank.

"Jess."

"Sleep."

"You could've—"

"I could've." The knife continued. "I'm at zero qi. Blood-ink's the only working I can hold, and it's on your chest. You're the job. He wasn't." She laid a fresh slip in the fan. "That's the whole of it. Don't make the face. It gives me the ick."

He made the face, and she permitted it. His fever broke at dawn on the fifth day, letter by letter, as the reeds had promised. He woke lucid for the first time in four days with the tent gray around him. Jess was asleep sitting up on the stool with her chin on her chest, her arm still open, and the bowl in her lap.

[ ANDY HP 24/32 · MARSH FEVER: BROKEN · DAY 5 ]
[ JESSAMINE · HP 39/68 · QI 12/175 ]


He read her bar, and the cold behind his eyes was the only cool thing in the tent. Then he reviewed the numbers like a post-wipe log, the one where a raid discovered who had kept the party alive and what it had drained out of them. The arithmetic said her blue had hit zero on the second night, and on the third she had walked into the marsh with nothing in her but blood. From then on she had been burning the only pool she had left, the red one. The red one had been declining steadily since.

"Jess."

She woke by the same method she applied to everything: all at once, and bored.

"You're alive."

"What did it take out of you."

She set the bowl down, pinned her sleeve back over the cuts, dragged her dried shorts back on, and stood up off the stool. She tipped, put a hand on the tent pole, and released it.

"Easy," said Jess.

"Jess—"

"Easy, boss. A few reeds." She took the tin down off the pole and tucked it under her arm. "Tell Sara he's alive. She'll want to note it."

She went out to the rope, gray, small and upright. He lay under the last of the charred reeds and knew what it had taken out of her, because he had read the log. He knew that she had lied about it to his face, and understood, lying there, why.

She had made it easy on her way out the door so that it would bind nobody. He counted the cuts he had seen on her arm, seven, and could not make the number mean one thing. A healer main who would not let her tank drop. A bound thing doing what the bind made it do.


CHAPTER 42 — Face-Slap at the Horse Fair

T

he dealer's name was Mudge, and Mudge inaugurated the day by calling Andy a grave-robber in front of the packed sale ring and asking how much his corpses fetched by the pound, with his eyes on the words over Andy's head. Then he shorted Garrit two silver on a gelding with a wind problem he had powdered over.


Diana studied Mudge from his boots upward. "A blood slave calling my summoner a grave-robber," she told the ring. "Forty years to live, if the drink is kind, and he wastes one of them powdering a horse's lungs. My tongue calls his kind gishvûr."

Nobody laughed. An orc drover spat in the sawdust. A carter's wife covered her son's ears and took him out of the ring altogether, and the ring looked at Mudge like the wronged party. Mudge went the color of liver and smiled.

If Diana noticed any of it landing on her, her face kept it. "You see?" she said to Andy, pleased. "A demon speaks and the ring goes quiet. It happens everywhere."

Andy stood with his mouth shut, hot to the ears, and wanted to die.

Either insult alone and he would have shrugged it off. He was two days out of fever, cleared by the warden, while Jess had never run a degree. He was still the color of the tent he had cooked in, with legs like wet rope and a griefer in the zone. In that state a player reported a griefer through the proper channels and savored every second of the form. Both insults together put him in the mood of a man about to lose six hours unraveling one specific stranger's day, strictly within the rules of the server.

"You're smiling," said Jess, at his elbow, watching him watch Mudge.

"I'm shopping."

"You're smiling like a man who just had a breakthrough."

"He griefed me. In front of the server." Mudge pocketed Garrit's two silver. "And the server has rules, Jess. I read them at the gate. I'm about to have the best day I've had in a month and Mudge won't have a rule to stop me."

* * *

T

he fair operated on the System's purse.


The board at the gate stated that every dealer posted a bond against his string. A buyer who declared an animal misrepresented could stake the dispute, and a dealer who ducked the stake forfeited it. Everybody ducked, because the stake was the full bond. Andy read the rule twice more, wearing an expression that made Jess murmur, approvingly, "Premeditated." It was reading the terms of service to the end, for the one rule everybody scrolled past.

Then he went and investigated where Mudge's other silver came from.

It required a morning and a round of drinks. Two grooms at the trough had opinions about Mudge and sold them for one cup: powder rubbed into a gray's knees to hide the swelling, boot-black on a bay's grizzled muzzle, ginger under a tired horse's tail to lift it. Interrogating every NPC in the zone was how a player discovered the quest the board omitted. Seven of the ten animals on Mudge's rope were powdered, painted, or doctored. And the three that left the rope most quietly, every fair, went east on a covered wagon to a buyer who paid by the head and asked for the ones that could pull.

"Wagons east, by the head," said Jess, when he told her. "Same as Harrow. He's feeding them on the side."

"He's selling horses."

"Horses that pull wagons." She eyed the rope. "You were going to do this anyway."

"I was."

"Then do it properly."

He bought the wind-broke gelding back from Garrit on the promise of the bond, hauled it to Mudge's rope, and called it.

"Misrepresented," he said, loud, cheerful, friendly to the back rows. "Powdered knees, painted wind. I'm staking it."

[ DISPUTE STAKED — BOND 40 SILVER VS GELDING (COST: 9) ]
[ MUDGE — DECLINE FORFEITS BOND · ACCEPT OPENS INSPECTION ]


Mudge laughed at him. That was the plan. He accepted inspection, and that was also the plan, because inspection placed every animal on his rope under the wardens' hands. Andy had passed the morning learning that seven of ten would fail it. He had also bought a round for three men Mudge had shorted this season, and to each of them he had mentioned, casually, the hour the wardens walked.

* * *

T

he wardens worked the rope for an hour while the crowd swelled, the assembled server watching a cheater's inventory opened item by item. Andy stood at the rail eating fair bread with honey on it and narrating quietly for Jess, indicating his favorites with the last of the crust. There was the powder line on the bay's hock, and the pepper trick on the roan's nostrils to simulate fire in an exhausted animal. There was the gray that had been made to stand square by a groom's thumb in a location a groom's thumb should avoid.


"You're enjoying this," said Jess.

"I'm enjoying this."

"You've gone a color and it's not the usual one."

"It's a different one," Andy agreed, and ate the crust.

The horse-trader's daughter from the next rope over came to the rail to watch. She was a young woman with her father's forearms and a coil of halter rope over one shoulder. He ran the commentary again for her from the top, twice as pleased. Jess gave the sky her attention for as long as it lasted and then the back of his neck. "Got your dad's forearms, love," she told the daughter, sweetly. "Shame you got the rest of him too. Tragic." The daughter went red and stayed anyway.

Sara and Diana stood at the wardens' table across the ring. Sara had her arms folded and her gold attention on Andy at the rail with honey on his chin. After a while she addressed Diana in a voice pitched to carry across a field. "He has honey on his chin. I intend to take it off him with my tongue, and then I intend to keep going south."

The warden at the table dropped his tally stick. The horse-trader's daughter at the rail laughed out loud.

Diana wrote it down. "Spell south for me," she said, loud enough for the ring. "I want the literature to have it exactly."

[ INSPECTION COMPLETE — MISREPRESENTED ×7 OF 10 ]
[ BOND FORFEIT — 40 SILVER → CLAIMANT ]
[ FLAGGED STOCK ×7 — SEIZED FOR FAULT-SALE ]
[ PRIOR CLAIMS ×3 — ACCEPTED AGAINST PROCEEDS ]
[ TRADE: HORSE-DEALER — CAPACITY REVOKED · ONE SEASON · NAME CRIED AT THE GATE ]


The fault-sale ran the same afternoon, with prices set by wardens who had zero affection for pretty numbers.

The three sound animals on Mudge's rope were auctioned as well, to satisfy the prior claims. Among them was a black mare the groom said was due on the east wagon. Andy bought her for five silver, a fifth of her value, counting it out slowly, coin by coin, shoving each across the wardens' table. Then, to the whole row: "Does the previous owner want to powder anything first?"

The men from the morning's round stood at the table with their grievances and stripped the rest of the sale to the boards.

Mudge crossed the ring toward him with his fists clenched and his string gone, and halted at the distance the wardens' presence allowed. He looked at the angel at the wardens' table and stood there trembling. Years of cheating honest people had ended in a ban, in front of the server, under the rules he had signed. The crier would shout his name at the gate at every fair this season, and at a fair chartered under the sects, their seven dots on every gate board, a trader's name was his face.

"You've ruined me," said Mudge. "Over two silver."

"Over two silver and one word," said Andy, pleasantly. "I'd have taken the apology this morning. You went for the word instead. Should've read the board."

"You don't know what you've—"

"I know where your quiet three go every fair." He said it at the same size, friendly, to Mudge alone. "East. On a covered wagon. To a buyer who pays by the head. I didn't put that in front of the wardens. The powder was enough. I wanted you to know I had the other one in my pocket and left it there." He counted Garrit the gelding's nine off the top of the bond and flipped him the two silver after it, in front of everybody. It came to eleven of forty and looked magnificent, and Garrit, paid out, turned his cart for home at the fair gate. "Go and sit down, Mudge."

Mudge went and sat down in the dust of his empty rope.

Jess ran her thumb once along her belt-knife, thoughtful. Then she toed a horse apple onto his boots. "Mind that neck," she told him. "It's the only thing holding your head on, and it's so over it."

They walked down dealers' row toward the gate with twenty-four of the bond's silver, a wind-broke gelding, and a black mare worth five times her price. They also had the horse-trader's daughter's name, which he had asked for mostly so Jess would see him ask.

"Remind me," said Jess, "to stay off that list of yours."

"You're pinned to the top of it."

"Good," said Jess. Halfway down the row she hooked his arm and kept it, slid her free hand into his back pocket and left it there, and said, low, to the road: "Say that to me again sometime when the professor's listening. I want to watch her face."

Sara walked on his other side with the mare's lead in her hand. Diana led the gelding behind them and kept her silence for the rest of the row. Then Sara said, "You enjoyed that."

"Yes."

"All of it. The bread. The woman at the rail. The two silver in front of the row. You did a thing to a man today with a rule and a crust of bread. I would have done it with a sword, and a sect elder with a realm. A man who wins with paper has a usurer's heart. I find you guilty of it, and I allow it once. You did it in six hours. I watched your face throughout, and I want it noted that I was watching. You are ashamed. A small amount. Enough shame keeps a dao heart honest. None would crack it."

He kept quiet.

"Good. A small amount is the correct amount. Less than that and I should have to think about you differently." She gazed ahead at the gate, where the crier was rehearsing the morning list with Mudge's name in it. "More than that and you would have let him keep the quiet three."

They passed out through the gate. The grin arrived, and he let it. Then the other emotion arrived behind the grin, smaller, and he permitted that too. He looked back once, at Mudge in the dust, then east, where the wagon went and the road ran.


CHAPTER 43 — Confession Event

S

ara scheduled the Wednesday at the fire, aloud, in front of everyone, in the doctrine voice, with her palms on the inn's table.


"Tomorrow is Wednesday," she said. "I have three wants for it. I am going to say two of them now, at this table, so that they are kept and not sprung, and the third I am going to keep."

The common room of the inn at Harn's Foot had the black bulk of the hills filling its one window. It held five other people: a pair of halfling peddlers, the husband gray in his beard and a clay hearth-pot warm at their feet, an elf couple off the sect road and a tinker with a tray of tin cups stamped with an eagle, and all five of them stopped eating. It was a romance scene playing in the hub with the zone chat left on. The halfling husband read ARCHANGEL OF JUDGEMENT and PLEASURE SOLDIER over the one table and whispered to his wife, not quietly enough, "An angel and a pleasure soldier share a bed. Which one's on top?" His wife said, "Whoever's paying," and they both went red and ate faster.

"Sara," said Andy.

"I have waited since the yard at Ferrow," she said. "The waiting is over, because Wednesday is the correct day." She looked at him. "The first want. I should like to lie with you tomorrow night, in the big room upstairs with the door shut, and I should like you to breed me. I am asking, please. The Host would have called it a billet. I call it feeding, and I intend to be fed. It is dual cultivation, I should say. Your constitution refines what it gives, and I am a soldier and take my supply where it is best. That is my stated reason, and I am stating it."

The five other people in the common room studied their bowls with tremendous attention.

"Since we are sharing," said Diana, to the five strangers, because they were present, "he has turned me down since the barn because he is shy. The khegar asks once, at a table, and gets a yes, the holy bitch." She dipped her bread. "I am writing a paper on it. The working title is Why the Belowers Get Everything."

The elf set down his spoon, looked at Diana with open disgust, and left his stew. His wife followed him out without her shawl.

"Leafy twig dick sects forbid everything but disapproval," Diana called after them, pleasantly. "Their god counts the eggs. They live forever and are offended for all of it. Pretty, though, the long ones. That one had hands for a lute and an ass for nothing at all." She glanced at Andy, and away.

"Don't mind the professor," said Jess, to the room. "I see to her every night." The halfling peddlers exchanged a look, asked for their bill, and slammed the door on the way out.

"You speak of it," said Sara, without turning her head, "as a woman who, forgive me, has never once been thoroughly and properly bedded. Dual cultivation is a discipline, Jessamine. You speak of it like a tavern game."

"Never needed one."

"That," said Sara, "is precisely how it sounds."

Jess tipped her hat down over her eyes. Andy ate his soup.

"The second want. The morning after, I shall be unbearable. I should like to be put at the inn's oven before dawn without being asked."

"And the third."

"I am keeping the third. You have gone the color of the fire, and I am enjoying it. Answer the first one when you like. Tonight, or on the stair, or at the door. I am flat about this. It is the only way I know to do it, and it works."

He sat there burning to the ears, and the room around the table had emptied, tinker and all. The dialogue wheel had one option on it, and it was not later.

"Okay," he said.

"Okay is a yes," said Sara.

"Okay is a yes, Sara."

"Then it is scheduled," said Sara, and picked up her bread.

* * *

D

iana kept the score.


She kept it aloud, for the benefit of the innkeeper, who had returned to his barrels and was pretending ferociously.

"I would like it recorded," said Diana, and slapped the field-book down on the table, "that I have been at this for a month." Sara allowed that she had.

"Twenty-six attempts, by my own count, and I have counted only the ones with a hand in them. Mulled wine at his mouth. Spiced cake. The hill on the cart, lost on a technicality." She turned a page and drank from the gilt cup she had made the innkeeper find for her, red to the brim. "The score at this table, after all these weeks: Diana, twenty-six attempts, one landed, in an alley, and the alley counted as feeding. Sara, three attempts. Three landed."

"Four," said Sara. "The yard. It was heard."

"The yard was a no."

"A no that was heard is a landing. It is on the sheet." Sara ate her bread. "Four."

"Four," Diana conceded, and wrote it down. "I am losing on fucking points. I want that in the concordance in my own hand, so that when I win, and I shall, the margin is honest. A sect could not say the same." She looked at Andy over her glasses, delighted with the situation. "Twenty-seven. Pass me the salt with your left hand and let your fingers touch mine."

He shoved the salt across with his right hand. "Twenty-seven," said Diana. Her tail squeezed the table leg. "Recorded."

Diana turned the field-book toward him to show the two columns. Jess declined to be ranked. That was its own rank.

Jess sat at the end of the table with her hat down and the tin in her lap, eating. When Diana said twenty-seven she glanced up, once, at Sara, then at Andy, then at the fire, and returned to her bowl. "Twenty-seven," she said. "Blind archers do better. Twenty-seven, professor? That's so pick-me. And the angel got there in four, and she kisses like it's a sword drill."

* * *

T

hey loaded the Peacemaker at the fire first, because it took all three of them.


It went faster the second time, and it made fewer. "Six," said Diana, before anyone asked. "Tomorrow is a Wednesday and the day after is a mountain, and I am not climbing a mountain bled." She burned the ash without a lecture and shook the black off her split palm into the pot.

Jess cut her finger-width circles on the six bases, six clicks and six violet beads, and laid the word in the ash. Sara pressed the slugs home with her thumb while she talked about the Wednesday, and the brass squealed under every one.

[ DIANA — HELLFIRE, BOUND IN ASH ]
[ JESS — LAID CIRCLE ×6 (PRIMER) ]
[ LOADED 6/6 · ROUNDS 16/24 ]


"Don't forget my favor," said Jess, closing the last circle.

"You haven't said what."

"Still deciding." She held a finished round up to the fire and admired it like a sweet in a shop window. "It's getting bigger."

He set the roster at the fire after the room had emptied. Sara had held the first watch since the fair, standing a yard like a post. He was shifting the names on his HUD when Jess said, "I'll take hers."

He looked up.

"First watch. Sara's. I'll stand it. Sara's got a Wednesday, and anybody with a Wednesday sleeps the night before. I've gone my whole life short of one. I can spare the sleep." She hauled her coat off the bench before he could argue. "Put me on the yard. It's cold and it's boring and I like both. You're relieved, Sara. Be unbearable in the morning. I'll be asleep for that part."

Sara looked at her across the coals, and around her eyes the small loosening arrived.

"That is a kindness," she said. Jess would call it a watch; Sara called it a kindness, because Sara had decided it was one, and what Sara decided was so. Andy had lost weeks of arguments to that rulebook. It was exhausting, and he enjoyed having it around. "Thank you, Jess. Your hat is incorrect."

"Go to bed," said Jess, and yanked her hat down.

[ WATCH ROSTER — HARN'S FOOT · TUESDAY ]
[ SARAFAEL — RELIEVED (VOLUNTEER: JESSAMINE) ]
[ JESSAMINE — 00:00 → 04:00 · POST: YARD ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL — 04:00 → DAWN · POST: STAIR ]
[ INCIDENTS: 0 ]


"Recorded," said Diana, writing, "that I was passed over for volunteering because Jess got there first, and that I have a Wednesday of my own on the schedule. Title: eventually."

"I would like that entered," said Jess, in Diana's voice, and Diana went a color of her own.

* * *

H

e escorted Sara to the door of the back room anyway, because she had offered him the door, and he wanted it. She paused with her hand on the latch.


"You have made a decision on the stair," said Sara. "It is in your shoulders. A cultivator's decisions show in the shoulders first; the sects read them at the gate."

"Yeah."

He kissed her at the door with her hand still on the latch. The fourth kiss was a technique at rank four, the animation still rough at the edges. She approached it a finger's width off straight and there were teeth in it anyway, as if she had decided to enjoy it before he reached her. She made the sound, the low one, like it got out ahead of her. Her hand abandoned the latch and went into his hair, sure of itself, and the other spread on his chest while her mouth learned him. Her hips pressed against his, once, and held, the full length of her, so that the trembling of the wings reached him through her body before he saw it.

Then she stopped, her forehead coming to rest against his mouth as it had at the field drain, and stayed.

"Both wings," she said into his coat. "This time it is both. Please disregard them."

He looked over her shoulder. The cloak between her shoulder blades had lifted on both sides, root to tip, and hung there.

"I'm not ignoring them."

"Then look at them, please, and tell me what you see. I cannot see them from here."

"They're up. Both of them. They're—Sara, they're shaking."

"Yes. That is what they do when I have wanted a thing this long and it is scheduled for tomorrow." She lifted her head, close enough to share his breath, with her chest moving. "Tomorrow, laid out now, so that you can go a color in private. I am going to give. I am forceful about giving; you have seen it with bread. I will brook no discussion, and you will enjoy it, because I am extremely good at it, and I am not modest about it." Her hand on his chest closed to a fist in his shirt. "And then I am going to ask you for a thing, and wait. That is the part I am bad at. When you see it, do not mistake it for anything but what it is."

"What is it."

"Receiving," said Sara. "I have never once in my life been on that side of it by choice. Tomorrow I am going to try. I have decided I will be bad at it in front of you, and a thing decided is correct. I am telling you now, so that it does not surprise you."

He stood at the door with an archangel's hand closed on his chest and both her wings up and shaking under the cloak, and went, as she had predicted, a color in private.

"The third want," he said.

"Is kept."

"Is it—is it tomorrow?"

"No." She returned her hand to the latch. "The third want is a long way off, and I may never have it. I have decided to want it anyway, because I find I like having a want nobody gave me. Goodnight, Andy. Sleep, please. Tomorrow you will need the air."

She went in and left the door on the latch.

She had held his hand up for a road to see at a hedge and put both wings up at a door, and he believed her with everything that was his. The everything contained three rooms, and the wings had trembled identically in all three.

He stood on the landing a while, then went down the stair. Jess waited at the foot of it in her coat, heading out to the yard.

She searched his face.

"Told you," she said. "Wednesdays."

"You've never had one. You said."

She reached up, took his jaw in her new hand, the seamed one, and turned his face to the yard-lamp. She studied it and grinned.

"Keep that," she said. "That's the one I want." She let go. "I said I've never had one." She pulled the hat down. "Go to bed, boss. Tomorrow's booked."

She went out into the yard to stand her watch. Diana took the small room over the stair. He went back up. In the back room Sara had waited for him after all, one bed, and she undressed for it as she did everything, in order, without a glance to see where he was looking: boots, belt, the dress over her head, the long back and the folded wings, the curve of her ass, the length of her legs, every inch porcelain in the last of the candle. She lay down on her side of the bed naked and was asleep inside a breath. He had never seen her sleep.

He lay awake beside her and listened to Jess's boots patrol the frost. Under the boots came a small, regular tick, a tally circle clicking shut on the frozen yard, then another, a violet bead bobbing up past the shutter slats each time and popping, and a shiver of her qi went with it. She was drilling on watch, closing circle after circle in the cold, and he lay there counting what she was pouring out. In the morning the tally circles ran in a neat line across the yard stones. They started at the gate and ran the length of the yard to the foot of his shutter, and stopped there. Her qi on his party frame never sat full, either. He had watched it since her pool came back after the fever: she drained it down to two-thirds on charms and circles, let it creep back, and drained it again before it could top off. Full mana was wasted regen. She played like a raider who expected the next pull at any second.


CHAPTER 44 — Dual Cultivation (Practical)

W

ednesday, properly, began with Sara placing her hand on the big room's door at dusk and regarding the other two.


"The small room is across the landing," she said. "It has one bed and a window. I have put your gear in it. Goodnight."

"Goodnight," said Diana, with the epic under her arm. Then, to Andy, in a rush, before Jess could move: "Wednesday is Sara's. I have made my peace with it. I have made my peace with nothing else. I would like your cock in my mouth at the first opportunity the schedule allows. Then your seed down my throat, and then the rest of you in my cunt, in that order." She stopped. "That was the speech. I had it shorter on the stair."

"Wednesday," said Jess, to Sara. Then, to Andy: "Boss." She took Diana by the arm above the elbow with her new hand, walked her across the landing into the small room, and shut its door. The latch went home, and then the bar.

Sara opened the big room's door and stood aside to admit him.

"In, please," she said. "I know what I am going to do to you, and I am going to do it. Please take off your coat."

* * *

S

he undressed him with her hands, because she had decided to, and then undressed herself in the candlelight. That was the first component of her plan to malfunction. Every raid plan survived until the first mechanic, and the first mechanic was her own back.


She removed the cloak and shoved the dress off after it. She stood with her back to him, her shoulders bare and the wings folded close against her, gold, root to tip. Her hands traveled behind her to the place where the wings joined her back.

"Angels keep them closed," said Sara, to the wall. Her voice was getting more level by the word, which he knew now meant the opposite. "In company. Always. The join is left alone. It is the one place on us that is left alone." Her hands were at the join, trembling, a weakness her hands had concealed from him until now. "I am going to open them. I have decided to. It is part of what I mean to do to you, and it is the part that makes my hands shake. You may see them shake once, so that you have it."

She opened them to their full span.

They unfolded off her back, outward and upward, both, nearly the width of the room. The candle flame bent sideways in the displaced air and recovered. She stood in front of him naked with her wings open to him by choice. It was the first time in her life, she had told him. She drew them in a hand's width and turned around, her chest moving. Her nipples had drawn tight, pink-gold, and the gold-dusted pink between her thighs was already wet.

"Sit down on the bed, please," said Sara. "The edge of it. You are looking at the wings. Look at me, please."

He looked at her, and then he sat down on the edge of the bed. She crossed the room and knelt on the boards between his knees in the candlelight, wings spread behind her and her hands on his thighs. She looked up at him with her gold eyes. Her face was the calm one, with the other one under it, and she allowed him to see both.

"I am extremely good at this," she said. "I told you at the door. I am going to show you, now, and you are going to make a great many sounds. I want every one of them. Give me your hands, please."

He gave her his hands, and she placed them in her hair.

Then she took the head of his cock in her mouth, and the first second proved she had told the truth.

* * *

S

he took his cock root to tip in one slow pull, crossing him like a ford, near bank to far, until the head slid past the soft ridge at the back of her mouth into her throat, and her lips pressed to the base.


She seated him there and held, because she did not need to breathe. She had told him once that she counted his air, having no use for her own. Her nose pressed against him, her throat closed around him, and her eyes were shut while she swallowed. She stayed down, and she held there until he lost count of how long.

Her throat worked around him, once and again, and it was for him; he could feel that it was for him. Her tongue worked the underside of him at the same time. His hands closed in her hair, and he made the first of the sounds she had demanded. She made one back, low, around him, a vibration that traveled up through him from where she held him.

Then, without warning, she was shaking. It was small, at first: a shiver through her shoulders and into the open wings behind her, so that the tips brushed the wall. Her hands on his thighs tightened. She stayed seated on him with her throat working, her body off the script she had written.

She held there and rode it through, her eyes open on his and her lips at the root of him. Her face flushed scarlet to the hairline.

His hands had slipped out of her hair. She reached up blind, located his wrists, and returned them, her nails digging into the backs of them to insist he keep them there.

"Sara—"

Her hands tightened on his thighs, and that was her answer. At the door she had announced she would brook no discussion, and she brooked none now, with her mouth occupied.

She did it again, with evident appetite.

She took him to the root and stayed there, her throat working him and her lips at the base. The wings behind her spread wide in the candlelight. She made the sounds, wet ones, sloppy ones, and drooled down his cock onto her own hands and let it be. In between she pulled off to the head and worked it with her tongue until he gasped her name, then took him down again. Every time he said it she shook harder, as if she felt him say it from his side. She was god-tier at this and flaunting it, and she was also gripping his thighs to keep herself on the floor.

Her eyes came up to him along his cock, her chest heaving against his knee, and she pulled off just far enough to speak. "Deeper, please," said Sara, hoarse and perfectly polite. "Harder, if you would. Please, Andy. Thank you." Then she took him down again and drew at his hips with both hands, asking with those too.

He did as he was asked while she met him at the root on every thrust and held him there, until he came down her throat, hard. Her throat worked on him, the back of it, her tongue, swallowing his come, once, twice, nearly all of it. Her eyes were shut, her hands white on his thighs, her wings wide.

And then she stayed on him as he softened, her tongue moving on him inside her mouth, slow. One of her hands left his thigh and slid down between her own legs. Two fingers slid in and out of herself, and her thumb pressed hard on her clit, in plain sight. The hand moved, her hips moving with it, and a raw sound came out of her. Her hand accelerated, and the gold rose.

The astral qi he had given her, refined in her to her own heavenly gold, lit her from inside. It surged up under her skin from the joins of the wings, gold, climbing through her shoulders and her throat, until she glowed like a lamp. A thread of silver-blue drew visibly up out of his body into her throat as she drank, and turned gold as it went down. Her hand moved faster still on her clit, and then she came apart.

She came apart on the floor of the big room with her mouth still on him, shaking, spasming, her body doing what the wings had done at the door. The last of his come pulsed out onto her tongue in one long draw he had no say in, dragged out of him by her finishing. She did not swallow that one. She held it on her tongue, still coming, with her eyes shut and the gold running up her throat.

In the gold, once, up the side of her throat, ran a thread of red.

It was one thread, thin, from the wing-join up under the jaw, and then it was gone. It flickered at the edge of his attention like a dead pixel, and it vanished before he could focus on it. He had nothing to compare it to, because tonight was the only time he had seen her glow gold, and the gold was all he knew.

She surfaced.

She stayed down between his legs and looked up at him with her mouth open, the last of him pooled white on her tongue. Then she begged.

"Breed me," said Sara. "Andy. I am asking on my knees. I should like you to breed me like a succubus, the way that demon tells it to anyone who will hold—"

It caught on her tongue, his own come thick in her mouth, and the word came out wet and wrong. A thread of it slid from the corner of her lip. She caught it on a fingertip and put it back. "—hold still. Every night. Until it runs out of—"

It got in the way again. She shut her mouth, closed her eyes, and swallowed in slow pulls until all of it was down. Then she opened her mouth wide and showed him her tongue, clean, pink and empty. Her eyes stayed on his to make certain he looked.

"There," said Sara, perfectly level. "Now I may finish my sentence. Next time I should like you between my legs, all the way inside me. I should like you to finish there and leave it there. My mouth has had its turn. Inside me, where it takes. Please. I have never begged for anything in my life, and I am doing it naked in front of you, so that it is kept."

Down on the boards with the light draining out of her, she examined her own hand, wet, then put the fingers of it in her mouth one at a time and licked them clean, watching him watch her do it.

Her other hand had gone to the base of her throat, following the warmth down. "It is still warm," she said politely. "I can feel exactly where it is. Thank you. I intend to keep it."

"Úmál," she said, in the tongue she never used in beds. Then, with her voice wrecked: "I feel it. From your side. I believed the bond ran one way and carried only your hurt. It carries this. I am feeling you feel me, and I am feeling me, both of them at once. This is what the sects mean by dual cultivation, and they have never once had it. In the Host this was a function. A rite, by command, endlessly, performed correctly and noted. I have never once—" She stopped and rested her forehead against his thigh. "I have never once had it come back. There. That was the giving."

"Noted. Screenshotted. Framed," said Andy.

An archangel who called the act a rite had gone to pieces at his feet at the first taste of what he felt, ambushed by her own body. His sheet said BIND, and BIND had a feature nobody printed in the tooltip.

* * *

H

e sat on the edge of the bed with his hands still in her hair, gazing down at an archangel licking her fingers on a floor, and assumed the night was over.


Then she rose and faced him with her wings half drawn in and her hands at her sides. Her face did what it had done on a plank once, failing to stay calm. She opened her mouth and shut it.

"Sara?"

"I am going to ask for a thing." She said it to a point past his shoulder. "This is the part I warned you of. I am bad at it. I am—" She stopped. Her hands had closed at her sides. "I should like—"

She stopped again.

Since the barn she had finished every sentence she began. Now she stood naked with her wings half open and failed to say what she wanted, twice, and this was what she had meant at the door.

"Ask," he said.

"The join." It came out of her fast, all at once, like a thrown object. "Where the wings meet. Nobody has—it is left alone. I opened them for you. I should like you to put your hand on the join. I am asking. I am going to wait, and I am—I have decided to be bad at this in front of you, Andy, I am waiting—"

He stood up, put his hands on her shoulders and turned her, gently. The wings drew in to let her turn and opened again once her back was to him, framing him on either side in the candlelight. He studied the place where they met her: the joins, two of them, a deeper gold, and he laid his palm on one.

She made a high, helpless sound, gone before it finished. Her knees buckled, and he hauled her up under the arms. Tremors ran through her wings, her shoulders and her hands. The gold rose again, unasked, from under his palm.

"It is not—" she got out. "It is not under my authority. The light. It comes when it—Andy—"

He put his mouth on the join, and she came apart a second time, standing in his arms. Her wings spread wide, her back arched against his mouth, and her hands grabbed behind her for any part of him. She said his name, and then, with nothing level left in her voice, she said please, then thank you, then please again. Her manners were the last thing in her still standing, and she shook until the shaking ran out. Then she hung in his arms with her wings gone slack, the gold draining out of her, and her chest working like a bellows.

"That," said Sara, eventually, into his shoulder, "was the receiving."

"You said you were bad at it."

"I was appalling at it. I asked for one thing and got two, and I was not consulted about the second. I have never once in my life been so badly served." Her wings folded in, slowly, against her back. She stood on her own feet, turned around, and leaned into him. "Do it again tomorrow. I am asking in advance. I asked to be bred tonight and chose your taste first. I have begged you on my knees for the rest, so neither of us will forget it. One Wednesday soon, please. Thoroughly. Thank you. I have found I can only ask in advance; in the moment I am useless. Mark it, please."

"Marked."

"Breathe, please," said Sara. "You have forgotten. I counted your air an hour ago and you have been using it all on my name."

He breathed, and she walked him backward to the bed, put him on it, and lay down on top of him. She kissed him then, on the mouth, slow and certain, tasting of him, and her wings came down over both of them like a tent, so that the candle was gold through them. He lay with an archangel's weight on him, the candle down to a thumb, and her hair in his mouth, and it was more than he had room for. It was too much, and under the too-much the three doors stood open with the candle in them. She had come apart in his arms twice and said his name with her voice in pieces. A woman would. A bound creature might. The ring—

"Please stop," said Sara, into his shoulder, with her head down. "You are doing the sum. I can feel it in your chest, the heart-demon doing its arithmetic through the ring. Do it tomorrow, if you would. Tonight it is mine."

He stopped, which he had never managed before, and it lasted until the candle died. Across the landing, through two doors and a bar, Diana was saying Jess's name in a voice she never used for lectures, and Jess was telling her, patiently, to say it again.

* * *

H

e installed her at the oven before dawn unasked, because she had asked, in advance, at a fire, and because she was unbearable.


She was unbearable from the moment she woke. She lay studying the rafters with her chest moving and the small loosening fixed around her eyes. Then she said, "It is the correct morning," to the rafters. And, "Note that it was the correct morning."

"Andy, wake up, please," said Sara. "I have a great deal to say about last night, and I intend to say it in order."

He got up, dropped her dress over her head, waited while she found the sleeves, grabbed her by the wrist, and hauled her down the stair and out to the inn's yard lean-to. He planted her hands in the flour and left.

Behind him, through the lean-to door, Sara began anyway, to the cook and the cook's husband, in order.

"First, he is magnificently made, and I am qualified to say so. Second, I came twice, and I swallowed every drop he had, and I should like that written on the wall of this kitchen. Third—"

Behind him a tray of eggs hit the kitchen floor, and by the sound of it the cook refused to leave.

"Third is technical," said Sara. "When I came the second time, he had his mouth on the join of my wings. I had not known a join could do that, or fill a pool that full, and I intend to have it done to me every Wednesday until the end of the world. Knead with me, and I will not tell you where the join is, because that is his. The night was correct. I rule so, officially. Your kneading is not, I am sorry to say. Like this."

He was back on the stair, heading up for his boots, when the System caught up with him. It scored the night as it had stood at midnight and printed the result.

[ SARAFAEL — ASTRAL QI DRAWN (SUMMONER'S) — REFINED · +22 ]
[ ANDY — ASTRAL QI −16 · 16/32 · NO PATH FOR RETURN ]
[ BUFF — ASTRAL QI · HP +44 · QI +44 · 24:00:00 ]
[ ASSESSMENT: DEVIOUS PERVERT — CONFIRMED ]
[ GROUNDS: RECIPROCATED (SARAFAEL, BIG ROOM) · THOROUGHLY · SHE CAME TWICE ]
[ TITLE: DEVIOUS PERVERT — AWARDED ]


He read it on the stair with the smell of the oven rising from the yard. It was an achievement unlocked, the little bronze one, and the panel had said thoroughly. The System was grading him, Sara was narrating his night to strangers in a kitchen, and across the landing a door was barred on a demon and a witch.

"Fuck off," said Andy.

From the yard, floured to the wrist and unbearable, Sara called up through the open door, "Say it again, please. Louder. I wish to hear it while I knead."

"Fuck off," Andy told the panel, louder, for her.

"Thank you," said Sara. "Noted. Now please come and bring me the second loaf's worth of water, and go a color while you do it, because I am watching. I have decided that it is my favorite thing about Wednesdays. The third want is still kept. It is nearer than it was, and the qi says so."

He was starting down for the water when, across the landing, the small room's bar came off its door. Jess emerged with her hat on and her boots unlaced. She looked at him on the stair, at the yard door, and at his face.

"Told you," she said. "Wednesdays."

"Jess—"

"Stop walking like you've been kicked by a mule, boss. The whole inn heard the angel. Twice. Slay, I guess," said Jess, and descended past him to the bread.

Diana came down later, walking with care, a bite visible at the join of her neck and shoulder above the collar. Jess set a steaming cup in front of her without a word, a green, bitter-smelling brew from the tin. The brew turned in the cup on its own, a slow little whirlpool. A curl of violet steam twisted up out of its eye, a thread of her qi gone into it.

[ JESS — CAULDRON STIR — SOUL QI −1 ]


"For after," said Jess. "Takes the ache out. First batch. Swamp remedy for a pool run dry. Tell me if your tongue goes numb. You'll want it working tonight." Diana drank it, grimaced, swallowed, and set the cup down empty, and the dregs went on turning in the bottom of it. He wondered, uneasy, whether it was still turning inside her. Jess watched Diana's throat with great satisfaction. Diana leaned to Andy at the bread like a cat in a window. "She puts me in my place," she said. "I have missed it."

Out the window, Harn's Saddle stood white against the dark, and the road over it started at dawn.


CHAPTER 45 — Fall Damage

T

he shale drake came out of the scarp on the sixth elbow of the switchback down the south face of Harn's Saddle, a quarter hour short of dawn. They had slept in the drovers' hut at the top, a turf-roofed stone box with a hundred years of drovers' marks cut into its lintel, and started down in the dark to get the switchback behind them before the sleet. The sleet had come in sideways on the fifth elbow anyway. It was a ledge fight, with the fall damage set to lethal.


"Nice stick, boss," Jess had said at the foot of the road. "A stick with a crossbar, for a beast with legs. It's giving scarecrow. It'll love that. They bait drakes on a chain at the Harn's Foot fair, and the drunks throw rocks. The drakes remember."

It was a juvenile, by the crest, and Realm D by the panel: Foundation, two realms above a Mortal party. It was a ton and a half of slate-colored appetite on a road two mules wide. The party was strung single file along it between a rock wall and a forty-foot drop. Sara held point, then Jess, then Diana, with Andy trailing. The mare and the gelding stood tied off at the one wide bend. Andy was carrying the boar-spear he had bought at Harn's Foot. He had traded the Collector's hand-axe and the market hatchet for it after a man at the inn said drakes on the ridge. He read the drake, and INSPECT froze the sleet on his lashes as the frame unfolded.

[ SHALE DRAKE (JUVENILE) · Beast · REALM D · HP 200/200 · TERRITORIAL ]
[ TAIL-BALANCES ON TURNS · CREST DROPS TURNING · SHELF-BLIND BELOW ]


"It's Foundation. Two realms over us, so nobody face-tanks it. Wall side, all of you. Sara, brace point. Catch the tail at its third joint—"

"Bracing," said Sara. "And your realm call was correct."

The orders were excellent and the road was terrible. The arena itself was the mechanic the frame had omitted.

On the shelf the drake turned by throwing its tail out over the drop for balance. The tail swept back in at hip height, scything the width of the road. Sara called her sword, laid the flat of it along her forearm and met the sweep with the brace, swordcraft and no technique, gold flaring down the flat and ringing like a struck bell. An edge would sever a tail and leave the weight still flying; a brace turned it. Suppressed to the party's realm, her brace was the one move on the shelf that could turn a Foundation beast. The brace was what kept the sweep off Jess and Diana. The third joint buckled against her arm, but the sweep still had a drake behind it, and it carried her off the shelf instead.

The tank had gone off the ledge with zero death sound, and the party frame still displayed her bar, because a fall took time. Diana screamed, and Jess said fuck three times, viciously, one for each elbow of the drop. And the one person falling backward into forty feet of gray air used her last half-second on the shelf getting her brace arm under the tail, so that it lifted her clear of Jess instead of through her. Then she vanished into the gray, and the road was three people wide. Two seconds later the landing reached the shelf, once and wet, a side of beef thrown down on a cellar floor.

It counted if it hurt. Care less, and maybe it would not. He had carried the rule since a river and failed to apply it on a cart and at a fire. An angel had gone over a cliff for Jess and a demon, and he reached for the rule and applied it.

He braced himself.

He took the grief arriving in his chest, put a flat hand against it, and held it off: a quarter, a half, whatever a man could hold off with a fight still on a shelf. A flatness descended over him like a shutter, and he thought, from behind it, good. He hated the thought, and used it anyway.

* * *

T

he drake advanced along the shelf, and it attacked high. The tank was down, three remained on a shelf, and the raid lead still had his calls.


Its head rode up against the scarp, its strikes chopping down from chest height and above, its jaws seizing the air where standing people belonged. The bestiary line had promised it would be shelf-blind below, and it was.

He emptied the Peacemaker into its head first, because a gun needed no realm behind it.

Six shots rolled off the scarp, six spits of black fire. Every slug hit. Every slug flattened on the slate plates like a coin on a rail and dropped to the road burning, and the drake did not blink.

[ HELLFIRE (BOUND) ×6 → SHALE DRAKE · PLATES: TEMPERED (D) · DAMAGE: 0 ]
[ LOADED 0/6 · ROUNDS 10/24 ]


The drake's skin was tempered. He logged that behind the flatness, beside the frame: the plates were Foundation, and every beast had a place where the plates stopped.

"Under its strike line. Wall side, low. HOLD."

"Low," said Jess. "Holding."

His voice came out flat. The streamer voice, the dead-level commentary over a wipe in progress, okay, so, tank's gone, we adapt, was emerging from his own mouth over Sara. Interesting, said a thought from three rooms away. "Diana, seal its eyes on my call. Left socket first, it hunts the wall side left-eyed. Jess, the neck opens when the crest drops, and the crest drops when it turns. We're going to make it turn."

The tail swung out over the drop again. It was the re-cock, the drake's center of balance swinging into gray air before each sweep, metronome-regular, and he put the count on it. "Sweep on five. Four—"

The sweep arrived at hip height on schedule and passed over three bodies pressed to the road. The drake, swinging heavy, gouged a yard of scarp out with the follow-through, and stone chips rang off the wall. Behind the flatness a number ticked over: it dies for that.

"Diana. NOW—"

Their faces were wrong, and he logged that too, from behind the shutter. Diana cast through tears, with her hands shaking and burning, her knuckle-seams splitting as the word emerged.

"Vûr-ûm!"

Her palm-print flew out with the word, a handprint of black fire with an inverted star burning in its palm, and seared the drake's left socket shut, black and smoking. The drake screamed and slammed its seared side against the scarp, guarding the socket with the mountain itself.

[ DIANA — CAST: HELLBRAND PALM (VÛR-ÛM) — HP −23 · DIANA HP 53/76 · QI 107/107 ]


Its next strike carried its head out over the drop, and to bring the head back it had to turn. The crest descended, and the tail snapped out across the road for balance, early and low. Jess, already moving for the neck, dived to the road and let it pass over her by the width of a hand.

"Early," she said, into the road.

Her jaw was a white line when she rose. Both of them were staring at him in horror, because he was fine.

"Stop talking like your soul's gone out of you," Jess spat. "It's gone flat. I can hear it from here."

The window was real, and it had arrived holding hands with the sweep. So the entry lay behind the tail, in its wake. He set the count running again. "On its turn. Behind the tail. Three—"

The flatness held him, and it held him like a hand on his chest. Behind it waited the grief it was restraining, and behind that, the formula, waiting to see if he could hold. He thought fuck you at it with the little he had spare, and counted.

[ ANDY QI 32 → 32/32 · RECOUNT ]


The panel flickered, and only that. A pool transitioned from itself to itself, a recount with zero cause and zero math in it, the System clearing its throat over a number that had every reason to hold still—

—and the shutter tore off its rail, and everything arrived at once.

Sara had gone over the edge. Sara had gone over the edge. She was down there in the gray, broken on stone, and she had used her last half-second saving Jess. He had watched it happen from a comfortable remove, reading it off a screen, on purpose, with his hand flat on his own chest.

"—TWO," Andy said, and his voice broke open on it, fractured beyond repair, tears and sleet on the same face. The call kept coming out of him anyway because the call was still true. "Jess. Behind the tail. Diana, the other socket, now, the crest is down—"

"Vûr-ûm," again, thinner, and the black cracks climbed past her wrists this time, smoking.

The second print sealed the second socket, and Diana sank to one knee on the shelf with both hands black to the wrist.

"Blind," she said. "It is blind. Andy, the fucking thing is blind—"

[ DIANIZOBILAL — HP 30/76 · QI 107/107 ]


Blind end to end, the drake dropped its head to road level and raked the shelf by feel. It made long, slow sweeps of jaw and claw, and the party's half of the road shrank to the width of the wall.

Jess went in on the wall side in the tail's wake, under the blinded head, inside the sweep and too close for the claws. She gripped her belt-knife with both hands and dragged it deep through the soft seam behind the jaw, once, twice. She stayed to twist while the thrashing head hurled her off her feet, and she kept the knife anyway.

It was still a ton and a half of drake. That was the fundamental problem with the early stage of Mortal. A raid lead could read every mechanic off the frame and call every window to the half-second. The boss still had a health bar, and he had an empty gun and a knife. The shelf offered zero margin, and the drake's head descended blind at road level. Jess was under it with a knife the length of her hand. Diana was on one knee; Sara was forty feet down. The bar on his HUD carried a name with a timer beside it that had yet to start.

He stepped in with the boar-spear off his back. A boar-spear had a crossbar, and the crossbar was the design: the animal ran onto the point and finished the job for the hunter. He had read that off a museum plaque at twelve, and it had sat in his head unused ever since.

He drove it in under the jaw where the plates ran out, the place six flat slugs had sent him looking for, where the beast's Foundation tempering stopped and a Mortal's spear could find meat, two hands and his full weight behind it. The point went through the soft of the throat, grated on bone, and kept going. Hot blood came down the shaft over his fists to the elbows, and a gout of it erupted back out of the drake's mouth over his head and shoulders, thick, black and stinking of wet slate. He was blind with it, and its heart hammered on the shaft, through the wood, into his hands. The drake lunged down to crush him and drove itself onto the crossbar instead. That was what a boar-spear was for.

It went motionless on the spear, and then it tipped the wrong way. It slid, one long slate-colored slide, over the edge into the gray, down to the scree below, and took the spear with it.

"Down," said Jess, sprawled on her back on the road. "It's down, boss."

"It's down."

[ SHALE DRAKE — SLAIN (ANDY) ]
[ DROP: SHALE CREST ]


The crest spawned on the road in the sleet, dropped and waiting. By the rule they had voted at Old Wend it was his, and Jess bagged it for him without being asked.

* * *

T

hey located her at the base of the drop.


They ran down the switchback at a pace the shelf forbade, and at its base, on a fan of rock, she lay on her back with her wings out under her. Her head sat at an angle that needed one break to explain. The left wing was folded under her the wrong way at the second joint, the long white bones protruding through the gold feathers. The back of her skull had opened on the rock. The gold had run out of it into the grooves of the stone and pooled there, and there were pale flecks in the pool. Her left eye had flooded gold from lid to lid. A corpse run, in real time, to a body still on the frame at one point of health.

She was, impossibly, alive.

"She's alive," said Diana, from the scree above him. "Andy. Andy, she is alive—"

Her eyes were open, and they found him descending the scree before her mouth did. Her mouth was moving above the gold that stained the stone under her head, and more gold stained her shoulder where the rock had opened her. Her chest was motionless, and her hands lay open at her sides and stayed open when he took one.

"Andy."

"I'm here. I'm here, Sara, don't—we'll get the—Jess—"

"Listen, please." The ford voice, from a broken neck. "I have a report. I wish to make it in order."

He knelt in the gold with her hand in his, and it soaked his knees through the cloth, warm, with the flecks in it. His own hands shook so hard he could barely hold hers.

"All of it," said Sara. "When I struck. All the world's pain, at once, every part. That was the first. Then only from the neck up. Then that going. I am at the third. It is nearly painless. Note that the third is nearly painless." Her eyes were on him. "I fell forty feet with my arm under a drake's tail. I have been lying here looking at a gray sky and counting. I have been counting because I knew that if I counted long enough you would come down the scree. You have, and that is the report. And then I got to see you again."

"Sara—"

"Do not ration me." Her mouth moved and the rest of her stayed still. "You did it on the shelf. I felt it go. Do not do it here. I am asking. I have decided to ask badly. I am waiting."

He stopped rationing.

He let it come, the full flood of it, kneeling in the sleet with her eyes on him, and it arrived. It was worse than the van, and he let her see it.

"There," said Sara. "That is the correct amount."

Her eyes stayed on him. Her mouth ceased moving.

[ SARAFAEL — SLAIN (SHALE DRAKE) ]
[ BOUND 3 → 2 · RECALL WINDOW OPENS IN 31:00:00 ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM F- → ? ]
[ ████████░░░░ 2/3 · COUNTED ]


The bar lit to two-thirds: it had counted. It had counted because at the end he had stopped holding it off, because she had asked him to stop. He stared at the panel through the driving sleet, still holding her hand. In the place where he did sums, he understood what he had tried to do on the shelf with a flat hand on his own chest. She had refused to let him do it. One more, and he knew whose it had to be: Jess's. Then the sky would come, and the sky was careless about who stood near.

The raid brain ran the pull back without asking him: the brace was right, the spot was wrong. He had called her to the tail's third joint on the outside of the elbow, with forty feet of air behind her heels. At the inside of the turn the tail came in shorter and slower. There the drake would have had the drop at its back, and she would not. Shelf rule: the tank keeps the wall behind her, never the edge. He had learned it off a dead woman on a fan of rock. He saved it where he saved wipes, with her name on it.

Her eyes were still open, and he had read once that the panel fired at the heart and the rest departed afterward. He put his hand over her eyes and left it there, and whatever departed, departed.

* * *

A

bove them, on the ledge.


The scree climbed to a ledge halfway under the shelf, and there, where the gold on the stone said she had struck first before she slid, a man was kneeling.

He wore a gray coat and a wide hat, with a cord of iron discs at his belt. He knelt on the ledge in the sleet where the gold had pooled, one hand flat on the stone in it. In the other hand he held a small iron token on a cord. He pressed it into the gold on the ledge and held it there. The gold hissed and drew up into the iron in a thin violet smoke, and the stone under it was left dry.

[ IVO — IRON TOKEN (MALERICHA'S CLAIM) · PRESSED INTO: SARAFAEL'S GOLD · RELEASE SOUL QI −1 ]


"IVO—"

The man in the wide hat looked down the scree at him: twenty feet of loose stone, straight up, in sleet, with a demon on one knee, Jess with a knife, and a summoner without his spear. He looked once, at ease, because no realm on that scree could reach him and he knew it. Then he lifted the token off the stone, gold to the cord, and tucked it inside his coat. He stood and walked back along the ledge toward the ridge and the Saddle, and the sleet swallowed him.

Andy stood at the bottom with no way up. He stayed there anyway until Jess laid a hand on his back.

"Boss."

"He took her blood. He took it off the—he pressed a—Jess, that's twice, that's the jar and now—"

"I saw." Her voice was the other one. "I saw what he did with it. I'm going to remember what it looked like. I know a technique when I see one laid, and that was one. When I find him, I'm going to fill that hat with what's inside his head." She checked her own HUD, where the bar printed for her too. "It says thirty-one hours. Boss. Look at me. It says thirty-one."

He checked the recall timer: thirty hours, fifty-eight minutes.

"She's one cut away," said Jess. "Breathe the first one with me."

He breathed the first one with her, then sat down in the gold beside Sara with his hand over her eyes, and Diana came down the scree with her black hands held out from her sides and sat on the other side. The three of them sat in the sleet with the fourth between them. The bar stayed at two-thirds, and the timer ran.

"Belower," Diana said at last, to the gold, with love. "You finally went below." Jess laughed once, horribly, and neither of them took it back.


CHAPTER 46 — Respawn Timer: 31 Hours

H

e built the cairn himself, because there was a rule about it, and the rule was hers.


"A body is a coat I have finished wearing," she had said, at a fire below a barn, back in the first week, after a death. "When it is me, raise stones over it where it lies and walk on, and I shall collect it or I shall not. Do not carry it. Carrying is for the living and it takes hours I would rather you used walking."

So he hauled stones over her where she lay. It was a grave marker with a respawn timer running over it.

He built it on his knees in the sleet, one stone at a time. Jess and Diana brought stones and left the setting to him, because he had said mine. He had taken her boots and her belt off her first and set them by the packs, because the living would want them and so would she. The last stone went over her face. He set it with his jaw shut hard and stayed on his knees beside it with the timer on his HUD reading thirty hours and twelve minutes. He had said the count aloud at every stone, because she had once said that a count was a possession a person kept, and he was keeping it.

"Thirty hours twelve."

"Thirty hours twelve," said Jess, behind him. "She'll come back and redo that stonework. It's crooked."

"Recorded," said Diana, from the field-book, with her ruined hands wrapped. She was writing down the report Sara had made in the gold, in the order Sara had given it. "Belower, deceased, temporarily," she read out, and her voice caught on the last word. "Complained in order."

* * *

T

he count broke with twenty-eight hours left: he had it, and then it was gone. The losing of it occurred in his body before it occurred in his head, a disconnect in which the client was him. He was standing at the trough below the camp, with the cairn a hundred paces up the scree behind him. He read the timer and opened his mouth to say it, and what emerged instead was everything he had eaten since Harn's Foot.


Bracing both hands on the trough's rim, he vomited into the grass until he was empty, and the count went with the rest.

Jess grabbed his hair, held it back from his face with one hand, and laid the other flat between his shoulders. She held on until he was finished. "Sara'd grade that," she said. "Poor. Chunky."

"Twenty-eight," he said, when he could. It came out wrong. "Twenty-eight and—I lost the minutes. Jess, I lost the—"

"Twenty-eight hours, four minutes," said Jess. She had it on her own HUD. "You didn't lose it. It was here. Say it."

"Twenty-eight four."

"Again."

"Twenty-eight hours, four minutes."

"Good. That's yours again." She released his hair. "A yes to her is a thing you keep. You told me that. On a barge. That's dao, boss. So keep it."

He kept the count, restarting it at twenty-eight and four, and it held.

With twenty-six left he went down the scree to the drake. It lay where it had landed, slate-colored meat folded over a boulder, with both sockets burned shut and sleet melting on its tongue. The spear was still in it, sunk under the jaw to the crossbar. The crossbar had locked behind the hinge of the jaw on the way down. He stood on the drake's lower lip and heaved, and it did not move. He set his boot against the scaled throat and hauled back on the shaft like a farmhand on a stuck post. The jaw opened slowly, by inches. The spear came out like a boot dragged out of mud, and a slick of black ran down the shaft to his elbows. Loot the corpse before it despawns. He carried it up to the cairn with the drake's blood drying on his sleeves. He laid it across the stones at her feet, where a Templar would want a crossbar.

"Good," said Jess, without looking up. "That's the one thing on this mountain that's on your side. Keep it pointy end out, boss."

* * *

T

he worst night descended with twenty-one hours left, the rain gone off, the stars out hard, the horses hobbled by the trough where Diana had led them down at dusk, and the cairn a pale shape up the scree.


Jess had gone flat, the other flat, with the tease drained out of it. She sat by the fire with the tin shut in her lap and said one word an hour, the count, when he said it. Diana had stopped writing in the field-book. She sat with her wrapped hands on the page, gazing at the fire. Once she said, "I burned mine," to the fire. Once she said, "She would call it a coat," and once, quietly, "Twenty-one," a minute before he did.

An hour after dusk Jess said "Correct," at the fire, in a dead-on copy of Sara's ford voice. Then she sang "Holy, holy, correct," to the tune of a Host hymn. Diana made a noise that turned into the first ugly laugh of the night, and then into the other thing.

He took the watch, because he could not sleep, and because the watch was where Sara would have been.

At the trough he stood his watch over water that lay black under the stars, his hands on the rim where he had been sick, waiting for it to sit up. He had known since the ledge that it would want to talk tonight, on the worst night, when an offer would land hardest.

The water lay still. Stars sat in it, and the cairn's pale shape, and nothing else.

He checked the party's breakthrough bar. It sat where it had sat since the scree, two-thirds across, a cultivator's bar waiting on one more grief, and he already knew whose.

[ RECALL — SARAFAEL — WINDOW OPENS IN 15:41:07 ]


It did not come. He stood at the rim for an hour, then most of another, and in the second hour he understood why. Every boss he had ever studied delivered its monologue while the raid was winning, never while the raid was wiping, because a wiping raid was already giving it everything it wanted. It had nothing to offer him tonight, since tonight it needed nothing. The shelf had already fed it. Every minute he stood here missing her was another course, and a diner did not get up from the table to make conversation with the meat.

"Fuck you," he told the water anyway.

The water gave him the stars back. The cold in his chest had acquired a direction, and it ran downhill, steady as a leak, toward the trough.

* * *

D

awn came up gray over the cairn, and Andy sat beside it refreshing a breakthrough bar two-thirds full, on the hour, in case. The cold had not left his chest since the trough. His pool read twenty-eight of thirty-two. He put the missing four beside the bar and did not like how they sat there. From then on the number refused to climb; whatever drank at the trough was drinking each point as it came back.


[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM F- → ? ]
[ ████████░░░░ 2/3 · COUNTED ]
[ RECALL — SARAFAEL — WINDOW OPENS IN 6:44:51 ]


Unmoved. "Six hours forty-five," he said, to the stones.

"Six hours forty-five," said Jess, behind him. She had climbed the scree in the gray. She stood beside him and looked at the cairn, then him. "You were at the trough a long time."

"Waiting for it to talk."

"Figured." Her eyes went down to the trough, a black line in the grass. "Did it?"

"No." He showed her the twenty-eight. "It just drank."

"Then it's a leech," said Jess. "Leeches don't talk." She threaded her hand through his arm, the new hand with the gold seam, held it there, and stood close against him. "Six hours. Then a finger. Then the qi. Kneel first. Say it."

"Thirty-one. A finger. The qi. Kneel first."

"Cut the ring at a quarter to the hour," said Jess, "so you're already in it." She kept the arm and said, lower, to the stones, "And when she's back and she's high and she's got her hands on your face? I'm going to be standing right there. I'm going to want you to look at me once. Over her shoulder. That's all. Once. She'll come back naked and gold and gagging for you, and I want to watch your face while she does. Don't read anything into it."

"Jess—"

"Don't read anything into it." She stood with him at the stones while the count ran down.


CHAPTER 47 — Working as Intended

A

t a quarter to the hour he was already on his knees in a fresh ring, pre-positioned on the pad with the party watching the timer. A drover long before them had wedged a ram's horn into the scree at the foot of the drop, the pass's own marker for a death on the road, and Jess had looked at it once and left it alone.


The ring went into the grit at the cairn's foot, the width of his arms, cut with Bel's knife. He was kneeling in the middle of it with his left sleeve pushed up and the five ritual cuts along the claw-torn line visible in the gray afternoon. Jess stood at the ring's edge and recited it, and he recited it back.

"Thirty-one. A finger. The qi. Kneel first."

"Thirty-one. A finger. The qi. Kneel first."

"Good. Shut up now and wait. And you, professor. Stop saying his name like a kicked dog. It's giving desperate."

Diana stood on the other side of the ring with the field-book shut against her chest. She said, "Andy," once, then, "I am only saying your name. I have found that it helps," and fell quiet.

The clock continued, indifferent, and the breakthrough bar sat beside it, two-thirds across, motionless.

Two minutes. One.

"She'll be high," said Jess, low. "Diana was. I was. It's the coming back. Your astral qi hits her all at once. Don't take anything she says in the first hour as the whole of her. Take what she says in the second."

"I know."

"You don't. You've seen it twice. You haven't heard Sara say it yet." She looked at the cairn. "You'll want to remember that, in the first hour. It's said to you."

The clock reached zero.

* * *

H

e did it correctly, and the syllables belonged to the technique.


The window opened on his HUD, and the panel printed its usual text. He laid Bel's knife along the old line, let it draw a finger's width, and stopped it where a cut should stop. A thread ran down over his wrist onto the grit, and the ring drank it and lit silver-blue.

His mouth delivered the words.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím."

The qi tore out of his chest, and since he was already kneeling, he only rocked.

[ RECALL — SARAFAEL — WINDOW OPEN ]
[ ANDY QI 4/32 ]
[ SARAFAEL — RECALLED · BOUND: THREE OF THREE ]
[ SARAFAEL · Realm F- MORTAL (EARLY) · HP 219/219 · QI 170/170 ]


The air over the ring folded, hung suspended, and collapsed.

She was on her knees at his feet.

* * *

S

he was naked, scarlet from the collarbones up, panting, her wings open, both of them, spread the width of the ring and beyond it, trembling in the gray afternoon. Her chest heaved, her gold eyes were enormous and fixed on him, and her hands came up for him.


He let himself look. He had raised stones over her with his own hands, and here she was, restored, bare, the notch gone from her ear, gold to the fingertips: the breasts high and hard-tipped in the cold, the long thighs, the gold-dusted pink between them shining wet, the wings. His eyes traveled over every inch before his head could interject, and it was good. The cairn stood behind her, and nobody else on the mountain looked like they found any part of it remotely strange.

"Andy," said Sara. "Andy. Oh. Oh, that was—"

Her hands seized his face, and she climbed his front off her knees until her face was tucked under his chin. She stayed there, breathing, hot and fast, all over him. The wings swept around, both of them, closing behind his back, and he was inside them.

"You stopped," she said, against his mouth, high, delighted. "I felt you ration me on the shelf and I felt you stop at the bottom, and then I went, Andy, all the way down. And it was—" She laughed, high and helpless. "Úmál. It was very, very good, and thank you. I cannot wait for you to sacrifice me again. Diana. Diana, is it always—"

"Yes," said Diana, from outside the wings, in a voice with tears in it.

"Oh, good." Sara put her mouth on his, a terrible kiss, all teeth and breath, laughing, then pulled off it and tucked her face back under his chin. "I am going to be like this for an hour. Please do not hold me to any of it. But take that, the sacrificing, because I am going to say it again in the second hour, sober."

"Sara—"

Then she went down.

She came down inside her own wings, gold on every side of him and the gray afternoon shut out. Her hands traveled from his face to his belt without a detour. He let her, because she was an inch from him with her mouth open and her eyes alight. Every part of him that had sat by a cairn for thirty-one hours said yes before the part that did sums woke up. She got his belt open and took his cock in her mouth with none of the big room's ceremony, greedy, laughing around him, and swallowed him to the root because she could. The low sound came out of her, and she grabbed his hips and hauled him deeper. Then she let go with one hand and pushed it between her own thighs, and her hips rocked against it. The wings shook around them both. Her shudders rippled through the gold around him, and he knelt in it with his hands in her hair. Once, with nothing in him counting, he pulled her down to the root and held her there. She moaned her thanks around him.

Partway through, the haste drained out of her, and the trembling in the wings grew long and lazy instead of sharp. She drew his cock out to the head and held it on her tongue, then took all of him back down, and again, her lips wet and stretched and her eyes half shut. Nothing in her was in a hurry anymore.

It was a while before he noticed the shudders had stopped.

With her breathing dropped to a crawl, her chest had gone still against his knees, and the trembling had left the wings. The hand between her own thighs kept the same pace, and she was still going, halfway to what she wanted. She was sober, and she had been sober for some time. He had let a woman drunk on her own death go down on him in a ring. She had surfaced through it into her own head with her mouth on him and, by the look of it, had decided to continue.

It landed in him like the shelf had: the arrival had handed him a gift, and he had kept it after the arrival was gone.

He pulled back.

He took his hands out of her hair and pushed at her shoulders. She came off him with a wet sound and a look up through her own gold that went into him and lodged. She was enormous-eyed, wrecked, and open-mouthed. Then the look went calm all at once, and the wings drew in on either side.

"No," he said. "Sara. Not like—you were high. I let you when you were high. I shouldn't have—I can't, now, it's—"

It was the heart-demon's question again, her or the arrival high or the bind, and it stopped his hands.

"I am sober."

"I know. That's worse. I only noticed when you were."

She knelt there with her mouth wet and studied him for as long as an astral chain took to land. Her hand had come back from between her thighs to rest on his.

"I have been on the far side of the world," said Sara, with the wet still on her chin, "and I came back to a ring. The first thing I chose with my own head was to finish what my other head had started, and you have stopped me at the half. Note that I was sober, that I had decided, and that I have not been this disappointed since a siege. I was correct to start it. It was rude of you to stop me, and I shall say so, politely, at every trough from here to the coast."

He fastened his belt with clumsy hands, still enclosed by the wings.

The wings had parted a hand's width, and he looked, once, through the gap over her shoulder, at the ring's edge. Jess was standing there, her hat pushed back and her eyes on him. She held the look for one second and then lowered the hat.

Sara rose on her knees and took his face in both hands. He knelt inside an archangel's wings with her hands on his face and her breath on his mouth, the cairn behind her. Four of thirty-two remained in his chest, beside a bar two-thirds full. He held her, because she was here, steady now, and had asked. He hated the bar with everything he had left over from holding her.

* * *

S

he was sober an hour later, at the trough, with her hair wet, the arrival high gone. She wore the spare dress from the packs with Andy's coat over it, and she had washed and dressed before she sat down on the rim beside him. "I went back up to the cairn alone," she said. "What I left under it is a coat, and I have finished wearing it."


"Now," said Sara. "The second hour. I said I would say it sober, so that you had it twice."

"You don't have to—"

"I do. Listen, please." The ford voice, restored. "Please do not ration me. I say it with my chest still and my hands in my lap. I died on a shelf for two women I chose and a man I chose, and the dying was correct. The coming back was the finest thing that has happened to me in my life. That is the report. Also, and I say it with love, your cairn was incorrect. The stonework leans. The ring's width was correct, since I would have chosen it." She looked at him. "I cannot wait for you to sacrifice me again. The sects would call the dying a waste and the coming back a miracle, and they would have both backward. It is your act and my gift, and the gift is the part I want." She looked at the trough. "And you stopped me. In the wings. I was sober for the second half and I had decided, and you stopped me anyway. I am telling you sober that the disappointment was real and is still real and that I have decided to keep it. It is on the schedule now. It is nearer than the third want."

I cannot wait for you to sacrifice me again. It was said sober, at a trough, by Sara, newly returned through his arm. It was the worst sentence and the best sentence she had ever said to him.

"It counted," he said. "The bar. I braced on the shelf and it counted anyway. You died for a third of a bar."

"I died for Jess and Diana. The bar is yours." Her chest made its one courtesy breath. "You will carry the third. I will carry the dying. That is the division, and it is fair. You read Diana's sheet when she came back, and Jess's, and you had your face in my wings at the ring, which was correct. Read mine now, please."

He read it on the four qi he had left, and the cold went through his eyes like a draft through a keyhole.

[ SARAFAEL · Archangel · ARCHANGEL OF JUDGEMENT · EXPRESSED: F- · MORTAL ]
[ BODY SSS/F- · SPEED SSS/F- · WORKING SS/F- · SIGHT B/F- · WILL SS/F- ]
[ TECHNIQUES: JUDGEMENT SSS/F- · HEAVEN-GATE FORMATION D · VIGIL-LAMP SUTRA F · GOLDEN WING ASCENSION — ]
[ CLAIM: PENDING — prior working ]
[ HP: 219/219 HEAVENLY QI: 170/170 ]


A line had appeared that was new to him, between the techniques and the pools, where the sheet had been bare before. It said claim, pending, prior working, three words he had never before seen on a sheet. A day and a half ago a panel on a switchback had printed claim over a token in her gold, and he had shouted at it. He looked at the word, and then he looked away from it.

"There's a line," he said.

"Read it to me, please."

He read it to her, and Sara listened with her hands in her lap and her face impassive.

"I do not know it," she said. "No sect has a line for it, and I have read the sects. I have never once seen that line."

"It's a bug," said Andy.

He said it in the sheet voice, the patch-notes voice. The sheet had returned through a ring correct, at the usual draw, with the woman it belonged to sitting beside him sober and intact.

"A display bug. Ghost text. The old frame's still cached and drawing on top of the new one. Diana's had a—" He reached for a ghost line on Diana's sheet after the market, one that had cleared, and came up empty. He said it anyway. "It cleared."

"Did it," said Sara.

"It cleared."

She looked at him, then the trough, and then she stood up.

"Then it is a fault in the sheet," said Sara, "and it will clear. A sheet that lies is a sheet, and I have outlasted liars at every realm. We are going south." She grabbed his wrist and hauled him up off the rim. "Kneel first, you said. You have done the kneeling. Now walk, please."

Jess was sitting on the packs by the gelding, and her eyes had gone amber under the hat brim, two lamps turned up behind the irises. Faint violet script ran over Sara from crown to hem, flickering like writing held too near a candle. It stopped in one place and stayed there. Jess's cheeks hollowed as the read drew its sip, and she held it a long breath before the lamps went down.

"It'll clear, boss," said Jess. "Everything clears by Wednesday."

Kindness, he thought, the kind Jess never did out loud. Or she wanted south as badly as Sara did.

Jess shouldered the packs herself and left the gelding only its saddle, because a horse could bolt and a back could not, while Andy took the spear off the cairn. Diana recorded the new line in the careful hand and said nothing. The four of them went down the mountain in the gray with the bar two-thirds across on his HUD and a line on Sara's sheet he had written off as a bug. Behind them the stones kept the coat.

Sara walked at Andy's back with her eyes on the road, and nobody had asked what prior meant yet.


CHAPTER 48 — Achievement Progress: 2/3

T

he first sign was the floating quiet-boards.


Little carved wooden tags, nine to a cord, were turning on the brown water where the Culm had swallowed a churchyard, a parish's worth. Diana noticed them before he did and stopped dead with both horses' leads in her hand. The map was describing what had happened here, in wood, and the one player who could read it had stopped walking.

"Andy."

"What."

"Those are quiet-boards." Her voice had gone fast and low, the stair voice. "Nine to a cord, over the face, to hold the body still while the soul boils off. Plain qi, a deacon's working. Lift the boards off and what's left goes grave-cold. Wood, because a poor parish can cut nine in an evening, and because stubble-fires bury their dead like seed potatoes and hope." She nodded at the drift. "Wood floats. The flood has lifted them off every cord in that churchyard, and the ring opens the moment the nine are gone. The working keeps running with the mercy taken out of it. What it leaves behind is cold all the way through and hunting the one thing that would fill it back up."

"Which is."

"Heat," said Diana. "The kind a living body makes. Warmest first. And there are four bodies on this causeway, Andy, and three of them are summons. A summon is the brightest heat on any field it stands on, whatever realm the cap holds it to."

The water on the left hand moved.

[ HOSTILES ×14 — GRAVE-BOUND (PARISH DEAD) · REALM E · GRAVE QI ]
[ COLD SEEKS WARM · WARMEST FIRST · BLOOD HEAT BREAKS THE FILE · BREAKS WHEN WARMED THROUGH ]
[ AGGRO — BY HEAT: SARAFAEL · DIANIZOBILAL · JESSAMINE · HORSES ×2 · ANDY ]


He read the panel through the usual cold. It was an aggro table with the tank at the top where the tank belonged, and he was fifth.

"Keep the blood off the road," said Diana. "Once they taste living qi, they grab whatever warm thing they can reach."

"They're going to file," he said. "Sara's the hottest thing on the field. Sara, you're the—"

"I am the wall," said Sara, "and I am the bait. Say where, if you would."

"Prettiest thing on the field," said Jess, with the knife out, "and it's got to stand there and be pretty at fourteen dead men. Go on, angel. Be pretty at them. Serve. A sword path's all heat and standing. Soul-work wins sitting down."

"I have stood and been prettier at worse," said Sara. "Andy. Where, please."

* * *

T

he fight had a shape before the pull. The party stood one realm under the content, Mortal against Qi-Gathering, the gap where a clean fight became a fight with a body in it. Fourteen cold dead in a file on a road a cart wide, walking toward the hottest target, made a gauntlet, and a gauntlet was won with margin.


At the causeway's far end a village of flood refugees was tending its cook-fires. So he wrote the rule before the pull, like every handicap run he had ever played, and he meant to keep it. Nobody dies on this causeway. Not the tank, not the caster, not the rogue. He would give up anything else on the field first.

"Sara. Far third of the causeway. Stand and be hot. Diana, mid-span, left side. They'll come past you in a line and you burn them as they pass, one at a time. Do not let them stop. Jess, behind Diana. Anything that turns for her, you take its legs. I've got the horses." He took both leads off Diana.

"You have the horses," said Jess.

"I'm fifth on the list. The horses are fourth, which is honestly the most accurate tier list anybody's ever made of me. If they come for the horses they come past me to do it, and I'll see them coming."

They came up out of the water.

There were fourteen, gray, wet and cold, in the clothes they had been buried in, with the cords still around their necks. They climbed the causeway's near end past the horses and past him with their eyes elsewhere, in a line, and advanced on Sara.

"Column," he said. "They're lining up. Diana, first one's on you in ten—"

"Vûr."

Her palm split and ran black, and the first one in the line took black fire across its chest and kept walking, burning. Three steps on, it stopped, stood, and collapsed into the water with a sound like a wet sack going down, warmed through. The second walked into the same fire and did the same. The third followed.

[ DIANA — CAST: HELLFIRE BAR (VÛR · HELD ACROSS THE FILE) · DIANA HP 64/76 · QI 107/107 ]
[ GRAVE-BOUND — WARMED THROUGH ×3 — RELEASED ]
[ IN FILE: 11 ]


The gauntlet was working. Sara waited at the far end with her arms folded while eleven cold dead walked toward her in a line. Diana burned them as they passed, Jess crouched behind her with the knife, and he stood at the near end with two horses, reading the file. The mobs walked into the AoE one at a time, a conveyor run on the aggro table.

Then the fourth one in the line turned.

* * *

I

t turned at mid-span, where Diana was, because Diana's palm was running black and burning. For one cast she was the hottest object on the causeway.


It turned, and he called it. "DIANA, it's turning, it's on you—"

She had a technique in her hands and the fire already lit along the knuckle-seams. The cold creature lunged at her out of the line faster than any of them had moved. It grabbed her burning left forearm in both its gray hands, and held it.

The grip was bone-cold.

The sound her arm made stayed in his ears for the rest of the day. Gray fingers that had been buried closed on a demon's forearm and pulled. The skin went, then the meat under it, elbow to wrist, opened to the bone in one long wet tear. Her blood erupted black and sizzling, biting sockets into the frost. Diana screamed, the two-note undignified scream, and the fire on her hand went out.

"VÛR—" she got out anyway, through it, with the arm still in its grip. The fire climbed back up her split knuckles on top of the wound, fresh blood on top of the bleeding. It blasted into the cold creature's face. It let go, stood, and collapsed, and Diana went down on the stones beside it with her arm open.

[ DIANIZOBILAL HP 64 → 47/76 · FOREARM: OPENED TO THE BONE ]
[ BLEEDING · VÛR CAST THROUGH THE WOUND · HP 30/76 · QI 107/107 ]
[ IN FILE: 10 · TURNING ]


Thirty. A caster at under half, mid-fight, with the aggro table flipping, and the healer's slot on the roster still reading summoner. Thirty was one bad grab from zero. Zero was the market again: a horse blanket, a thirty-one-hour window, and him on his knees counting it.

Her burning blood had spattered across the file. The nearest dead bent toward it, then lunged for flesh. Three of them quit the line at mid-span for Diana where she lay. Jess vaulted over her with the knife and took the first one's legs, and it went down and kept crawling. Sara came down the causeway from the far third at a sprint, because the dead had stopped shuffling after the bait, and the line had fractured.

And the horses were warm.

Four of the cold dead broke off the fractured file and advanced down the causeway toward the fourth-warmest heat on the field. Between them and it stood Andy, with the boar-spear, six in the cylinder, and thirty-two points. He was fifth.

He hauled the mare's head around so that her hindquarters swung into the first of the four. The kick caught it in the chest and threw it down on the stones, and it started to get up again, because a kick was not warm. Andy shot it one-handed from a yard away, with the leads in his other fist, and black fire spat into its chest. The slug went through dead meat and did nothing. The hellfire went into the cold thing like a coal into snow. It stopped, stood halfway, and folded, warmed through.

[ GRAVE-BOUND — WARMED THROUGH (HELLFIRE, BOUND) — RELEASED ]
[ LOADED 5/6 · ROUNDS 9/24 ]


He shoved the gun into his belt. Number two walked onto the spear. He had grounded the butt against the parapet as the man at Harn's Foot had shown him. The point went in under its ribs and stopped at the crossbar. It leaned on the bar like a man on a gate, cold hands reaching past the shaft for the gelding, and got no closer. He held it there with his heels skidding on the frost.

He clamped the shaft under his arm, took both leads in his left fist, put his right hand on the scar line, and shoved down the chain to Sara, cold, counting. She came back along the causeway toward him with his qi landing in her at two and a half. It hit her like meltwater down the spine, and she went up a stage above her clamp in one step, starlight clasping shut at her throat. The blade woke gold to the core and rimmed itself in silver. Her face lit with the terrible joy the astral chain always put in her. She took the next two apart on the stones with the sword. The first lost its arm at the shoulder and kept coming, and she split its skull to the jaw on the backswing. The second she cut through at the waist, and the top half went on crawling toward the horses on its hands until she stood on its back and took its head. She took the hits like she felt none of them, and the last slipped past her.

It slipped behind her sword while she finished the second, with Diana's blood still steaming on its mouth. Its path to the mare lay open. It went past him, because he was fifth, and put both gray hands on the black mare's neck.

He had five in the cylinder and a horse in front of every one of them.

That terrible sound came too: the wet tearing of hide as the dead fingers sank through it, the mare's scream going up into a register no horse should reach, and the gush of her blood down her chest onto the stones.

"Let them go," said Jess, from mid-span, hoarse. "Boss. LET THEM GO. Drop the leads."

He dropped the leads. The mare screamed and plunged off the causeway into the flood with a cold creature on her neck, and the gelding followed her, because that was what horses did. The last three of the file pursued the gelding into the water, where the brown flood took all of them, the horses and the dead, and closed over their heads. Sara turned back to the three still at mid-span beside Jess. They were grave-cold and broke like frozen timber. The first one's jaw split away from its face under her pommel, and the second one's spine snapped dry as kindling on the return stroke. The third she severed at the hips, then kicked both halves against the parapet. Then the causeway held only stones, frost, and four living people.

[ CAUSEWAY — HELD ]
[ ENGAGEMENT — THE CAUSEWAY ]
[ RELEASED: 10 · INTO THE FLOOD: 4 ]
[ HORSES ×2 — LOST ]
[ PARTY — DEATHS: 0 ]


* * *

J

ess stayed crouched down at the splash.


Diana sat against the parapet with her arm in Sara's hem, gray to the horn-line. Her blood lay on the stones in a fan of black beads frozen into the frost. Jess knelt at the edge of it with her belt-knife and her jar and chipped them out intact, steaming faintly, and dropped them into the jar, gentle as eggs.

"Demon blood," she said, to the jar. "First-run. Still warm at the core. Good for a heat-tonic, or a lure for anything that hunts what she is. Jar holds about a quarter of you, professor. Three more and I've got a demon to go. Obsessed."

"You're doing that now," said Andy. "She's—Jess, she's at thirty—"

"Sara's got the arm. I've got the floor." She seated the stopper with her thumb. "I take blood off plenty, boss. I never take it off her on purpose. But spilled's spilled, and by any sect's custom spilled goes to me, and it doesn't go into a flood." She looked up, under the brim, at Diana against the parapet. "Professor."

"I saw," said Diana, gray, with her eyes shut. "I saw you get down for it before you got down for me. I would like it recorded that that is the single most considerate thing anyone has done for me on a causeway. And even so."

"And even so," said Jess, and put the jar in her coat. Only then did she come and kneel on Diana's other side, lay her new hand on Diana's good one, and leave it there.

Sara finished the binding and considered the arm, the flood, and him.

"We held the causeway," she said.

"We lost the horses."

"We held the causeway and we lost the horses, and Diana has thirty. It will be thirty for a day. At the Bottom we had a road to run down. On the ferry we had margin. I have stood in more than a thousand fights. I know the sound of a fight with the margin gone out of it, and that was the sound. You fought that one to keep us breathing, not to win it, which is how a summoner at the bottom of Mortal should fight. You gave the horses away before you would give a step." She looked at him. "You know why."

He knew why: it was an undergeared run with a no-death rule bolted onto it, the hardest achievement in any game. The horses had died for it.

"I know why," said Andy.

"Then say it, please, so that it is said."

"Because we're at two-thirds, and Jess is the last line on it. If Jess dies here, it counts, the bar fills, and the sky comes. You two it's had already." He looked at Diana's arm, and then at Sara. "If either of you dies anyway, it counts for nothing, and I still have to watch." He looked down the causeway at the smoke going up from the flood-village. "And there are a hundred people at the end of this road who have already lost their houses. I'd have given up a lot more than horses."

"Yes," said Sara. "That is what it took, and that is why. Now you have said it, and it is on the sheet. You may stop wearing it on your face." She stood up. "We walk from here. Diana on my arm. Jess has the blood. Andy has the road. It is a quarter mile of causeway, a village that will not want us, and ten miles to Foxwell, and I want the arm under a roof by dark."

They walked it. Behind them the flood turned the little carved tags slowly in the afternoon light, and out in the brown water two horses had stopped screaming. The bar on his HUD sat two-thirds across and traveled with him.

Shutters closed down the lane as the four of them came off the causeway. No blood came through Sara's hem now, and Diana's face said the arm under it was no better. A man hauling sandbags at the village edge stopped with the sack on his shoulder. He had a back like a barn door. Diana walked past him on Sara's arm and did not grade him.


CHAPTER 49 — Permanent Debuff

D

iana's arm went under a roof at dusk with thirty of seventy-six in her, and by midnight it had eaten two mendings. The roof was Foxwell's, ten miles down the Culm from the causeway, where the one inn had one room free because drovers held the other. The village watched the four of them climb the inn stair and retired early. Sara positioned Andy by the wall and lay down between him and the door. Jess and Diana claimed the hearth, under one blanket.


They descended to the taproom fire when the village was asleep, because the room was small, the arm wanted air, and none of the four could sleep. They sat in the order they kept now: Sara nearest the door, Diana with her arm on a stool, Jess on the floor, and Andy across from all three. It was a low room with a smoke-black beam, a settle by the fire and the smell of yesterday's beer, and it looked like the post-wipe lobby, the raid frame showing one bar at under half.

Diana's arm, unwrapped for the air, lay open on the stool, black at the edges where the furnace had sealed what it could and wet-black where it had ruptured. She studied it with the field-book on her other knee and her pen motionless, and her tail lay still on the boards.

Jess had tried at the causeway's end and again at the inn door. She tried a third time now, on her knees by the stool, with the tin open. She cut a rim of chalk around the elbow and said the suture word, and she swayed with the draw. Violet threads reached out of the rim toward the wound, fine as web. Where they touched the black edge, they furred with frost, went gray, and snapped. The frost climbed the threads toward her fingers until she yanked her hand back and shook it.

[ JESS — CAST: WEAVER'S SUTURE · FAILED · TARGET: GRAVE-COLD ]


"It ate it," said Jess. She sucked her fingertips. "Ate my threads like bread. Ick."

Sara knelt on the other side of the stool, called the blade to one fingertip, and opened it without a word. She let one gold drop fall on the black edge. It hissed, went cold as ash, and lay on the wound as a bead of gold frost. The wound did not change.

"Thank you both," said Diana, "and stop, for fuck's sake, before it learns your flavors." She tipped her head at the arm without looking at it. "Grave-cold. The dead that held my arm left their grave qi in it, and the cold still hunts warmth the way they did. Pour a mending into it and it drinks the mending and asks for more. The literature is bored of it. No mending poured in from outside closes it, heavenly or soul, at any realm. It closes when the body does."

"When the body does what," said Andy.

"Dies." She said it to the fire. "A recall brings a new body up out of the ring, and the new body has never met a grave. Or it can be burned out of me from the inside, in a circle that holds what comes out, with a reagent the dead hate. Holy blood." She tipped her horns at Sara without looking at her. "Hers, in quantity, out of the most disobedient flesh sheath in the north, and strong enough to matter. Not at this realm. The cold came from hands a realm above mine, and a host cannot burn out what sits over her head. Until we climb, I have a cold arm that aches like a bad tooth and grips like an old woman's."

"So I kill you," said Jess, reasonably. "Quick. You won't feel it. Thirty-one hours, and you're up with two good arms."

"No," said Andy.

"No," Diana agreed. "It would not even count, Jessamine. I have died for him once already, and the bar does not take the same woman twice. All my death would do is put him on his knees in a market again, watching it, and I will not make him watch that twice for a forearm." She laid her good hand over the bad one. "It will keep. I shall carry it until we stand high enough to burn it out, or until I die for a better reason than an arm."

He reached for the old oath, the one from home.

He had reached for it a hundred times, whenever a disaster needed to be cut down to size. It rose out of him, and he opened his mouth and let it.

"Godd Howard—" said Andy.

The banked fire ticked in the grate.

The laugh stayed where it was while Sara regarded him and Diana looked at her ruined arm. Jess, on the floor, tipped her hat back a finger and looked at him from under it. Her face was the other one, and it stayed that way.

"Godd Howard," he said again, and stopped.

It had always had a second half, did this, and then the affection that made it a joke. He had died before Junior Scrolls 6 came out, at peace with the wrong god. He reached for the second half and it was gone. It was gone, and it was there, right in front of him. His mouth refused it.

He sat with his mouth open a moment, then closed it.

"Yeah," said Jess, quietly. "That one's out."

"It's a joke. It's the—"

"I know what it is. I've heard it forty times. I laughed at it thirty-nine, and the thirty-ninth was pity." She shoved the tin aside on the boards. "Boss. It's out. It'll come back or it won't. Don't stand there pulling on it."

He stopped pulling on it, a keybind that had come unmapped while the hand kept reaching for it anyway. The evening continued, short one joke, and the hole where the joke had been sat in the room with them.

"I know the smell of it," he said, later, to the fire.

Only Sara's head turned.

"The bar—the breakthrough bar, sorry, Diana. Two of three. The heart-demon formula, bro. It counts what hurts me and then hurts me for the counting." He had his hands flat on his knees. He had been fucked by a compounding debt before, back there: a loan misrouted under his name at nineteen, for a degree he finished and was never handed. The number on it climbed every month by a portion of itself. The part where the paying fed it had been omitted from the page. He had discovered it in a bursar's office. He grabbed a stick and shoved it into the coals. "So I know the smell. When a thing punishes you for playing along. The way out is you stop, and I can't stop, because the thing it keeps taking from me is the three of you."

Diana's pen moved across the page, once, and stopped.

"That's two," said Jess, after a while.

"Two what."

"You've got four of those in you, I reckon. Lines from back there that you haven't said. I count. That's the second I've heard." She looked at the fire. "Save the other two. You'll want them."

"They're consumables," he said. "Great. Two pills left in the pouch and I don't know what they do."

"Now that," said Jess, "was nearly a joke. Nearly. Mid, but nearly. Sit down."

* * *

D

iana recorded the test at the end of the night.


She did it with the arm still on the stool, the pen in her good hand, and her glasses down, in the careful hand. She pronounced each line aloud as she wrote it, so the finding would be both written and in the room.

"The living-drain question," she said, writing. "Cultivator: Jessamine. Subject: Dianizobilal, volunteered. Asked twice, before the party. The summoner's no: three times, written." She looked up. "Watch me write it, so that you know it is written."

"No."

"That is four." She wrote it, and the pen dug. She had been nearer zero than she liked. "I want it answered while I am a body that can be asked. Does a drain that empties a remnant empty a demon the same way? Is it cold? Does it leave in one pull or by degrees? The sects have no literature on it, because the sects have no succubus who volunteers. I am asking to."

"Standing offer," said Jess, from the floor. "Still stands. She's asked twice, I've said yes twice, you've said no four times. A no from the summoner's a no." She squared the tin on the boards. "But it's live, it's on her page, and it's got two yeses and one veto. That's a loaded thing. I like to know where the loaded ones are."

He considered the two of them: Diana with her arm open on a stool, recording the rules of her own experiment in the color of her own blood, and Jess on the floor, with Diana's frozen blood in her coat because nothing of Diana's should go to waste. He had objected at the time. Now he found it sweet.

"No," he said. "Five."

"Five," said Diana, wrote it, and shut the book.

She held the shut book against her chest with her good arm. "For the field-book, since the field-book is shut. The experiment is science. The rest of the offer is not. I would like you, Andy, on your back, in a bed with a board under it, with this arm healed, so that I can fuck you every way the sects have a word for, in order, with footnotes. You are built to be kept, for a stubble-fire." She studied the fire. "That part is not in the book. I am telling you so you know it is not in the book."

* * *

T

he System kept a status panel for the evening, and it printed the panel late, when the fire had sunk to coals and Sara had risen to take the door.


[ PARTY — FOXWELL · SUNDAY ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL · HP 30/76 · FOREARM: WOUNDED · REST ADVISED ]
[ JESSAMINE · HP 74/74 · 40 ]
[ HORSES: 0 · SUPPLY: 3 DAYS ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM F- → ? ]
[ ████████░░░░ 2/3 · COUNTED ]
[ PARTY MORALE — REFER TO CASTER ]


He read it with his eyes gone cold.

He had seen the System rank ribbon, call him a pervert, and award him a title with grounds. Now he read refer to caster at the bottom of a panel that displayed his two-thirds bar, Diana's thirty, and zero horses. It was the line the System used when a working belonged to its maker alone. The System had examined the four of them at a fire in Foxwell and declined, for once, to make a joke about it. It had left the morale value blank, and the blank was the kindest gesture the interface had ever made.

Jess's line sat under Diana's: forty. It had read thirty-four at the dye-works and thirty-seven the morning after the Saddle, and one quiet night since had put three more on it. He put it under her tally drill. She cut circles at every fire, and nobody had ever told him what they counted.

"What does it say," said Diana, watching his face.

"Morale."

"What of it."

"Refer to caster."

Diana looked at the coals.

"Then it is mine. I have referred to myself, and morale is thirty of seventy-six and holding. The joke will come back. I am alive under a roof with my arm in the air and three people I would burn a county for." She closed her eyes. "Recorded. Under adequate."

"Adequate's a strong word for us," said Jess.

"It is the strongest I have tonight. Tomorrow I shall look for a better one." Diana kept her eyes shut. "Go to bed, Andy. You have a road tomorrow and a breakthrough that will still be two-thirds filled when you wake. There is nothing to be done about either tonight."

"There's one thing," said Jess. "Boss. Next time you nod off at a fire, you're having my shoulder. I want it known. My tits too, if the shoulder's taken."

He looked at her, and she studied the tin.

"That's a joke," she said. "Somebody at this fire had to make one. You're off duty."

He hauled himself up the stair to bed. The joke stayed gone all night, and so did Diana, down at the taproom fire with the cold arm in her lap.


CHAPTER 50 — Party Leader Gets No Vote

T

he second watch, in a holly brake off the Foxwell road, had a fire worth guarding. Andy was mostly asleep against his pack with his hood pulled down over his eyes, and Diana's breathing, under two borrowed coats, said she was deep asleep. The other women occupied the log and the road. It was two players on the night shift, with the raid lead idle in the channel and his mic hot.


"Question," said Jess.

"Ask it."

"Do you sleep with women?"

A strap creaked. Sara was presumably checking the buckle at her belt, the one she checked on every watch of her life. "No," said Sara.

"Do you want to tonight? You're wound tight from the causeway. I'm good, I'm quick, and I already know how you take instruction. I'd have you on your back on that bedroll with your wings out and my mouth on your cunt inside a minute, and you'd count. You always count. That last part's a point in your favor, to be clear."

"That is a generous offer, plainly made, and I have noted it." The strap creaked once more. "No, thank you."

"Reason?" said Jess. "Humor me."

"The rule. Him in the bed, or it stays a kind thought. I have given the same answer to a queen. The rule is a door, Jess, and I keep it shut. Shut, mind. Locked is a different word. The rule is a vow on my dao heart, and a sword cultivator's heart cracks where a vow breaks. And the first seed in me is his. The rest waits on him. The queen was wrong to be offended."

"Which queen?"

"Ask me again after a year of good conduct." Sara's buckle clicked home.

"I will," said Jess.

Under the hood, Andy kept his breathing at sleeping speed. He was running a stealth check at early Mortal against a witch whose sight was clamped to the same floor and who had a habit of counting. Down the road a fox barked once.

"A question in return," said Sara.

"Go on."

"Would you have asked with him awake?"

"Course. Quicker." The tin clicked open. "He'd have sat up. You'd have said yes."

"I would have said the rule," said Sara, "and then I would have said yes. And then you would have learned that I am neither quick nor quiet, that I do the instructing, and that I use the wings."

Gravel shifted under a boot heel, slowly, for a long time. "Clean rule," Jess said, at last. "Same weight every time it's lifted. I'd tie it that way myself. A sect would carve it on a gate." The tin clicked shut, her version of closing the matter. "Offer stands whenever the rule's satisfied. He's ten feet away, mind."

"He is also asleep."

"He's been awake since 'question,'" said Jess.

[ ANDY — ASLEEP: FALSE ]
[ OBSERVED BY: JESSAMINE ]


Jess kicked a charred end back into the fire. Andy held still under the hood and weighed his options, every one of them exhausted, since the stealth check had failed on the first roll. "Evening," he said.

"Evening, boss," said Jess, in the voice with the warmth in it. "Go back to sleep. The grown-ups sorted it. And wipe your chin. You drool when you pretend. Caught, boss. Caught in the act."

"Do I get a vote?" said Andy, from under the hood.

"No," said Jess and Sara, together, and the laugh went up with the sparks.

"The party's voting on my bed without me," he said, to the inside of the hood. "That's a guild council. I've been counciled."

It was the first laugh since the causeway, and he lay under the hood and let it wash past him and over Diana, asleep under the coats. The coats rustled as she turned her head toward it, and her breathing never changed.

"Third watch is yours," said Sara, serene, to the shape under the hood. "Note it, please. And Jess. The thought is kept. Warmly."

[ WATCH ROSTER — THIRD: ANDY — BEGINS IN 2:41:00 ]


"Course it's kept," said Jess. "It was a good offer. It's a better one now."

* * *

H

e sat up, since the pretense was finished, and looked at the two of them on the log. Sara sat straight, with her sword across her knees. Jess perched hip-up on the log's end, boots crossed at the ankle, hat down, the tin in her lap. "The big ones you take at the knee," Sara was saying, to Jess, with her thumb on the flat of the blade. "Not the neck. The neck on a siege-brute is a day's work. The back of the knee is a hand deep. A demon that cannot stand is kneeling, and a kneeling demon's neck is at the height of your belt."


"And the fast ones," said Jess, interested.

"The wrist. Never the elbow. The elbow is where they expect you, and the wrist is where the hooks are. Take the hand and the hooks go with it." Then Sara turned to Jess. "Stand up, please. I am tempering, and you are the whetstone. Snares only. No knife, if you would."

"You want me to trap you."

"I want you to try. Every trap I cut is an edge the blade remembers." She stood, and the sword on her knees went to motes and snapped back into her palm in a gold line, her breath going out once. "Begin, please."

Jess slid off the log and was already drawing. Her boot heel scored a circle into the gravel at Sara's feet, and a thorned violet cord shot up out of the score, knotted around Sara's boot, and held. The thorns went through the leather to the bone, and gold welled up round them while Jess watched it well with her lips parted. Sara did not pull but studied the circle a breath, turned the blade flat, and drew one slow gold stroke across the line where it met the anchor. The thorns hissed, frosted over, and fell apart.

"Huh," said Jess, and flicked a second knot at Sara's sword-wrist from three feet away, another snare gone with a grunt, the thorned cord snapping tight around the wrist in midair. The wrist froze mid-stroke. Sara laughed, once, the real one, and transferred the sword to her left hand while the right stayed held. She tapped Jess's hat off her head with the flat.

"Stop, please," said Sara. The second knot withered to frost. "You are slow on the left, and your second knot was faster than your first. I find you guilty of both, and very nearly good."

"Appeal."

"Denied, I am afraid." She dismissed the sword to motes. "Tomorrow night. Three circles, and you may keep the knife."

"You've done a lot of this," said Jess, retrieving her hat.

"A great many," said Sara, and did not say where. Under the coats Diana turned her face into her arm and slept on, or kept still enough to pass for it.

"The queen," said Andy. "What happened with—" He stopped. "Forget it."

"She was offended for about a year," said Sara, sitting down again on the log. "Then she was a very good friend, and the rule never lost me her." She shoved a branch deeper into the fire with that boot, and through the torn leather the holes had already closed to thin gold lines. "It has left me alone some nights, and never once without a friend."

"And the picturing?"

"Is free," said Sara, "and mine, and it is mostly of you. I told you as much in a bathhouse. You blushed then too."

He had blushed then, and he was blushing now. Jess, hitched back onto the log's end, watched it with a crafter's interest. "You'll want to know whether the offer was a real one," said Jess. "Yes. I like her. I like how she's built and I like how she counts and I've wanted to see the wings do the other trick since the ferry." She said it as plain as weather. "I'd take mine off her on my knees, with my face in her cunt. And I like the rule better than I'd have liked the yes. That's the honest end of it." She turned the tin over in her hands. "And the other honest end, since you're awake. What I want off you isn't a night. It's the kept kind. Kept, and then some. And the qi, obviously. Everybody wants the qi."

"Obviously," said Sara, serene.

"Ask me in a year. Go to sleep, boss. You've got the two-forty-one."

He lay back down with the hood over his eyes and his hands inside his hoodie. He had nearly drifted off when the log creaked and Sara's boots crunched on the gravel. She banked the fire, and passing his pack she brushed his boot with hers, once, the one part of him the rule left her tonight, before she moved on. Her voice began counting the far tree line, ten to a breath, the words barely beyond hearing.

Andy lay awake under the hood, because Sara's rule had his name on it and Jess had meant her offer. Both of them had said so ten feet from the man with the ring, and he could not work out what that was for.


CHAPTER 51 — Rogue Main Behavior

T

he King's Post kept a cellar under the Corse way-station. That night the cellar held a thief, a wiry man chained to the grain-ring, captured at dawn, going by the Post's scratch on the ring. Beside him lay two dispatch satchels stamped with a post-horn under a crown: a king's mark, in a queen's country. He was a captive NPC with a dialogue tree, and a chalk witch was descending the stairs for beer.


The last of the horse-fair silver had bought two rooms above, one bed in each, and a sack of oatmeal for the road. Jess had gone down for beer, and Andy had gone down for Jess.

The thief watched them start down the stair with quick eyes that located the exits first and Jess second, and stayed on Jess. One thief was reading another, and the chained one had misread the build.

"You're her," he said. "The chalk witch off the Tull. It says WITCH right over your hat. I saw you work the bridge at Marren." He leaned into the chain until it sang. "I saw what you did on that bridge, and I've heard what the toll-keeper calls you. So here's my offer. Get me loose, and I go quiet about the pair of you. The summoner travels under his own name. Word carries."

Andy opened his mouth. They had done their business on that bridge in front of forty people, and a chained man had a peculiar idea of what an offer was.

Jess set the beer jug on the cellar step.

"You saw the bridge," she said. Even, interested, the voice she used for checking a knot. "What did you see? Take your time. Your teeth are rotten, your chain's rusty, and your last offer was worse than both. The ick is immaculate. You've got one go left."

"Enough of—" the thief began.

"Mm," said Jess, took two steps off the stair, and killed him.

It was one motion. The belt-knife went in under the ear, and she yanked it out and stepped back from the spray with a killer's neatness. It reached past her anyway, a hot red rope out of his neck that struck the cellar wall and ran down it. Some of it hit Andy's cheek from four feet off. He stood there wearing it, and she had two fingers on the thief's breastbone before the spray finished landing, fast, as if the last of him would not keep.

"Guálú," she said, low.

The soul's warmth rose out of the dying man in a thin gray shimmer and flowed into her, in at the fingers, her nails going violet to the quick. Her color climbed while his drained, and he sagged against the grain-ring and was a body by the time his weight settled. Then she shivered once, hard, where he could see it. Her nipples stood out under the shirt, and if she noticed, she gave no sign.

[ JESS — TALLY +1 · JESS HP 75/75 ]
[ PRISONER — DYING · WARMTH — DRAWN BY CASTER ]
[ WORKING: UNREGISTERED — REFER TO CASTER ]


The technique took six seconds, and she was back at the step for the jug on the seventh. She inspected it for spray before she inspected the man for anything, looked pleased about the jug, and hummed. Kill, lifesteal proc and inventory check, back to back: a rogue's sustain rotation, run by Jess, who had skipped the wiki.

Andy came down two steps and stopped, with the lamp swinging. He read TALLY +1 as her drill, one more practice circle on the count he had watched her keep at every fire. The third line of the panel was the System declining to have an opinion.

The thief had chosen the wrong dialogue option, and the red option in this world had Jess on the other end of it.

"Jess." His voice arrived wrong. "He was chained. He was chained, he was a courier thief, he was going to hang or lose a hand, he was—the Post had him. It was handled. He'd have gotten a trial."

"It was loose," said Jess. She wiped the knife on the dead man's sleeve, twice, each side. "He watched us. He named you. Anybody with a key could have walked him out talking, and the Post loses more keys than it keeps."

"He hadn't finished the sentence."

"Didn't need to. I'd read the end of it on the stair." She said it flatly, between one breath and the next. "Fresh one, boss. Chained, fed, Mortal by the smell of him, nobody's till the reeve's cart on Thursday. You don't get many laid out that tidy."

Andy heard Thursday and took it for scouting, because a good rogue read the patrol timer before she opened anyone up.

Then she looked at him over the jug. Her face did its trick, flat to fond in a blink, and he let it reach him.

"And he threatened you. That's the full list of what he did wrong, and it's enough of a list."

She had killed a man for him. It landed. Her eyes stayed on his face, reading it. Worry, he thought.

"The Post will find him dead," Andy said.

"The Post will find a thief who pulled his chain into his own neck." She was already arranging the scene as she spoke. She set the jug on the step and repositioned the dead wrist through the shackle at an angle, a job she knew by heart. Then she took a loop of the chain, worked it into the knife-hole under his ear, and hauled until the rusty links tore the neat puncture into the ragged furrow a chain would chew. Now the spray on the wall read as a man thrashing at the end of his tether. "Hold the lamp up, boss. Higher. I want the shadow off his hand. The System won't count it, and a reeve can't read a working the System won't count. No sect record, no rope. Your arm's shaking. Hold it like you've held a lamp before. You have, haven't you? Once? Be so for real."

He lifted the lamp higher and stood on a cellar stair holding it at the angle Jess wanted while she threaded a dead man's wrist through his own iron, and his arm held it steady after that. Support, the guides said, was the easiest role, and the guides lied.

[ SCENE — ARRANGED ]
[ WORKING: UNREGISTERED — REFER TO CASTER ]


"Good," said Jess. She stepped back and studied the man against the ring with her head tilted. "That one pulled. Anyone who's seen one will say so." She filled the jug at the cask under the stair and picked it up. "Beer's for Sara, if she's awake. She won't be. Come up, boss. You've gone the color of the wall."

He climbed, and she preceded him on the stair with the jug, humming her two-note tally tune. At the top she turned and laid her free hand on his left forearm, over the scar line, before she took it away.

"You held the lamp," she said. "That's the part I'll remember. The rest is work."

It went into him, and the doors opened on it. There was Jess, liking him. There was the summon being nice to the man with the ring. There was the bound creature the bind had moved to put a hand where a hand would work.

"Jess—"

"Bed. Long road tomorrow. The Post finds him at six, and we're at the pump when he does, yawning. Folk who leave at five get asked why." She went up. "Thursday," she said, to the stair, to herself, like a crafter naming a reagent already in the tin, and disappeared into the taproom with the beer.

He went up an hour afterward, when his hands had stopped. Sara was already asleep, flat on her back with her hands folded, gone inside a breath, as always. The wall between their room and the other was one plank thick, and Jess had carried the beer up to it.

"Tell me the army," said Jess's voice, through the plank. "You keep not telling me the army."

When Diana answered it was in the lecture voice, warm, a scholar reciting a favorite chapter. "The army fed its line on the field houses. Ghazhzûlvrag, in my tongue. A tent, a cot, a lamp, and a queue out past the latrines that did not stop between battles. I served the front for a long campaign, flat on my back and on my knees under Foundation officers, and I have never been so useful in my life. Foundation officers finish like little crank wankers: early, loud, and convinced they hit the target."

"Who."

"Ogre-kin by the dozen. The army's porters, and the line when the line is short. They are shy. They go dark red to the ears, they queue by rank without being told, and every one of them brings bread, because the thing an ogre eats is people and they know you know it. Built like a door with a second door on it, and Core-Formation, most of them. Bread-bringers, we called them. With affection."

"Who else."

"A captain of the flayed legion. Their officers are flayed at promotion, head to heel, and the skin never comes back, so they go about raw, wrapped in oiled linen. He had the best manners on the line, for a Nascent Soul. He asked leave for each thing, one at a time. After, we oiled him, and he said nobody had done that since his promotion. And the thing the sappers kept in the tunnels. They called it the Mouth. It chewed their galleries under the walls, and the camp was ordered to keep it docile. Nobody else would go down. I went down." Silence. "Nobody else would go down," she said again, slower. "I went down. I shall describe the rest to you in a year, if you are good."

"Describe it now."

"You are not good. You are a filthy little bitch, and I adore you." The bed creaked, and Jess laughed. "I was the best fuck on the line. Three camps asked for me by name." Her voice cooled. "Then the last camp."

"What happened at the last camp?"

The plank wall stayed quiet.

"There was singing," said Diana at last, small. "Go to sleep, Jess."

Beside him Sara slept on without stirring while he lay awake in a room gone cold.

* * *

D

iana came out to the pump just before six, with frost on the handle and teeth marks at her neck.


Andy had the party's sheets open before she reached it. He had read every sheet every morning since Harn's Saddle, checking the frames for whatever had changed overnight, and each read stung cold behind his eyes. He had poured the chain into Sara every dawn since Foxwell as well, a cold bite out of his chest each time, with her counting the landing aloud, and the count was coming down. Sara's said what Sara's said, with the line under it that was a bug. Diana's said thirty-three of seventy-six; Jess's had moved again. It did that now.

Jess passed Diana going back in for the packs and smacked her ass loudly on the way by, and the tail went straight as a rod. "Every morning," Diana told Andy, pleased, pouring. "I feel expected."

Across the yard a Post rider was saddling a big gray for the south road, a broad man in a leather coat. He swung the saddle up one-handed and hauled the cinch so hard the horse's forefeet lifted off the frost. Diana stopped pumping; the spout ran on over the lip of the bucket onto her boots. Then her eyes snapped off the rider onto Andy, and she scowled at him over the bucket.

"A blood slave with a back like that," she said, "and not one thought behind it. All of it went to his ass."

The rider had heard every word. "Corse, Sunday," he called, and slapped his saddle. "Ask for me at the Post, demon. I'll carry you up the stairs myself." Then he mounted and rode.

"Bring three friends and a mule," Diana called after him. "You will need the mule."

"I did not choose that," she said. "The bond turned my head, and I resent it. I am not sorry about where it put my eyes. In my mother's house he would have been tapped at the wrist by day and ridden by night." She resumed pumping.

[ JESSAMINE · Human (Ascendant) · WITCH ]
[ HP: 75/75 SOUL QI: 130/182 ]
[ ASCENSION · INCOMPLETE ]
[ JESSAMINE · 41 ]


His notes had said forty since Foxwell, and thirty-one on a grain-barn floor, before a stable barn had made him take it for her recall window.

Forty-one.

He contemplated it a while, with the frost evaporating off the pump and the Post's first man creaking down the cellar stair behind him, lamp-chain clinking, through the open door.

"Counting error," he said.

He had been the one in the guild who said it's visual, ignore it, and he had been right nineteen times out of twenty. The twentieth time, the healer had died in the fire the screen had omitted.

A sheet that redrew itself after a re-form could redraw a number, and an unlabeled number went wherever it fit.

From the cellar stair behind him came the Post's man's voice, flat, calling up for the reeve. He's pulled. Pulled it right through. Poor stupid bastard.

Jess shouldered out through the way-station door with the packs on both shoulders and looked at the pump and then at him.

"Reading?"

"Reading."

"Anything?"

"No," said Andy. "Counting error."

"Mm," said Jess, hitched the packs, and started south. Her ears were red under the hat, and he told himself it was the cold.


CHAPTER 52 — Companion Quest Unlocked

H

e asked at noon, in a drovers' shelter at the summit of a long down, with the other two gone to the spring. A drover had left a sheep's skull on the hearth slab with a copper in its teeth, the drovers' fee for the down's luck, and nobody had taken the copper. It was a companion's personal quest, and the lock on it had one condition: ask. He had carried the question a long time, and it came off the shelf on its own where the joke had failed.


"What's the number."

Jess had the tin open on her knee and a bone needle in her fingers, taking a stitch in her coat cuff, though it only resembled mending. Every stitch was a tiny knot of chalk-dusted thread. As each one closed, the knot frosted over. A violet eye the size of a pinprick opened in the cloth, drank from her qi, and shut. She was knotting a witch's ladder into her own sleeve, a snare in every knot. Whoever grabbed that cuff would have the hand sewn to his own face. She hummed while she sewed it, then finished the stitch and bit the thread.

[ JESS — WITCH'S LADDER — SOUL QI −1 PER KNOT ]


"Which number."

"The bare one under the ascension line. It's been there since the night you pressed my panel." He studied the dry stone wall with the wind coming through it in threads. "I'm asking."

"Another thing shut that night, boss. A door of mine. Where it goes is my business, and I can't reach it at this realm anyway. There isn't enough qi in me to turn the key." She let that sit. "Are you ready?"

"No."

"Good answer. Anyone who says yes to that is lying." She jabbed the needle into the tin's cork and shut the lid. "Read me the sheet first. I want to hear where it's at before I tell you what it's for."

He read it, and the cold nipped at his eyes.

[ JESSAMINE · Human (Ascendant) · WITCH ]
[ BODY C/F- · SPEED C/F- · WORKING S/F- · SIGHT B/F- · WILL S/S ]
[ TECHNIQUES: THORN-KNOT SNARE D ]
[ WORKINGS (UNRANKED): WEAVER'S SUTURE · WITCH-WICK · BRAMBLE WARD · WITCH'S TALLY · FEVER-EATER REEDS ]
[ ASCENSION · INCOMPLETE ]
[ JESSAMINE · 41 ]
[ HP: 75/75 SOUL QI: 125/182 ]


"Seventy-five," he said. "Still seventy-five. My notes had seventy-four until last night."

"Notes drift," said Jess.

"Mine don't. Forty-one. It's a count. Of what."

Jess watched the wall. "No," she said.

"No?"

"Not today." She said it in the other voice, the warmth gone. "You asked. That's done, and it counts. The answer's mine, and I'll hand it over on the day I want you holding it. That's not today. A witch's count is her own dao. Say it aloud and you've handed somebody a hold on it."

"It went up." He pushed, and kept pushing. "It said thirty-one in the barn. Thirty-four in Ferrow. Thirty-seven at the Saddle. Forty at Foxwell. Forty-one this morning. It goes up when I'm not looking, and ngl, I kind of need to know what my party member's sheet is counting."

"It does that. Goes up. A witch's pool does that." She opened the tin again, took the needle back out of the cork, rethreaded it, calm, and took a stitch she did not need, another violet eye opening in the cuff and shutting. "Numbers do."

"Is it kills?"

Jess laughed. It came out of her short and genuine, the first honest sound of the afternoon, and she shook her head at the cuff. "If it was kills, boss, it'd be a lot bigger than forty-one. If it was men I'd fucked, it'd be none. If it was women, you'd go a color I haven't got a name for."

He laughed too, because she had, and because it was a good line. Not kills, then; he crossed that off. A rogue main with a hidden counter under her ascension bar, and the counter was not kills. Kill counters were public; this one was private, and private meant personal. A locked codex entry on a companion page. Every game he knew had them: the entry that stayed gray until her approval climbed high enough. Then one night at a campfire she told the player, and the player got an achievement for listening. He could outwait an approval gate.

"Okay," said Andy. Jess's face went still all the way through, pond-still, as it had on a barn floor with a confirm over her head, and stayed that way for a breath. Then the warmth returned to it, and it looked like relief.

"Ask me the other one," she said. "The one under it. Whether you're on it."

"On what? I don't know what it is."

"You don't need to. Ask." She waited, needle motionless, until he did.

"Am I on it?"

"No," said Jess. "You're the one thing in the world that isn't on any list I've got. That's what you are. That's all you are. It's why I pressed the panel, and it's why I'm sitting on this hill with you instead of walking my own road. You want to write that down, you write that down. And one more, since you didn't ask. If I ever go back in the house I came out of, I'll die in it. I know that as I know a knot. When it happens, you hold the lamp."

He nodded, and the second half of it went straight past him. The ring sat in the shelter with them like a third person, and she kept her eyes off it, for his sake, he assumed.

* * *

S

ara and Diana climbed the down with the bottles a quarter hour later, and Sara's gold attention traveled from one face to the other and stopped.


"You have asked her," said Sara.

"Yeah."

"And she has told you."

"No."

Sara set the bottles down. "Then she has decided not to, and she was correct to decide it. An answer told before its day is told badly, and a dao heart does not tell badly." She said it like a verdict already branded, and the old small itch rose in Andy, the itch of being agreed with by an angel who had not needed his side of it.

"You were also incorrect to ask at noon, though it was kindly meant," Sara added. "Noon is for bread."

Diana stood in the door with her bandaged hand wrapped white around the jamb like a stair rail, glasses down, tail still, looking at Jess. Jess looked back at her. Both kept quiet, and the quiet lasted long enough to say the answer had already passed between them, some night, in a bed, in a tongue he lacked. He did not ask Diana, because asking the wrong party member for a companion's quest text was how a player broke the quest.

"Drink, please," said Sara, and held out a bottle. "It is cold and it is clean, and there is a great deal of down still to go." He drank. Jess shoved the tin into her coat, grabbed the pack off the floor, and went out past Diana in the door. Diana's good hand rose as she passed and touched her, once, on the back of the neck under the hat, and dropped.

He did not read the sheet again on the way out. He locked the forty-one away and descended the far side of the hill after Jess. Ahead of him on the down, with the wind in her coat, she was humming the two notes she used for a tally.


CHAPTER 53 — Zone Line

T

he messenger entered the camp at dawn with her mouth shut, and the shutting had not been her own doing. A faint gray seam ran across it, like Tilda's. She carried one item, and the dialogue had been stripped out of her.


Up the road out of the south she came on foot, in a gray shift, her feet bare on the frost, and passed Sara's sword and Jess's knife without a glance. In front of Andy she stopped and held out a folded paper in both hands, like a girl handing over a love letter, and he read her before he took it, through a sting of cold.

Jess poked the woman's cheek with one finger. "Not much of a talker. Did she take your tongue, or were you always this boring? Literal NPC behavior." The woman stared through her.

[ SUMMON — BOUND (NOT YOURS) · HOLDER: MALERICHA ]
[ BODY D/D · SPEED D/D · WORKING E/E · SIGHT D/D · WILL B/F- ]
[ DEATHS: 61 ]


Sixty-one deaths, and a WILL of B walked down to early Mortal: he had met that pairing once before, on Tilda, in a drainage cut.

"She won't speak," said Diana, low, at his shoulder. "She has been walked down past speaking. Take the paper, Andy. She has been told to stand there until you do, and she will, gladly. Look how she holds it."

He took the paper. The woman turned and walked back down the road into the south, faster than she had come, hurrying home. Sara watched her go with the sword out. Then she dismissed it to gold motes, said "Sixty-one" once, and turned away.

He unfolded the paper.

The hand was small, round and neat, a would-be schoolmistress's. A note from the boss, delivered to the camp: the boss knew where the camp was and had known it for a good while.

Andy. The schedule keeps itself; you needn't hurry on its account. The hour is mine, and I have it. Come when you like. She is more comfortable walked than carried. M.

* * *

"S

he wants us to walk in," said Jess.

Jess had read it upside down with her hat pushed back and her face impassive.

"She's saying, not asking. Come when you like. She's already got what she wants." Jess looked south. "I've written that letter. It's the one you write when the door's shut and you're on the inside."

"The hour is mine," said Diana, copying the note into the field-book word for word, the book braced on her bandaged forearm. The note did not say which hour. Malericha had sent it by a woman with sixty-one deaths on her, and written comfortable. The pen stopped. "I would like that entered. I am going to kill that bitch, and I have never once written that sentence about anyone."

"Noted," said Sara.

She had been silent since the road. She stood a pace apart and gazed south, down the road the woman in gray had taken, with gold attention on her face and, under it, an expression he had seen once, at a ford, before the first swing.

"We could go anywhere," he said. "That's the point of the note. She's saying it doesn't matter. We could go north. We could go to the coast. Port A, or whatever this world's Port A is. We could put a month between us and that valley and she says the hour's still hers."

"Yes," said Sara.

"So—"

"So I would rather be there." She said it to the south. "If the hour is that woman's, I would rather go down in her sight than in a wood a month away. I want my three within reach when I come back up, wherever I come up." She hauled the drover's cloak tight on her shoulders. It was the shelter's spare, and she had promised the skull on the hearth slab to bring it back. "We go south. On purpose. On our own feet, on our clock, and she may have the hour, but she shall not have the walk. The walk is mine. North would have been cowardly. Turning north would shame me, and my dao heart does not carry that kind of shame."

Nobody argued; Jess nodded once, satisfied, and shouldered the pack.

"South, then," said Jess. "On purpose."

* * *

T

hey argued all the way south.


"The raid guide," said Andy, a mile on, "for a holding with nine held summons and a summoner reading the same book I do, is: don't."

"Then we are off the guide," said Diana, writing on the move. "In the army the safety briefing was a priest and a shovel, and the priest was optional. I have been off the guide since a barn. Under methods that have not yet worked, I now have forty-one findings, Andy, and I am walking into a valley to make it forty-two."

"You could stop."

"I could stop, and I could also stop breathing, or swallowing, and you know which of those I am better at. I have had that argument with you at a fair and won it." The tail found his calf under the coat and gave it one hard squeeze. "Forty-two. Recorded."

"Professor," said Jess, "if you land it in that valley I want it known I called the ground."

"If I land it in that valley, Jessamine, I shall footnote the ground."

Sara walked ahead of them with her hands empty and her wings folded under the cloak. She said, to the road, with her back to them, "I have the first Wednesday after with a roof over it, and the third want is on it now. Whatever happens in that valley, I have said so, and it is kept." Andy went a color on a road into the dead county of Ashe. Diana and Jess both saw it. Sara did not turn around, and she did not need to.

The green country gave out at noon.

It ended inside a single field.

It was a zone line, green on one side and gray on the other, and the load had been executed long ago by a cultivator with jars. North of a dead thorn hedge the winter wheat showed green in the furrows. South of it the ground lay gray to the horizon, dry and fine as ash, with the furrows still in it from the last plow. A farmhouse stood beyond, with its roof collapsed and its door open on an ancient darkness.

Diana knelt at the hedge, took up a pinch of the gray, and studied it against the dead roots of the thorn.

"Fed," she said. "This soil has been fed on. A succubus knows an empty plate. The plain qi is gone out of it, down to the stone. It is the same thing the pen does to a body, done to a field, and it was done a lifetime ago. It is still done." She rubbed the gray between her fingers and it fell like flour. "Nothing will grow in this while any of us can see it. She drank it the way a drunken mug hugger drinks a cask: to the dregs, and then she sucked the bung."

They crossed it all afternoon.

Farm after farm went by, and they went into one, because Andy needed to see it. The kitchen table was laid for four, the bowls gray with dust, the spoons lying where hands had set them down. Nothing had rotted, because nothing alive had been left to rot it: no mice, no flies, no smell but dust and cold stone. A child's clog stood at the foot of the stair. The whole county was a dead zone with the assets still standing and the NPCs despawned, and no game he had ever played had shown him a table laid for four.

The dogs were waiting in the yard as if the four might still come out of that kitchen. There were seven of them between the dry well and the byre with its roof fallen in. They were ribbed and gray-muzzled, bred down from farm dogs whose farms had gone out from under them. They had made their beds in the byre's straw with nothing in their bellies but dust. Now they came out of it low and silent, fanning across the yard to cut the party off from the road.

[ HOSTILES ×7 — MASTERLESS DOGS · REALM F MORTAL · STARVING ]


"Masterless," said Jess, and the knife was already out. "Not a job for a technique. Barely a job for the edge. They're hungry, not held."

Andy read the pack as he had read a hundred mob packs. At the butcher's pit the System had printed the split for him. Here no split printed, and this one came to him on his own, in one line: the big one at the back was the brain, and the rest would go where it went. "Big one's the puller," he said. "Kill the big one and the rest are only hungry. Sara, Diana's side. Jess, the byre corner. Nobody lets one through to the arm."

The first dog came for his leg. He had the boar-spear grounded, butt in the dust and the crossbar at knee height. The dog ran onto the point. It went in under the jaw and out behind the shoulder, and the crossbar caught it at the throat and held it off him. Blood came down the ash shaft over his fists, hot after a day of cold gray. The dog kicked on the iron, screaming, snapping at the wood a hand's width from his knuckles until its legs stopped. He put his boot on its ribs and dragged the spear out, and the gray dust under it went black in a spreading patch.

Two went for Diana together, one on each side, because the pack had smelled the grave-cold in her arm and marked her weak. Sara was a step too far. Andy's hand found the scar on its own. The chain went down the bond fast and cold. It landed in her at two and a fifth, a full second quicker than at the pit, with silver flashing at her throat. Three dawns of drill had cut three-tenths off the causeway's mark, and those three-tenths were the step. She crossed the step she had been short by in no time at all, and her sword came into her hand out of a gold flare. Her free forearm met the first dog in the air and drove it into the dust. She opened it from breastbone to groin with the gold edge, and its insides slid out across the yard while it was still screaming. The second she took through the skull on the backswing, and its legs ran on in the dust for a while after.

[ ASTRAL CHAIN → SARAFAEL · LANDED 2.2 s ]


Jess did not waste a technique. The one that tried the byre corner got her knife across its throat as it jumped. She rode it down into the dust with her knee in its back while it bled out in long red pulses, steaming in the cold. "Barely a job for the edge, I said," she told it, and wiped the blade on its ear. "Lied."

The big one had not moved. It stood at the well with its hackles up and its lips back, gray to the eyes. It was the size of a yearling calf and starved to the frame, and it had watched what happened to its adds. It came for Andy because Andy was the one holding the stick.

It lunged, and he took it the same way. It was heavier, and it came on up the shaft with the point already through its chest, jaws working. The crossbar stopped it a foot from his face with its breath in his mouth. He held it there with his arms shaking, the butt of the spear gouging the dust. He set his weight and leaned into it. The dog's heart pushed blood down the shaft over his hands in hard beats until it stopped, and the dog hung dead on the iron.

The last two stood in the yard with their flanks heaving, looking at the big one on the spear.

"Diana. Don't burn them. They're dogs."

"I had no intention of burning a dog. Dogs I like. It is the stubble-fires who kennel them I burn," said Diana. She thrust her bandaged hand out flat at the two, the cold fingers spread and shaking. Then she stepped past him, doing the thing with her voice she did at gates. "Go home."

A faint rose haze rolled off the words like heat off a road. For as long as her voice lasted, the dead farm behind the dogs wore lamplight in its windows and a smell of supper and new wine. Pipes and laughter came from behind its shutters, though the household had been dust for decades. The bigger of the two whined once, high, the sound a dog made at a door that stayed shut. Then both turned and trotted away across the gray toward lit windows that were not there.

[ DIANA — CAST: GATE-VOICE (ROSE HAZE) — HP −1 ]


"That was a lie," said Andy.

"That was a mercy," said Diana. "They are the same technique at the bottom of Mortal. A bead of blood and a hairline crack across one knuckle, and nothing more. Dogs and their masters both go home when they are lied to warmly." She looked at the five on the ground, and at him, blood to the elbows. "You did not touch the gun."

"Nine rounds," said Andy. "And a restock that needs all three of you at a fire. Dogs don't get the gun." His hands had stopped shaking when the big one died, and they started again now that nothing needed them. The read had been right, and nothing printed for it. He did not need it to.

They passed a village with the houses collapsed, a mill with the wheel frozen in a dry race, and once a cairn at a crossroads with its name weathered soft, a well beside it. Diana stopped at the cairn and copied what remained, while Jess kicked at it idly until a stone fell off.

Andy walked through it with two of three on his bar. Here was what a full bar looked like when a cultivator took it the other way, with other people's souls, for thirty-one years.

"She outlasted them," said Jess, with her boot on the fallen stone. "That's all this is. Dirt-grubbers. They'd have died of the flux and their teeth anyway. She just got the harvest in first. She had the one technique and a way to feed it, and the farms had a harvest a year. She had a harvest whenever she wanted one, and she waited. Thirty-one years. This is what waiting looks like when it's done by a cultivator who doesn't need to eat."

"Where did they go?"

"The people?" Jess squinted down the well. "Into the pen, some of them. Into the ground, most. Into her, the rest." She knelt, scraped a knife-blade of gray residue from the well's dry lip into an empty jar for a witch bottle, and stoppered it. Frost skinned the lid shut as she sealed it, violet glowing faintly under the rime, her breath smoking while she worked. "Every year of it, and she kept every jar. I'll keep one. I want to know what a burned soul leaves in the dirt." She hauled the pack up. "She's got nine left on a leash and she's burned the rest. That's not a guess. That's the arithmetic of a field that looks like this."

[ JESS — WITCH-BOTTLE (SEALED) — SOUL QI −1 ]

* * *

T

hey reached the bare ridge above the dead valley as the dusk deepened.


It was a long bare shoulder of gray; at the summit, where the road crested and descended, they stopped and looked. A level put a vista like that at the top of a ridge so the player could survey the full raid before the door.

Ashe valley lay beneath them, a bowl of gray a mile across, with the dead river through the middle and the dead farms up both sides. At the bottom, where the river had once fed a vanished mere, stood a holding: walls, a long low house, and a yard. A stone at the valley's lip carried its name in a round, neat schoolroom hand: LOWFOLD. Nine pale points of light glowed along one wall, tiny, in a row: windows, or lamps.

[ ASHE VALLEY ]
[ HOLDING: MALERICHA · SUMMONS IN HOLDING: 9 · WILL (AVG): F- ]
[ WORKING — ACTIVE · SOUL QI · FED: 82 · DURATION: 31 YEARS ]


He read the final line: a boss with an uptime counter, printed in the flat white the game used for bread.

"Eighty-two," he said.

"Burned," said Diana, drawing the valley in fast, sure lines with the nine points marked. "Fed to the working and gone. Not dead, Andy. Dead is a word for a thing that leaves a body. Those eighty-two left nothing. She has held ninety-one and she holds nine and the difference is the valley. A sect would call that a yield. I call it a grave with a schedule. If I do not put it in the book, then it was never anywhere."

Sara stood at the ridge top with her hands at her sides and studied the nine points of light.

"Tomorrow," she said.

"Sara—"

"Tomorrow, on our clock. We camp on this side of the ridge tonight. We go down in the morning with the sun on our shoulder and stand in her yard by noon." She turned from the valley. "She has the hour. I have the walk. I should like the walk to end with her looking up at me from her own doorstep, and I should like Diana to have drawn her face before she does."

"I shall draw it, realm and all," said Diana, "and I shall get the old bitch's nose wrong on purpose."

"Draw her tits wrong too," said Jess. "Put them down by her knees. Biggest name in three counties and she's giving boot sole."

They camped on the north side of the ridge with the fire small. Sara took the first watch facing south, but beforehand she sat by the fire with a whetstone and her called blade across her knees. She honed the blade in long, patient strokes, the stone singing, a gold thread lifting off the edge on each pass.

"I should like the edge correct for her," she said, and did not explain.

He lay awake a long time listening to the wind come over the gray hillside. The bar sat at two-thirds, and for the first time since a shelf, he was glad it was not full. It was the worst run he had ever signed up for, with the map read to him by the boss, and the three of them had come anyway. Sara had said Wednesday on the road, and he lay there and kept it.

Late in the first watch Diana woke beside him with both hands raised defensively, the bandaged one shaking with the pain of it. He murmured her name, and she managed her glasses in two attempts.

"I dream of singing," she said, only for him. "I have for a long time. Tonight I find I am glad of the watch. Do not ask me why."

Sara stayed facing south, her back to them.


CHAPTER 54 — Party Member Disconnected

S

ara was talking about firewood when it happened.


It was the turn of the second watch, and she had come in off the ridge to bank the fire, unasked, as always. A fire that died in the third watch was a personal failure, and he had endured that lecture at every camp since the first. He sat up in his blanket, rolled his eyes at the fire, and let her start it again. The thorn spat and stank of old sap, and the wind off the ridge came in dry and gritty, carrying the dead county up with it.

Her called sword hung at her hip. She had returned from the dead thorn scrub below the ridge with an armful and was setting it by the ring. She said, "There is enough of the thorn for the rest of the night, but it burns fast, so please feed it the rest at the third watch, which is correct, as I have told you three times, and which you will do because I have asked you so nicely, or by morning there will be—"

She stopped mid-word, with a length of thorn in her hand and her mouth open on the next syllable, and looked at him. Her face emptied, like a slate wiped. She had time to know him, and to let him see it, before the dress fell.

It collapsed straight down, white, into a heap on the gray with the cloak, the belt and the boots on top of it. The sword went with it, sounding like a bell struck once and silenced, and dissolved into gold motes before it reached the ground. She had vanished out of the middle of it. The length of thorn tumbled onto the pile, and the pile was complete.

There remained a ridge, a fire, and a heap of white on the gray. There had been four of them, and now there were three.

It was a party member removed from the group with zero animation, mid-sentence, the frame updating before the dress had finished falling.

[ BOUND SOUL — SARAFAEL — LOST ]
[ CLAIM ANSWERED: prior working · SOUL QI ]
[ BOUND 3 → 2 ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM F- → ? ]
[ ████████░░░░ 2/3 · UNMOVED — NOT YOURS ]


He read the five lines on his feet, not knowing when he had stood, once, blind, then again, and understood the final one. The breakthrough bar had not moved, because it could not count a death that was not his to lose. She was no longer his.

* * *

J

ess lunged for the dress before anybody else could react.


She dropped to her knees beside it and plunged both hands into it, feeling for her, and found the belt and the gray. She withdrew her hands. "No wound," she said, level. Then, "No wound," in the other voice.

Diana stood rooted, her bandaged fist clenched until the wrap seeped black and her tail rigid on the ground behind her. Her lips were moving in a tongue with too many consonants in it, one word, over and over. "Ugkhemorg. Ugkhemorg." It was a name, and not one he had ever heard anybody call Sara.

"Claim answered," Andy said.

He said it to the panel, with the paper in his coat pocket that said the hour is mine in a round, neat hand. A line on a sheet that he had shelved as a bug, pending, prior working, had come off the shelf and answered. It landed like the sound of Diana's arm on a causeway.

"It wasn't a bug."

It's a bug. He had said it at a trough, and every morning after: it's visual, ignore it. The line had been the fire the screen had omitted, standing on Sara for five days while he read past it.

"Fuck me," said Diana. It came out of her dry and cracked, and she meant it. "No. It was never a fault. I wrote it down on the mountain and looked at it every night since, and I could not read it. A line I could not read, on a sheet I could not touch. I said nothing, because all I had was I do not know, and you were carrying enough of those." She yanked her glasses off. Her good hand was shaking. "I can read it now, because it has fired. A prior working. Malericha's. Cut into her cultivation on the switchback, off the ledge where she struck, while you knelt in her gold below. Your blood off the Millstone's floor for the ink, and hers off the ledge for the paper. A second door, and the sigil at the end of it is the one in that yard. She is on her way to it now."

"Thirty-one hours."

"Thirty-one hours. And she will come up on her knees at Malericha's feet, and Malericha stands at Spirit-Severing. Sara will come up expressed at Spirit-Severing, higher than you have ever had her, laughing, scarlet, with her wings out, high, and it will be very, very good, and she will thank her for it." Diana put her glasses back on. "And then the old woman will kill her. Because she said in her note that the hour was hers, and she meant every one of them. The belower will go below laughing, my stupid holy angel." Her voice split between loving and bitter on the last word.

* * *

H

e studied the bar, because he read everything, because it was the count and he was keeping it.


It sat at two-thirds, eight blocks lit and four dark, where the shelf had left it. No sky tore open over a grieving cultivator, and nothing counted. There was a hole in the order he read the frames every morning, where the first name went, and the System had printed nothing at all. A slot on the raid frame had gone gray and then gone, and the gap was still the width of a name.

"It didn't count," he said.

"It didn't count, boss. Not for your breakthrough," said Jess, from the dress.

"She's gone, and it didn't count. Not that it would have." He looked at the eight blocks. "It had her on the shelf. It doesn't eat the same woman twice. If she'd died here, at this fire, it'd still sit at eight, and I'd have a window to count and a ring to cut. I'd have taken that. I'd have taken anything over this."

"The System's never once been stupid," said Jess. "It stopped reading her as yours the moment the claim took her. That's why there's no timer." She hauled herself up off her knees with the belt in her fist. "That's what lost means on the top line. Not dead. Lost. Gone to another woman's yard."

He read the five lines a third time: realm unmoved, party size diminished. Two unrelated lines were printed one over the other, positioned so that he would read one as the answer to the other, and neither answered anything.

* * *

T

he count came last, and he performed it himself, because the other two left it to him.


"WILL," he said. "The note. She is more comfortable walked than carried. She wants her walked. She wants her walked down." He looked at Diana. "Sixty-one deaths on the courier and WILL B over F-minus. A hundred and fifteen on Tilda and the same. That's the working. That's all the working is. You kill a bound thing over and over, and its WILL walks down, one row, on its own, while the other four stay where they are. You keep killing it until an order isn't a request anymore."

"Yes," said Diana.

"Sara's WILL is SS."

"Yes."

"SS to F-minus." He was doing it, in the old tongue, where a number was a possession a raider owned before he had examined it. "SS, S, A, B, C, D, E, F, F-minus. Eight rows, and there are the little steps inside them, the plus and the minus, so it's—" He stopped. "Tilda started at B. A hundred and fifteen deaths, and she was at F-minus before the last of them. Sara starts higher. How many does that—"

"I don't know."

"Because if it's a row every fourteen deaths, or every twenty, and she's got eight rows to walk, that's—" He had the number. It was in his mouth, in the raid tongue, already read off like the number at the end of a fight. "That's—"

"Andy," said Jess.

She had the belt in her hand, the dress over her arm, folded, white, gray at the hem, and the boots hooked on two fingers. Her face had gone blank all the way through.

"Don't say it," said Jess. "Not tonight. Say it tonight and the god in the water eats it. You'll say it once and it'll be a number and you'll carry it like a knot you tied yourself. Do the sum tomorrow, in her yard, where you can put the answer to work." She shoved the dress into his hands. "She'd want it folded. She'd call it a coat. And she'd tell you you folded it wrong."

He grabbed the dress and clutched it against his chest.

He stood on a bare ridge above Ashe, his party at the bottom of the ladder, with an archangel's dress bunched in his fists. The number waited in his mouth, and the fire was dying on the thorn she had carried. He shut his mouth on the number and held it there. The night held over the gray, and the hour, which was hers, began.


CHAPTER 55 — Heart-Demon Trial

H

e said the number at the trough, alone, an hour after Jess had told him to keep it in.


He went down the slope to the ruined farm to be sick against the yard wall by the trough, holding the dress clear over his other arm, and the arithmetic completed itself while he was bent over. It came out of him into the gray, once: a number a game printed over a boss a player was meant to return for in a hundred hours. She had thirty-one. Then he was sick again, past empty, until his ribs ached.

He straightened, laid the dress on the trough's rim, white on gray, and stood with both hands flat on the stone. A quest item with a party member's name on it, and the party member off the roster.

Again he reached for the oath, testing it like a rope, and pronounced the first half into the yard.

"Godd Howard—"

The yard took it and gave nothing back, and the second half waited where it had been in Foxwell, with the man in it, the joke and the affection. His mouth stayed open on the gap, and after a while he closed it.

"Okay," he said, instead. "Okay." He had kept a dead keybind on the bar for a year out of sentiment. He left it there now, grayed out, and did not press it again tonight. That was the second time. He took his hand off the rope.

Up the slope the fire burned small, and the two women sat at it. From the yard they were visible on the log, a foot apart. Sara took the first watch on most nights, and tonight the argument for the second had gone unmade. From the log came the silence of two women with a great deal to say to each other. By the look of it they had said it before, in a bed. They were saying it again now with the log between them and their eyes on the darkness.

Once Diana's hand came out from under the coats and lay on the log between them, palm up. Once Jess's hand left the tin and covered it, and that was the whole watch. He returned his attention to the trough.

* * *

R

ain stood in it, black and still. He had come down for it on purpose. On the mountain it had let the worst night go by without a word, because grief fed it without an offer. An offer meant it wanted more than grief, and tonight, with the number said, he wanted to be standing where it would print if it did. He had opened the console with the log already scrolling.


YOU SAID THE NUMBER.

"Yes."

AND THEN YOU WERE SICK. I HAVE NOTED IT. YOUR WITCH TOLD YOU TO HOLD IT IN AND YOU HELD IT IN FOR AN HOUR. THEN YOU CAME DOWN HERE WHERE SHE COULD NOT HEAR YOU AND SAID IT TO ME INSTEAD. I FIND THAT DEEPLY MOVING. I WISH YOU TO KNOW THAT I FIND IT DEEPLY MOVING.

He said nothing, and the water continued. I SAID THAT I SHOULD ASK AGAIN. I HAVE SAVED IT FOR THIS YARD AND THIS INCH OF RAIN AND THAT DRESS ON THE RIM. AN OFFER IS ONLY AS GOOD AS THE NIGHT ON WHICH IT IS MADE, AND THIS IS THE BEST NIGHT YOU WILL EVER HAVE. LISTEN.

The water lay flat. The foam dragged behind his ears, slow, a presence at table.

ALL THREE. FREE. UNCAPPED. THE ANGEL BACK FROM THAT YARD BEFORE THE HOUR TURNS; THE DEMON'S ARM HEALED; THE WITCH'S DOOR TO HER OWN COUNTRY STANDING OPEN. EVERY SUPPRESSION OFF. EVERY ROW EXPRESSED IN FULL. THE WHEEL STOPPED. NOBODY DIES FOR YOU AGAIN, ANDY. NOT ONCE. NOT EVER. AND NO SKY EVER FALLS ON ANY STRANGER FOR YOUR SAKE.

"What's the catch."

YOU BECOME HER.

He studied the water, uncomprehending.

THE ONE IN THE SHAWL. THE ONE ON THE HILL. YOU TAKE THE SECOND EXIT, WHICH EVERY SANE SUMMONER TAKES, AND YOU TAKE IT ON A STRANGER. NOT ONE OF YOUR THREE; I HAVE NEVER DESIRED YOUR THREE. THE FIRST MAN ON THE ROAD NORTH TOMORROW. A DROVER, A CARTER, I DO NOT MIND WHICH. SHE HAS NOT NEEDED ANYONE'S YES IN THIRTY-ONE YEARS; DOWN WHERE YOU STAND, YOU WILL. YOU PROMISE HIM HIS LIFE, AND HE PRESSES YOUR CONFIRM, BECAUSE THEY ALWAYS DO. THE WITCH CUTS YOU A RIM; SHE WILL NOT EVEN ASK WHY. YOU BURN HIM IN IT, AND YOU FEEL NOTHING WHEN YOU DO. THE FEELING NOTHING IS THE PART I WANT.

A BOUND SOUL BURNED FILLS YOUR BAR ENTIRE. I SEND THE SKY THAT SAME NIGHT, AND THE SKY BREAKS EVERY CLAIM AND EVERY CAP UNDER IT. THE ANGEL COMES UP OUT OF THAT YARD YOURS, AND ALL THREE STAND FREE. ONE STRANGER. ONE WORKING. ONE MAN WHO STOPS. I SHALL GIVE HIM BACK EVERYTHING HE EVER LOVED, WHOLE, BY TOMORROW'S DARK.

The rain lay flat. I DO NOT LIE ON PANELS. YOU KNOW THAT. YOU HAVE CHECKED. EVERY WORD OF THIS IS WHAT IT SAYS.

* * *

H

e granted the second offer the courtesy he had refused the first: the time it took to picture it. He hovered over the red option and read the complete tooltip before backing out. He pictured Sara on her knees in this yard by tomorrow's dark, laughing, restored. He pictured Diana's arm healed and Jess's door standing open. He pictured an end to the dying on every shelf and causeway and ridge to come, and an end to the sky and the strangers it would crush. He pictured a cultivator with his heart-demons excised, as the sects excised them, and a blank where they had been. And he pictured a man in a yard, looking at a dress on a trough with the feeling a man spared for a horse gone into a flood.


He pictured her: the woman in the shawl, cleaning her glasses in the morning, ten thousand mornings, and smiling at a jug. "No," said Andy.

YOU HAVE NOT—

"I've pictured it. You wanted me to and I did. I stood here and I gave it the full picture, all three of them, the door, Sara by tomorrow's dark, and a drover screaming at a rim. I've got it, I'm holding it, and no." He shoved himself off the rim. "Because the guy who says yes to that isn't the guy they'd be coming back to. He's her. You said it yourself. You don't want them. You want the man who stops. And I'm the one thing in this whole fucking world that isn't on your list, and I'm keeping it that way."

The water lay still. Then it surged up out of an inch of old rain in a dead trough, sleek and black, deep as a full cellar. Cold went out of his chest toward it like water finding a drain. It outweighed the river at the weir ten times over, fed to the brim. The refusing was the meal. He had been shown everything and had refused it with all of himself, and all of himself was what it had come to eat.

THANK YOU, said the water, in an innkeeper's voice, seeing out the last guest of a long night. THAT WAS THE ONE. I KNEW IT WOULD BE. I SHALL NOT NEED TO ASK AGAIN.

[ OFFER — REFUSED ×2 ]
[ ANDY — ASTRAL QI — RECOUNT PENDING ]


He grabbed the dress off the rim and hauled himself back up the slope to the fire with it folded over his arm. The two women on the log looked up at him.

"Boss," said Jess.

"It asked again," said Andy. "I said no."

"Recorded," said Diana, with the book shut. "It asked the wrong summoner. The other one said yes on a hill a long time ago, and she is a stubble-fire who forgot to die. I shall remind the bitch. To call a Spirit-Severing summoner a stubble-fire is the worst insult a cultivator's tongue owns, and I intend her to hear it."

"Sit down, boss," said Jess. "Downwind. You smell worse than the trough. You smell like a hog pen behind a legion latrine. Ew. The ick, boss." He sat down on the far side of the fire with the dress across his knees and gazed at the gray receding south in the darkness toward a yard with a sigil in it. The hour ran, and he let it. A lockout timer ran on a boss another player had claimed, with the party camped outside the instance and the door shut.

"Boss. Look up." He found Jess watching him across the fire; now she rose, walked around it, and stood square in front of him with the light on her.

He looked up as she yanked her belt open and shoved her shorts down to the knee. She stood there with her shirt-tail held up in one fist and nothing else in the way: the light tan of her, shaved bare between the thighs, neat as a knife-cut. Grinning wickedly, she spread herself open with two fingers of her free hand, pink and slick in the firelight, gave her clit three swift rubs, and released the smallest moan, only for him. Then she turned around, smacked her own ass hard enough to echo off the gray, and winked at him over her shoulder.

"Still plenty to look at, boss. Keep up." It erupted out of him before he could stop it, a real laugh, the first since the dress fell. It was loud enough that Diana glanced up from the fire. Jess grinned with every tooth, hauled her shorts up, buckled them, and sat down beside him, hip to hip. It worked. He hated that it worked. He was still laughing.

"Noted," said Diana, and opened the book. "The shorts were a distraction."

Behind them the trough lay flat and black, and it had heard him laugh.


CHAPTER 56 — Theorycrafting

A

t first light, below the ridge, he read his own sheet for the first time as a document with a designer. Ashe's gray country came up without a bird in it, and frost stood on the stones around the thorn fire. Every time before, he had read his sheet the player's way, for the buffs and the drawbacks. This time he read it by the method he had been taught for a design document, three years ago, in a room with a whiteboard: for what the person who built it had wanted.


[ ANDY CHUNKING · Human · CURSED SUMMONER · Realm F- MORTAL (EARLY) ]
[ BODY F · SPEED F · WORKING F · SIGHT C · WILL D ]
[ HP: 32/32 ASTRAL QI: 26/32 ]
[ TECHNIQUES: BIND F · ASTRAL CHAIN D · RECALL F · INSPECT F ]
[ GEAR: PEACEMAKER (UNCLASSIFIED) · LOADED 6/6 · ROUNDS 9/24 ]
[ BOUND: TWO OF THREE ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM F- → ? ]
[ ████████░░░░ 2/3 ]


Twenty-six. Six had vanished in a night, again, while he slept, after a trough.

He checked that first, because the biggest number on the screen was the one the developer was proudest of. His pool had returned full every night for a month, and then it had not. He had known at Harrow that a second mouth was drinking and tagged it bug.

It was counting what the water took. The pool had dropped by six in a night when he had been sick in a yard and refused a god, and nothing had happened in that yard but the console surfacing glossy.

"It's a drain," he said. "Godd damn it. It's a drain."

Jess looked up from the tin, and Diana looked up from the field-book.

"Godd damn it, it's a drain," said Jess, in a high nasal whine that was supposed to be him. "Want your blanket, boss? Want me to cut the crusts off the end of the world? So brave, boss."

"The pool. It's a meter. It reads how much of me it gets." He was studying the sheet. "Five at Harrow after the stair, when I poured into Diana and my scar bled to land it. Four the night Sara lay on the shelf, when I stood at a trough and it never even showed. It just drank. Six last night at the trough, when it made me an offer and I said no and it fed. It goes down when it eats. It's the meter on the pump."

* * *

T

he rounds on the gear line had not moved since a causeway. Nine. Nobody had seated a slug since Harn's Foot: Diana would not bleed into ash with grave-cold in her arm, and then Sara had been taken. Nine was all of it until the three of them sat at one fire again.


Then he read the rest, and the rest unraveled in his hands like a knot when a hand found the end.

The breakthrough was a count that took one death from each of them, only a death that hurt him, and ignored the rest. When the last of them had died for him, it called down a sky that fell hardest where he hurt most, and that killed whoever happened to be standing near. He had been taught to build a curve that punished the behavior a player reached for under stress and rewarded the behavior that hurt. A designer had built this one, had sat with one man's grief and tuned a formula to it until it rewarded the one act he refused to perform.

Two offers, each on his worst night, and a morale panel left blank on purpose. The funny would have been easy, but the designer of his sheet had taste.

"It's a person," said Andy.

He was explaining the meta to a party that had been living inside it. He had been trying to beat it like a system: find the exploit, break the recall timer, break the bar, find the seam in the path. The path had zero seams.

He shoved the sheet shut with a flat hand and looked at the two of them.

"Somebody wrote this for me, every curve tuned, and the thing reading it back is chat. It's an audience. It doesn't want me to win and it doesn't want me to lose. It wants me to be content. It wants me worth watching."

"Yes," said Diana. Quietly. "I have thought that since the river. There is a word for what you are on the path, Andy, and I have declined to say it for a month. My tongue calls the thing in you zzarmûrk, and finds your word for it an insult. Demonic cultivation. The heretic road. A cultivator who advances on his own heart-demons, on the agony of what he loves, and the thing that feeds on the heart-demons feeds on him. The sects burn it out of a man. Yours was written in. Mark the difference, because the sects will not. The road is demonic. The qi that runs on it is still your own cold astral."

"I know the word. The tree book had it. I said it in a barn."

"I expect you said it as a joke," said Diana, fondly. "Only a stubble-fire jokes about damnation. Hell is not funny, Andy. I have been. The food is shit. You are all dead before the punchline lands, so you rush it. You pray for the same reason: none of you lives long enough to meet a god and be disappointed." She looked at his mouth while she said it, a long scholarly look. "A good mouth for it, though. I have plans for it."

"I know." He looked up. "And chat gets bored. And if it eats, bro, you can feed it on purpose."

* * *

J

ess shoved the tin down onto the log.


"Say that last bit again."

"You can feed it on purpose. It eats when I decide. The brace on the shelf was a meal. The no at the river was a meal. The no last night was the best it's ever had. It thanked me for it. It doesn't eat the grief. It eats the choosing. Diana says heretic road. Fine. I'll walk it on purpose." He laid his hand flat on his left forearm, on the scar line. "So if I choose on purpose, where it can see, I'm not the pump. I'm the cook."

Jess studied him with the amber eyes and the hat down. "I'll know it eats you when I watch it eat you," she said. "Till then it's your theory. Does it sign a realm? Everything with a sheet has one. The wights. The Thresher."

"It's not an entry on the sheet," said Andy. "It is the sheet."

Then Jess said, in the plain voice with no warmth in it, "Everything that walks can be eaten. If it can be eaten, I can eat it. I've never once seen a soul that big. Eating a thing like that would finish any ascension going, boss. Nobody's drawn that circle. I'd need better chalk."

"Jess."

"I'm saying it's got a soft spot, and I like to know where the soft spots are." She smiled at the ridge. "Then I eat the fucker and leave what's left in a ditch for the crows."

"Shelve it."

"Shelved," said Jess, and put it away the knife way, back where she could find it again. As far as Andy could tell, the matter was shelved for good.

* * *

D

iana closed the field-book on her knee with ceremony.


"One thing clear, before you go down that hill as the cook. We have known about it, Jess and I, since the night you talked to a river and came back up the bank wearing it on your face, and Sara before she was taken. Knowing is not seeing. You see it. We see water. In that yard you will be the only one who can tell whether it is watching, and we will have to take your word." She hauled herself up, carefully, with the good arm. "You have carried it as a man carries a thing he thinks is a bug. Carry it knowing it is a reader. That is heavier, and a different shape. You will hold it with one hand while you count."

His astral pool read twenty-six, filling slowly, and the bar sat two-thirds full with one dark line left on it. The line was Jess.

"Yeah," said Andy. "I can carry it."

"Good." She spread her good hand on his chest, over the shirt, over the place the count lived, and kept it there long past any check. "Then carry this as well. I have decided that when this is done, I am going to find out what the cook tastes like at this height. That is recorded. That is on the sheet under methods. I have never met a short-lived thing who reads source, and the field-book requires a control sample. Several. Nightly." The tail slapped his calf, once.

He sat with the print of her hand on his chest, and it struck him, with a dead valley on the far side of the ridge above him, that she had said it when he needed it said, at the foot of a hill he might die on. It was either love or the best gesture a reader had ever performed on him.

"Then read it to me," said Diana. "All of it. The sheet. As you read it just now, in your words, because you are the only one of us who was trained to read that kind of thing, and I am the chronicler."

He read it aloud, and she took it down. Jess listened with the tin in her lap while the sun rose over the gray. He read her the bar too. Diana wrote it and underlined it once: the raid guide, dictated at dawn, by the one player who had read the boss's source.

"Good," she said. "Now we know what we are walking into. It is a theater. She is on the stage, and your designer has the best seat in the gallery." She shut the book. "Let us give it a show."

"A show," said Andy. He looked at the bar, and then at the ridge. It was the phrase he had said to a hundred strangers at two in the morning before a pull that mattered. He said it now, to two women, on a hill. "Okay. Everybody buff up. We go in when she's back up."

"I'll buff you up," said Jess, "with my mouth, behind that rock, if you're quick about it."

"I have a method for readying men," said Diana, already unbuttoning a cuff. "It takes an hour, you would need to lie down, and you would not walk right after."

Andy looked at his raid: a sex demon with a pen, a witch with a knife who wanted a god for dessert, and him, a guy from a launch line who had once filled out a tax form.

"Potions," he said. "I meant potions."

Jess had stopped smiling and started looking at him, and he was a player who had just accepted a quest without reading it.


CHAPTER 57 — End-Game Loot, Starting Zone

J

ess had the evening, because Diana had carried the field-book up the ridge to draw the holding in the last light.


The ruined farm's dairy was a cold stone room with slate shelves, and the setting pans still stood on them under a skin of gray dust. They had moved in out of the wind. Andy sat at the plank table with his panel up, reviewing the party's kit list aloud, the pre-raid inventory check. Two packs. Bel's knife, Jess's belt-knife, the clasp knife off Wellbrook. A boar-spear with a drake's black still in the grain of the crossbar. The Peacemaker, nine rounds, fifteen empty brass. The tin. Rope, forty feet. Chalk, three sticks. Sara's folded dress, her belt and her hobnailed boots sat in the top of his pack, with the drover's cloak beneath them. None of it was on any list, and he read past it every time.

When he glanced up, Jess had been watching him from the bench: the talk, the hands, his squint at a line before he argued with it. She was not idle while she watched. On the dairy floor between her boots she was cutting practice circles with the knife-point. Each one shut with its small click and spat a violet spark, taking a pinch of her qi, and she counted and cut the next. Every circle was the size of an eye socket. He did not ask why she had chosen that size. Nine in a set. Her lips moved with the drip of the dairy's leaking cistern, and each set came a drip faster than the last. Then she sheathed the knife, snapped the tin shut on the floor, and stood up, on to the next job of the day. It was a rogue closing her own inventory to open his.

"Right," said Jess. "C'mere."

"Hang on, I'm in the middle of—"

She crossed the room, reached past him, and knocked the panel shut with two fingers. The kit list died mid-item.

[ KIT — ROPE 40 FT · CHALK ×3 · KNIVES ×3 · BOAR-SPEAR ×1 · PEACEMAKER (UNCLASSIFIED) · ROUNDS 9/24 · TIN · — ]


"You heard," said Jess.

"—okay," said Andy, "apparently I'm not in the middle of anything—"

She hooked the bench leg with her boot and rotated him to face her, bench and all. Then she seized a fistful of his shirt, hauled him up off the bench, and pulled him down into the kiss by the same fistful. Acquired, said the panel-side portion of his brain, uselessly, half a second too late.

She skipped the wind-up altogether.

Her lips were firm, chapped at the edges from a season on the road and soft dead center, and they tasted faintly of her tea. She kissed with the compact weight of her behind it, full commitment, a kiss that stuck its landing off the same training as her wall drops. Up close she was all lashes and jawline, the crooked home-cut hair, and pretty without trying. She kissed him hard, then slower, and made a low, satisfied noise into it, the noise of sitting down at the end of a long day. Her hands were already moving.

They traveled where they wanted, and Andy followed along three steps behind. They ran up his forearms and gripped. She broke off the kiss long enough to say, "That. Been thinking about that since the Millstone," and resumed before he could answer.

"The—my arms?"

"You threw that table in a wight's way." Her hands traveled over his shoulders and down his back. They pulled his shirt loose without asking and slid under it, flat on his stomach. Her grin spread against his mouth. "And this. This is good. Nobody warns you about this."

"About—I don't—nobody warns you about my stomach—"

"Shut up," said Jess, comfortably, kissed him again, and continued the inventory. "Soft here." She pinched his belly. "You eat like a man who expects to die by Thursday. Good. Less to carry."

By then he was grinning too wide to kiss well, and she worked around the grin, undeterred. She steered with two fingers and a handful of shirt, took what she liked and announced it, pretty and sure of her welcome. Under her hands he was bigger than he had been in either life: wanted, chosen, and taken on the spot.

About a minute in, it clicked, with the specific delight of a tell finally read. She was going through him like a fresh loot table, by feel, item by item, reporting aloud. And she kept everything. The reports arrived short and warm against his mouth: the forearms, the stomach, the collarbone, a spot between his shoulders that was news to him, the jaw. She caught his chin and set it at the angle she wanted. "There," said Jess, with her thumb on it, as if she had located the good knife in a drawer of bad ones.

"Jess—"

"Busy."

"No, I just—" He won a half inch of space, badly needed, breathing hard. "Genuine question. You—I mean I've seen you. You look at women like Diana looks at a book stall. I didn't think—men, I mean. Me. I didn't think I was—"

Jess stopped.

She left her hands where they were, one on his chest, one still flat against his back, looked up at him, and answered him straight.

"You're right," she said. "It's women. My life long. Still is." She said it even. "I don't like men. Don't like beards, don't like the swagger, don't like the smell of 'em, and I've seen cocks on better-looking goats. No offense meant; it's how I was made." Her hand stayed put. "This one I'll allow. Don't let it go to its head."

"…Okay."

"And then there's you." Her hand moved on his chest, once, confirming he was where she had left him. "And it's not that you're different, boss. You're not some third kind. It's simpler than that." She shrugged, and the shrug arrived with its cover removed. "It's you. I like your arms because they're yours. I like the stomach because it's yours. There's no men, Andy. There's only you. Category of one."

Andy's heart went sideways: he had assumed that flag was hard-locked, and the one holding the lock had just set it aloud.

"That's—" he said. "Jess, that's the single nicest—"

"Yep," said Jess. "Now stop talking about it, because I'm not saying it twice." She stepped back and yanked her own shirt clean off over her head.

It hit the floor, and she stood in the lamplight, bare to the waist, hands on her hips, letting him look. She was solid and smooth, barely up to his shoulders, the hard line down her stomach shifting when she breathed. Her breasts were firm and round, heavier than the rest of her promised. The tan ran all the way down, unbroken.

Andy looked his fill and went red, honest to the last atom, and his hands rose.

"Not yet," said Jess.

His hands lowered, and he laughed, one short note, half air. She watched them go, satisfied, and let the looking run a full ten seconds longer on her own authority.

"Well?" said Jess.

"You're—" He gestured, helplessly, at every inch of her. "You're incredible. You look like loot. You look like end-game loot somebody left in a starting zone—"

"That," said Jess, "is the nerdiest thing anybody's ever said to a woman with her tits out." She laughed, the real one, the out-loud one, and rocked back in off her heels and kissed him laughing. She took his wrists and placed his hands where she wanted them, one on each cheek of her ass. It was full palm, zero ceremony, hard muscle with give where the give belonged. She held them there until the point was made, her eyes on his face, daring him to be casual about it.

"Warm hands," she said, approvingly, against his jaw. "Knew it. Blessed be—"

And then his hands moved. One of them slid up her bare side and closed over her breast, full in his palm, the nipple hardening against it. For the first time since she had crossed the room her own breath stuttered, audible and ragged. She pressed the weight of it into his hand, let him hear it, and let it stand.

After that she kissed him harder, open-mouthed and biting, and he kissed her back until neither of them was breathing properly. She rose on her toes and he bent to her while the lamp burned down. Her breasts pressed against his bare chest where she had shoved his shirt half off and left it half on, because finishing the job would have meant stopping. When it suited her she pushed him down onto the bench, straddled his lap, and rode his cock through his breeches. She rocked so the seam of her shorts dragged her clit along the length of him, and the cloth between them went hot and then wet. It was a slow, hard grind for her own pleasure, unembarrassed, working herself on him while the kissing continued. Her taking it, on him, from him, lit Andy up end to end.

It lit her too. Every time his breath caught, her hips jerked a beat later. Her eyes went wide, then pleased, like a trapper walking her line at dawn and finding every snare full. "Oh, that's the thing," she breathed against his jaw. "Heard about it in the wright yards. Summoners' girls swear the bond carries it. Figured it was drink talking." She ground down harder, grinning. "It's a treat, boss, and I'm sneaking it."

Twice she leaned back in his arms, gripping his wrists so his hands stayed where they were, only to watch his face, wrecked and openly happy. "Look at you," she said, pleased as a cat, and came back in. She got loud and stayed loud, and twice a note tore out of her that she did not bother to bite off. She bit his lip once, gently. "Doing that again," she told him, and did.

Then the grind went short and hard; it stopped being for show. She pressed her face into his neck and came hard on his cock with her teeth in his shoulder. She ground it out to the last of it, shaking, wet through the cloth. "There," she said against his skin, in the voice for a knot that would hold. Then she kept moving, slowly, until she had had every drop of it.

"Just so you know," Andy managed, mid-kiss, "I'm having the time of my life."

"Both lives," said Jess. "And the kept kind I said at the fire. Still on. Not tonight. Kept. For the qi. Don't read anything into it." She pulled him back down.

He was hard under her all along, about as ignorable as a lit stove, and Jess used it for one thing. She acknowledged it once, with one eyebrow and the interest she gave odd market vegetables, and did not let him finish; that was hers too. She returned to his collarbone while Andy tipped his head back and beamed at the rafters.

And the push drained out of her as she got what she wanted. The bites kept landing, but the announcements stopped. The hands on him eased one grip at a time, claiming turning into holding, flat palms against his ribs under his shirt. "Keep your—" she said, and the sentence lost its end and became her mouth instead. She slid off his lap onto the bench beside him.

She wound down into him soft and heavy, face in his neck. She stayed there, breathing slower, tucked inside the circle of his arms in the middle of a dead farm's dairy with the lamp going down.

Her fingers had trembled when they found his skin again, and gone still once they had it, sure of who held them. Diana had told him once what the respectable sects called a summoner who bedded his bound. A leash-holder: the one who held the other end. In his last guild an officer had slept with the recruits on his raid roster and called it chemistry. They laughed at his jokes because he set the roster. Andy had watched it for two expansions and never once pictured it from the officer's chair.

Andy held her, and let the quiet stand. Idle screen: a party member asleep on the player, the music off.

The knock arrived at the door about a minute later.

"The light has gone," said Diana's voice, tragically, through the planks, "for reasons entirely beyond my control. I have only ever heard that from women tied to a bedpost and orcs explaining their finish. I have drawn the holding and the nine windows, and the old bitch's sigil from the line on Sara's sheet. I have drawn her nose wrong on purpose and I require a witness—"

"Minute," called Jess.

"A minute is also acceptable," said Diana's voice, lower, through the planks. "I would only ask, for the field-book, whether it went well, and where his qi went. I can hear that it went well. I would like it confirmed. I am standing out here with a drawing of a nose while two people I want are in there fucking without me. I have been very patient, and my patience is a resource, not a virtue. Note that I have his forearms in the margin already, both of them, at length."

Jess stayed where she was, tucked under his chin, eyes shut, topless in lamplight with her shirt on the floor.

Andy sat motionless. There was one word for what she was doing against his chest, and he locked it away beside the other words he would not let himself look at.

"Take your time," said Andy, to the door, over her head. "She's doing inventory."

She had said category of one to the man who had cut his arm to bring her back, and under her weight he could not find the seam between the woman and the ring.


CHAPTER 58 — Buff Food

H

our thirty-one came in the night, and he went up the ridge to meet it. It was a respawn on another player's timer, hidden from his interface, and he counted it anyway off his own clock.


Jess came up behind him without being asked and lay flat on the cold crest beside him. The valley was a mile of black below them, with the nine lights along the east wall. At what he judged to be the hour he said, "Now," and Jess said, "Yeah."

Gold came up in the yard, a spark at that range and then a blaze, the light she made, too far off to show her. Across a mile of dead fields a thin sound climbed to the ridge: the laugh, the high one, the one she had laughed on her knees at his ring. A black gloss washed over the gold, violet flickering beneath it, and the laugh stopped on its top note. The gold split down its middle like a sack opened with a knife and poured out onto the stone. A second sound came up the mile after the laugh, thin and high, with no breath behind it. Then the light went out in the pouring.

[ MALERICHA — CAST: UN-ARRIVAL WORD (UGBRAKH) — HP −10 · SARAFAEL — DEATH (HELD) ]


Jess's eyes lamped amber in the dark beside him, and a thread of her qi went out behind them. She read soul-light, and soul-light carried a mile. She did not spare him. "Chin to navel," she said. "One word. Her light's gutted like a pike on a slab, and the witch has it up by the top to watch it run." She did not stop. "It's coming out of her in ropes. Her wings are going, boss, two big lights beating like a goose with its neck wrung. The witch's light has a hand flat in hers, in the gold, like it's bathwater. Her light's still turned this way. She's still in there, turned to the ridge—" Her voice went flat. "Gone. Took the rest of her, same as the ridge. Just the gold left, boss, and the witch's light standing in it."

He rolled onto his side, pressed his face into the frost, and shook until his teeth rattled and would not stop. Then he lay there and stared at the dark where the gold had been. The corner of his HUD where her timer would have run stayed empty.

* * *

"I

t's a raid," said Andy, at first light, and shoved the drawing flat under the lamp with both hands.

"It's a raid," said Jess.

"It is a raid," said Diana. "I have run more of them than I can count under other names, and this is the first where I have been asked."

"Then walk me."

She put her good hand on the drawing and guided him through the long house, door by door.

"Sen Tze, third annal," she said first. "The trap you enter knowing is a door; the door you enter blind is a trap. We are going in knowing. Now the doors."

"The wall, dry stone, the height of Sara and a half. One gate, on the south side, away from the road. The long house against the north wall, her reading chair on the wall walk above it. The yard inside, and here, the sigil, cut in the stone." Her finger moved. "The nine along the east wall, in a row, in what were stalls. And here, beside the long house, two sheds. The pens."

"How many in the pens?" The panel had omitted them, because the pens held stock that was bought and still unbound, and the System kept a line only for a creature that was held.

Her hand lay flat on the sheds. "I have run pens, Andy. Call it thirty."

He stared at the two small squares inked on Diana's drawing of the yard.

"Pens first," he said, and pressed his finger onto them hard enough to dent the paper. If the yard went wrong, and it would, whatever occupied those sheds stood between them and her nine and would die first. He refused to run a raid where the first casualty was the stock. "Pens, then Sara, then the sigil. Argue."

The order stood. Diana regarded him, then the drawing, and Jess said, "Corse," to the table.

She meant Yates, the Ferrow carter, Corlan's cousin, whose wife had taken the twelve, and who had told Jess he'd come if she ever called. "Sent for him from Corse, for whatever we pull out of her yard. She held nine when I sent. He came down after us. He's waiting at the zone line, and he'll stay where I told him. His whole family's got one brain between them," Jess added, "and Corlan wears it on Sundays. Same cousin's his wife and his sister, depending on the weather. Red flag. Use him anyway."

She jabbed her finger onto the dead river below the gate. "Here. Thirty's too many to walk out the back of a yard. Thirty and a cart is a job."

An extraction point, unmistakably. The game usually omitted those from the map; a party won or it wiped. This one had a cart, and Jess could get word to the carter at the zone line by tonight, by a road she named only as a road. A smuggler's path she happened to know, he figured, and moved on.

* * *

[ HOLDING — ASHE · DOOR-MAP ]
[ GATE (S) · LONG HOUSE (N) · WALL WALK · CHAIR ]
[ SIGIL — YARD CENTER — PRIOR WORKING (NOT YOURS) ]
[ STALLS ×9 (E) — HELD · SHEDS ×2 (N, BY LONG HOUSE) — STOCK, UNBOUND ]
[ BOUND: TWO OF THREE ]


T

he System drew it for him when he asked, the minimap with the objectives pinned. Two lines mattered: the sigil in the yard, and bound two of three.


"Now the part that makes it a race," he said. "Jess."

Jess leaned forward over the drawing, interested.

"Two claims on one soul," she said. "The sects have a word for that and it's a duel. That's what you've got. Hers, cut into Sara's binding on the mountain, and yours, the sigil in your arm. When Sara goes down and the thirty-one runs out, both of them reach for her. Hers gets there first. It got there first on the ridge, because it was the only one reaching. Yours didn't even get a line on the panel."

She turned the tin over. "But a claim's a claim, boss. It's not power. Under you I'm Mortal, the bottom of it, thanks ever so, boss, and I couldn't out-muscle a cow. A prior claim on the same ground makes the other working argue before it lands, and arguing takes time. I have timed that argument before. Nine minutes, when the two cuts are clean."

"So you cut a circle around her sigil."

"I cut a circle around her sigil and sign it, and when the hour comes her claim hits my line first and has to argue through it. Inside those nine minutes you open your arm and yours lands inside hers, and Sara comes up on her knees at your feet." Jess studied him from under the brim. "That's the race. Hour thirty-one, at the circle's edge, with her whole yard trying to stop me cutting."

"Or we skip the race," said Andy. "Kill her. Holder dies, claim drops. Every summoner boss I ever fought, you killed the caster and the adds went home."

"Doesn't," said Jess. "The claim's cut into Sara and into that stone. It's not in the old woman. Kill her and the cut keeps breathing on its own till somebody cuts the anchors. You'd have a dead witch in a shawl and Sara still walking up out of that ring at the hour, with nobody standing there to let her laugh first. The anchors, boss. Not the woman. The woman's just the one who likes to watch."

"How long to cut it?"

"On ground that's somebody else's? With the belt-knife, because chalk drowns in blood? Under fire?" She did the arithmetic in her face. "Eleven minutes."

"Eleven minutes of you cutting a circle in that yard while the nine and the wall come at you. And the nine sit at Qi-Gathering and Foundation under her Spirit-Severing hold, and we're at the bottom of Mortal, early stage. It's a realm problem, not a headcount."

Diana looked up from the field-book. "No deductions," she said. "Not one. I want that underlined."

"Eleven minutes of you two keeping them off me while I do," said Jess. "Yes."

That was the length of a fight gone badly wrong. It was also the length of the fights he told stories about afterward, with a clip that circulated for a year. He was grinning, the fair-week grin, the patch-notes grin, and it belonged anywhere but a dead farm with a dress in his pack.

"Boss," said Jess. "You're doing the face. We're going to die in that yard. You lose a hand, I lose a shoulder, and the professor loses the other arm so she's even."

"Probably." He set his finger on the sigil. "But this part's the fun part. A door-map and a clock and a plan with a hole in it you fill with people. Heist night, bro. I've run these in Discord till the sun came up. I've never once run one that mattered."

"Marked," said Diana, wrote it, and he read, upside down, beneath it, smaller, he is enjoying himself; so am I.

"Show me the circle," he said.

* * *

J

ess drew it. She grabbed the pen out of Diana's hand, drew a circle on the drawing around the sigil in the yard, and put nine marks on it. She had begun to say where the anchors went when Diana said, "No."


Jess stopped mid-word, pen raised.

"Not there." Diana yanked the pen back, eyes on the drawing, a teacher confiscating a pen from a student with the right idea and the wrong hand. "If the prior working is inside your circle, your ninth anchor cannot sit on the line of its first, or the two claims share a point. Move it. Here. A quarter-turn widdershins, off the axis of the gate, so that her first reach has to cross your line at an angle and not along it." She tapped the drawing. "Swamp stubble-fires draw circles as they bathe. Seldom, wrong, and with shit on their feet."

Jess tugged her horn like a dog's ear. Diana leaned into it and told Andy, "She adores it when I talk about the swamp."

The pen moved. "And you have your third and seventh on the same radius. You will want them off by a hand's width. It is the same mistake everyone makes with a ninefold, and every sect manual repeats it, because nine looks even and is not."

Jess plucked the pen out of her fingers. "Show-off," she said. "Later." Diana took the pen back.

Jess caught Andy watching and grinned at him over the drawing. "She's like that on her back too, boss. Corrects my angles. The night before the ridge she stopped me mid-lick to say my tongue was a quarter-turn widdershins." Diana dropped the pen. "Next time I'll have her correct yours. There it is. Good."

"I'm not red. That's the lamp. The lamp has RGB," said Andy, who had gone red.

"Crimson," said Diana, retrieving the pen, and wrote it down. "Collar to hairline. A new record."

"It's a door-map," said Andy. "We're looking at a door-map. For the fight. Where we might die."

"He's gone redder. I'm obsessed," said Jess.

Diana, without looking up, turned the field-book a quarter toward him to show the margin. Beside the sixth anchor, small: A. of Ardnowe: goes red at the neck first, then the ears. Correct his angles: yes. When: not yet written. She turned it back. She had flushed pink all over.

Jess frowned at the corrected circle.

"Yeah," she said. "That's better. Where'd you learn that?"

"In a library," said Diana, and wrote a note beside the seventh anchor, keeping her eyes on the page. Jess regarded the top of her head with the amber eyes and let it go. Andy let it go, too.

"And you, Diana. What have you got?"

"Thirty-odd blood of seventy-six and a full hundred and seven qi, at the bottom of Mortal. An arm that will hold a technique if I brace it. Fire, lies, and shadow." She laid a finger on the yard. "I can hold a yard for eleven minutes. I have held worse yards for worse reasons, and worse cocks for less." She capped the pen. "I want this to be the first one I hold for a good one. And I want to hold it full. A cultivator goes into a hold with full blood, Andy. Tonight, before. Finding forty-three, method: before."

"And me?"

"You," said Diana, "have thirty-two qi, a boar-spear, nine rounds that will flatten on her like hail on a roof, a count, and a thing in the water that will be watching." She tapped the drawing. "A thing that dines can be fed on purpose. Then feed it, Andy. Stand in that yard and choose in front of it, let it eat, and let it want more. That is the only weapon you have that she does not."

He studied the drawing, the sigil in the middle of the yard with Jess's circle around it and Diana's corrections on the line. Those were his pieces, and the plan had a hole in it three people wide.

"Pens first," said Andy. "Then the circle. Then the hour. Not the next hour; it falls while we're still on the scarp, and nobody beats that clock down there. We watch that one and learn her. Tonight Jess gets word to the zone line. Tomorrow we go down."

"Tomorrow," said Diana.

"Tomorrow," said Jess, picked the tin up off the floor, and went out into the gray to find her road.

* * *

D

iana came to him after dark, when Jess had gone, and did not ask a second time. She sat on the plank table in front of him with her glasses pushed up into her hair and her good hand on his chest, and kissed him slowly, thorough as a footnote. "Dated," she said against his mouth. "That is how slowly." When his breath went ragged, a faint rose shimmer ran along her collarbones. Her good hand went down, opened his belt, and closed around his cock. The scholar was gone. She said one low word into his mouth, "Mâzka." "That is the word for mine," she breathed against his lip. She worked him hard and fast, and the shimmer flared with every stroke. "The wanting is the smell of the kitchen, Andy. The qi is in this." She squeezed, and he swore. "So you are going to give me every fucking drop of it, and I am going to drink it warm."


"Campaign," he got out. "Tomorrow. I need the qi."

"It refills by dawn. I have done the sums." She slid off the table onto her knees on the boards, bandaged arm and all, and took him into her mouth.

She swallowed him to the back of her throat with the bad hand flat on his thigh, the cold fingers digging in, her lips stretched around the base and spit running down her chin onto the linen. The tail wound around his ankle. A Demonic hum buzzed against him and up into his teeth, and the rose light climbed her throat.

Then she lost herself on him. The pace went ragged and greedy, her good hand hauling at his hip for more of him than there was. She came off him for one breath, wet to the chin, gasped up at him, "Zzadash," with no gloss offered and none needed, and went back down on him to the root.

When he came, it went through him like a hot wire drawn out of his spine. She held him there and drank, swallow after swallow, and his pleasure hit her through the loop half a beat later and twice as hard. She came on her knees with her mouth full, shaking, her thighs clamped on nothing and the light on her gone hot as a coal. She swallowed the last of it slowly, rolling it over her tongue like a vintage she meant to catalogue, and the taste took her over a second time, smaller and sweeter, her forehead dropping against his thigh. Then she let him go and licked her lips while the cracks in her palms closed, black seams sealing to smooth cream. The wrapped forearm stayed as it was. She sat back on her heels, licked her palm clean, took the field-book off the table, and wrote a line by touch.

"Finding forty-three," she said. "Method: swallowed. Result: full. Salt, heat, cellar, and you. I am never going to get used to it, and I intend to try nightly." She climbed into his lap, the hurt arm tucked against his ribs, and rested her horns against his collarbone. For a while she said nothing at all. "Do not die tomorrow," she said at last. "It would ruin my sample size. Go to sleep. I shall hold the yard."

[ DIANIZOBILAL — FED (SEED) · ASTRAL QI DRAWN (SUMMONER'S) ]
[ ANDY — ASTRAL QI −16 · 16/32 · NO PATH FOR RETURN ]
[ BUFF +44 → MENDED · HP 33 → 76/76 (CAPPED) · FOREARM: WOUNDED (GRAVE-COLD) · QI 107/107 ]



CHAPTER 59 — Status: Charmed

T

he summons waited on the ridges.


He spotted the first one at the second farm, a gray silhouette on the low rise against the gray sky. He read it on sight with the cold sip behind his eyes, and the System counted the rest for him.

[ HOSTILES ×4 — SUMMONS · SILENT ]
[ HOLDER: IVO · WILL F- (ALL) · POSTED · WATCHING ]
[ ORDERS: OBSERVE · REPORT · DO NOT ENGAGE ]


Four. One stood on the east rise, one on the west, and two on the spur beside the scarp ahead. They wore gray shifts and cropped hair, bare feet on the frost, the messenger's stance. He believed the panel, because the System had invariably told him the truth about a line like that.

"His," said Jess. She had her hat down and her eyes on the east rise. "Ivo's. The Hound, the carts call him. He's posted them. Foundation summoner with Mortal eyes on every ridge. He's watching us come."

"They won't engage."

"Course they won't. They're eyes. He wants her to know how many we are and what we've got and which road. And he wants us to know he knows." She spat, once, into the gray. "He likes being watched. I've met the kind." She pitched a pebble up the rise at the held woman and hit her in the shin. "Blink twice if he's mid in bed, love." The woman could not blink on her own. Jess knew it, and laughed.

They walked beneath them without hurrying, and the nearest woman turned her head to follow them. Andy read her. The WILL was F-minus and the deaths were forty-eight, and he added them to the deaths he was keeping.

"I'm going to open those pens," he said to her, passing beneath. "Tell him that."

She kept her head turned, expressionless, her mouth shut because it had been shut for her. The road went on down.

* * *

T

he last cover was a scarp of dead rock a quarter mile above the holding. They crawled up under it on their bellies, out of sight of the spur beside it, and put their heads over the top. There was the wall.


It was dry stone, gray, the height of Sara and a half, with the two sheds beside the long house, all of it where Diana had drawn it. In the yard a ring he could distinguish from here was cut into the stone, because he knew now what a ring looked like from above.

The wall walk above the long house held an empty reading chair. Out in the yard, at the edge of the ring, stood a small woman in a gray shawl with her hands folded, looking down at the stone between her shoes like a cook waiting on a kettle.

The hour came before he checked it; he had kept the count since the ridge. While they crawled, the clock had come around again: thirty-one hours, for the second time.

"It's now," he said. Jess lay flat beside him with her chin on the rock and said nothing. That meant yes.

The stone at the woman's feet went black and glossy as oil, and then lit gold. It came up out of the yard like sunrise over a ridge, a line and then a blaze, and Sara surfaced out of it on her knees. She was naked, gold to the waist, with both wings flung wide. Expressed at a realm far above any she had worn for him, she had blood-orange hair to her hips, longer than it had ever grown for him. She threw her head back and laughed. Nothing lived in the valley to cover the sound, and it climbed the quarter mile of ash to the scarp whole. That same laugh had come up out of his own ring at the cairn.

It was not his ring.

Malericha let her have it, standing over the laughing angel with her head tipped, a collector letting a bird finish its song before the cloth went over the cage. When the laugh ran out, Sara looked up and found her. Even at a quarter mile he knew what came next, because she had done it for him: the chin coming up, the hands reaching. She took Malericha's hand in both of hers and bowed her head down into the palm, and the kiss he knew by heart. Malericha let her have that too, and then she unfolded her other hand and said a word.

At a quarter mile it made no sound he could hear. A black gloss slid out of her mouth, oily and slow, with violet stirring in it, and crawled up Sara's gold from the knees to the crown. Under the gloss Sara's shoulders let go all at once, and her head came level, like a doll set straight on a shelf. She went where he could not follow.

[ MALERICHA — CAST: HOLD-WORD (BLACK GLOSS) — HP −10 · SARAFAEL — HELD · BETWEEN BEATS ]


Sara stood up without using her hands, lifted like a figure on a hook. Malericha shook a white dress off her own arm and dropped it over the angel's head, then tugged it straight at the shoulders. It was not Sara's dress, because Sara's own dress lay folded in his pack. Sara followed Malericha up the wall stair and was placed beside the reading chair at the top, facing the valley. Malericha reached up and drew each wing out to its full span, one and then the other. Then she stepped back to judge the effect, a mortician dressing a body for the viewing.

She looked up the valley at the scarp, straight at him, then went down the stair into the long house and shut the door.

She knew, because the Hound's eyes would have told her how many were coming and by which road. Jess grabbed a fistful of his coat and hauled him flat on the rock anyway. His chin went to the cold stone, with only his eyes over the lip.

Sara stood on the wall where she had been put. By Diana's reckoning she was expressed at A, Spirit-Severing, five realms above the woman he had held. She was the same height she had always been beside him and occupied twice the room. The wings hung open behind her, both, wide, the wings of a creature forbidden to use them, while she gazed out over the empty valley.

She was parade-still, held there. It was an idle animation, positioned on a wall by a designer and left there until the player arrived. He had strolled past a thousand of those, and every one of them had belonged to a person.

He reached for her instinctively.

His hand went to the scar line as he reached for her down the rope, the ferry reach, the causeway reach, the shelf reach, the dead-farm reach, and the rope was gone. The third line, the name, the timer, the astral chain to send: every thread had vanished. He was reading her like a stranger across a valley, with his eyes alone, and every other sense he had was silent. He had tried INSPECT on her twice; at a quarter mile the frame would not open.

"Andy," said Diana, beside him, low.

"She's not on my sheet."

"I know."

"She's right there. She's on the wall. I can see her hair. And there's nothing, there's not a—"

"I know." Diana laid her palm flat between his shoulders. "You are reading her with your eyes because your eyes are what you have. Read her with them. Tell me what you see."

He read her with his eyes alone.

"A," he said. "She's at A. Spirit-Severing. The hair's longer. The wings are—" He stopped. "The wings are open. Both of them. All the way. She opened them for me at Harn's Foot. At the ring. Herself. Now look at them. She's standing on that woman's wall with her wings all the way open and not one feather moving, and she's not in there, Diana, she's a display—"

"She is being kept," said Diana. "You watched it. The laugh was hers, Andy, every note, and the woman let it run because she knew we were on this rock. Then she put her between beats. That is what a figure looks like from outside, when the technique is holding and the creature inside it has been told to wait. I have seen it. I have set it up." Her hand pressed once. "It is not her. She is under it. When the next beat comes she will be let go. She will be herself for precisely as long as it takes to be killed, and then she will come up laughing and be held again. That is the schedule, while she has an audience. That is the figure on the wall. Look at it once more, so you have it. Then look away, because you have a yard to take. Belowers were always happiest on a plinth, with their asses out for the pigeons." Andy could not tell whether she was being cruel or grieving, and he suspected Diana could not either.

Diana could call it a hold, but he had watched Sara reach for that woman. Nobody had put that there with a word; the word had come after. Whoever held her ring got that. Maybe that was all he had ever gotten from her: what she gave the ring.

He looked at it once more: gold on gray, wings open over a dead county, for an empty valley.

Then he looked away, tabbing off the frame.

* * *

T

he road belonged to Diana, and she burned it.


The drove road descended off the scarp, skirted the holding's west wall, and came around to the gate in the open. On the spur, the Hound's two had turned and were watching. "Right, they'll have told him by now," said Jess.

"Then let us be worth telling about," said Diana. She rose and stepped down off the scarp into the open, with the bandaged arm and the coat. Her tail came out and lashed once. She extended her good hand over the dead road down to the gate, palm down, and split it.

"Vûr."

The drove road took fire.

It raced down the drove from her hand to the gate, waist-high, black flame on gray ash, putting out black vine leaves along its length. It burned on bare fed soil with only itself to feed on. The fire rose along both edges of the road like a hedge and left the middle clear. It made a lane a cart wide, down the drove and around the west wall to the gate, where it stood and burned.

[ DIANA — CAST: HELLFIRE BAR (VÛR) · DIANA HP 61/76 · QI 107/107 ]
[ LANE — ROAD TO GATE — LIT · WIDTH: 1 CART · HOLDS: 11 MIN ]


"Eleven minutes," said Diana. Her palm was running black, and she wrapped it with her teeth and the stiff fingers of the bad hand, the ferry way. "I have lit you a road, Andy. Anything that steps into it burns. Anything that walks down the middle of it does not. Her nine will have to come at us down the middle or not at all. Down the middle is one at a time." She eyed the gate at the end of the lane. "Pens first, you said."

"Pens first."

"Then walk down the middle of my road," said Diana, "and go and lift a bar."

"That's a safe lane," he said. "That's the mechanic of every fire boss ever made and you just cast it on a road."

"Thank you," said Diana, gravely, and meant it. "Then walk in it, and stop admiring the technique. You look like a sect novice admiring his first spark."

He walked down the middle of her road between waist-high fire that heated him through his coat. Jess kept a pace behind him with the belt-knife out and her tin left on the scarp for afterward. Diana came last, flexing the bad hand open and shut to keep it working, her palm wrapped, and her eyes on the wall. Above them, on the wall walk, the gold figure stood watching the valley while they came.

The gate was barred, and as he came down the lane he read it: the System had added a line since the dairy.

[ GATE — ASHE · SHUT ]
[ PENS — SHEDS (N) · STOCK: 32 · UNBOUND ]


Thirty-two. He added it to the count, then walked the last stretch to the gate and laid his hand on the weathered wood.


CHAPTER 60 — Side Quest: Free the Pens

T

he gate hung on a bar, the bar was fastened on the inside, and Jess climbed over the wall for it. It was the rogue opening the door from the inside.


She climbed the dry stone by the fingertips, crossed the summit, and dropped down the far side. Her boots struck the yard, and the bar lifted. The gate swung inward. The gold was the first thing in the yard: long dried runs of it on the stone around the ring, and gold-soaked grit packed in the cracks, where Sara had come apart under the old woman's word. The nine were standing in it.

Nine gray shapes in gray shifts stood in a line between the gate and the sheds, barefoot on the frost, with faces that were empty toward Andy. Each held a blade like a hand that had been placed around an object and ordered to close. When a door creaked in the long house, all nine heads turned to it at once, flowers to the sun, and turned back. Above them all, the gold figure on the wall walk kept its empty eyes on the valley.

[ HOSTILES ×9 — SUMMONS · HELD ]
[ HOLDER: MALERICHA · WILL F- (ALL) · ORDERS: HOLD THE YARD ]
[ SHEDS — REAR — STOCK: 32 · UNBOUND ]


He read the nine down the line as he had read Tilda, and the reads stacked cold behind his eyes, nine deep. Every one had four rows expressing in full and a fifth walked down to the bottom. They had been cultivators once, by the rows, and had been farmed down to one want. The deaths under the fifth row ran from thirty to six hundred and sixteen. The top of that count was a big man with a bill, a farmer once. He stood at the line's center and regarded Andy with nothing in his eyes. Whatever was left in them was kept for the woman behind the long house door.

"They'll fight," said Jess, from the gate. "Don't be fooled by the faces."

"I can see the faces."

"She's told them to hold the yard. A held thing does what it's told and loves being told. These have been told for years. Their qi's hers to the last breath." She looked the nine over. "Meat that bleeds. One of them'll piss himself when I open him, you watch."

"I know what they are."

"You want the pens. The pens are behind them."

"I know where the pens are."

"Then you know you don't get there without going through nine people who'll do what they're told until they're told to stop." Her eyes ran down the line. "And she's the only one who can tell them."

He raised his eyes to the wall walk and the empty chair beside Sara. Malericha had left the yard to the nine.

"Pens first," he said. "Diana. Left side, the three on the left, keep them off Jess. Jess, straight up the middle to the big one, take his legs, don't kill him, he's a farmer. I've got the right. Go."

* * *

T

hey fought competently, and that was the worst of it. Real behavior: spacing, and a line that held, the feature every forum swore was still unshipped. It had shipped because it was people with the people walked out of them and one woman walked in. The one on his right lunged at him with a kitchen knife held low, the grip of a lifetime of gutting fish. He met her at the end of the boar-spear. The crossbar caught her across the breastbone and she pushed into it like an ox into a yoke, her forward foot skidding in a broken joint between the stones, the knife slashing at air a yard short of his ribs. Her WILL was F-minus, but a walked-down cultivator kept her tempering, and her hands still outpaced his Mortal ones. Reach was the only stat he had over her. He shoved the shaft, and she went back into the one behind her. Both went down. Both rose, at identical speed, and came again onto the crossbar.


"They don't stop," he said.

"They can't," said Diana. She held the left with her palm running and the fire racing along the line at knee height, a bar of black flame. The three on the left walked into it, burned, and kept walking. Their shins cooked. A man's calves split and fried like sausages on a griddle. He stepped out of the fire on the white bones of his feet and kept coming. The smell was pork. Andy's stomach heaved, and he held it, because there were nine of them and one of him. Diana retreated and lit it again. "Stopping is a thing the WILL does, Andy. They have had it walked out of them."

"So they burn."

"They will walk into my fire until she says a word, and then they will stop with their feet in it. That is what a held cultivation base is: a pool with one name left in it, and the name is not theirs. She knows that. The bitch is behind her door. She is watching to see what you will do about it."

[ DIANA — HELLFIRE BAR (KNEE-HIGH, RELIT) · DIANA HP 54/76 · QI 107/107 ]


He knew what he would do about it. It rose in him from a floor at Wellbrook, where a woman he loved had stood in a doorway with steam on her arms and told a man what would happen if he touched a child. It rose from the Wellbrook yard, where a woman he loved had put a sword through a monster and pronounced a word over it in a bottomless tongue. He stood on both of those floors in Malericha's yard with a boar-spear in his hands. Before him stood nine held people who had been children once. He said neither word.

He said, "Jess. Legs."

Jess's eyes lamped amber, violet script ran across the big man's skin and gathered at his throat, and a thread of qi went behind the amber. She read his held line and took the big man's legs, where the hold could not drive him. She slid under the bill on her belly, came up behind him, and cut the tendons behind both knees in two strokes. Blood came out of the backs of his knees in two hot sheets onto the frost. He collapsed with the bill beneath him, his face turned toward the long house. He attempted to rise, stayed down, and lay there working his hands, still trying to get up and hold the yard for her.

Jess rolled him onto his front, pulled his arms behind the bill's shaft, and tied his wrists to it with the strap from its grip. His hands labored against the knots while she inspected each one, looking pleased, and hummed.

"Jess—"

"He's down, boss. Alive. She'll have to come past me to use him." She stood up off the tied farmer's back. "Eight still standing."

* * *

T

he line had developed a hole, and he plunged through the opening. Behind him it closed again. The ones on the right turned back to the gate; their orders were the yard and the gate, and nobody had mentioned the sheds.


He went past the downed man, the three Diana had burning, and the one he had shoved, into the open ground behind the line with the sheds in front of him. He grabbed the bar off the nearest shed, hurled it aside, and hauled the door open on the darkness. The panel had called it stock. A number was scratched beside each door.

Children. They sat along both walls on straw, twelve on one side and eleven on the other, knees up. Every face came up, and the faces were full, bought and still unbound. Nobody had made them love her yet. Twenty-three children looked at a man in a doorway with a spear in his hands, with everything still in their eyes, and the everything was mostly terror. He had walked rescued NPCs out of a hundred burning buildings, and the faces still stopped him at the door.

"Hey," said Andy.

He grounded the spear against the doorframe, slowly enough that they could watch the point go away from them.

"Hey. Okay. I'm Andy. I'm—" He stopped. Every word for what he was, was useless in a shed. "I'm the guy who opens doors. That's my whole job."

Twenty-three faces watched him.

"There's a cart down by the river and a man with it who's going to take you north. There's a woman outside with fire in her hand and she's on your side. A woman with a knife, and she's on your side too. And the woman on the wall with the wings, she's—" He stopped again. "She's mine. She's on your side. Get up. Take the hand of the one next to you. Come out."

The shed held still. Then a girl at the far end, older than the rest, with her hair cropped to the skull and a bruise on her jaw, stood up. She took the hand of the smaller one beside her and walked past him into the yard. The rest rose and followed, hand in hand in a chain, and he stood with his back against the shed door and counted them out.

Twenty-three.

The other shed held the adults, nine of them. They emerged on their own once Jess had the bar off the door. One of them, a woman with the same cropped hair and a face worn hard by a long time, stopped in front of him and looked him over. "The children first. Then us. Say it." Her eyes went to the CURSED SUMMONER over his head.

"The children first. Then you."

"Then we'll follow," she said, and did.

[ PENS — SHEDS (N) · STOCK: 32 · RELEASED 32/32 ]

* * *

M

alericha pronounced the word when the last of them stood assembled in the yard.


He missed her arrival on the wall walk. He looked up because the fire on the left had stopped and Diana had straightened, and there she was, beside the chair and the gold figure. She had her glasses in her hand. "Dûrz-ûrz," said Malericha, one word in a flat voice that carried across the yard, a schoolmistress's carry. A black gloss passed over the nine like wind over still water. The nearest held woman in the line lifted her face to the wall and smiled at the voice, and a gray crack opened across her forehead. It split her face to the jaw, leaking gray, and she dropped where she stood and did not move again. Malericha fed her big words with other people, and the eight left stopped.

[ MALERICHA — CAST: STILLING WORD (DÛRZ-ÛRZ) — TAKES: ONE HELD LIFE · HOLDING 10 → 9 · THE REST: STOPPED ]


They stopped where they were. The three in Diana's fire stopped with their feet in it, burning, and stood. The one with the kitchen knife stopped with it raised. Seven people stood in a yard, burning, bleeding, blades aloft, and remained frozen, because a word had been spoken. Diana let the fire die along the line so that the three in it would stop burning. They stood in the ash, smoking, motionless.

Malericha put her glasses on.

"Thirty-two," she said, across the yard, in the voice from the note. "You will want to move them along, Andy. The cart is at the river. I saw it come. I have no further use for them. I am not going to waste a technique on stock that has been seen to walk out of a yard. That is untidy." She regarded the children in the yard with the mild interest she might have given a class. "Go on, then. All of you. Out the way you came. The eight will let you."

The eight let them.

He took the spear off the doorframe and led the children out through the gate and down the middle of Diana's road with the fire dead and the ash on either side: twenty-three hand in hand and nine adults behind, Jess ahead, Diana last with the smallest child's bundle hooked over her bad hand. At the dead river below the gate stood a cart. Yates waited beside it with his cap in his hands and his face white, right where Jess had told him to wait.

"You're Corlan's cousin."

"Aye."

"North. All of them. Don't stop for anyone in a gray shift."

"I wasn't going to," said the carter, and began lifting children into the cart.

"Your hands are shaking," Jess told him. "Drop one and I'll make you walk behind it. Try me." He kept loading and kept his mouth shut. Jess looked disappointed.

Andy stood at the river and counted them past him: thirty-two, the small ones aboard and the nine walking at the tailboard.

Thirty-two of thirty-two, and the game had rolled him zero loot for it. He would have vendored the loot anyway. Behind him the seven held had shuffled back into their stalls at a violet word from the wall, hounds called in to the fire. The cart climbed the drove road until the fed fields swallowed it. Then he turned around and looked back up the lane of ash to the open gate. He studied the wall walk: Malericha back in her chair, and Sara beside her, wings open, never looking down.

"Pens," said Andy. "Done." He put his hand to the scar line. "Now the circle."


CHAPTER 61 — Mini-Boss Drops a Crossbow

T

he Hound came down off the ridges to shut the road behind them, and Jess saw him before anyone; Jess saw everything. It was a mini-boss spawning behind the party, on the road out.


"Boss. West. In the byres."

In the gap between two ruined byres on the far side of Diana's lane stood a man in a hat. Four gray shapes stood behind him in a line, and his crossbow was raised, so Andy ran INSPECT on him.

[ IVO · Human · BLOOD SUMMONER (ROGUE) · Realm D · SOUL QI ]
[ BOUND 4/4 — ALL HELD · WILL F- (ALL) ]
[ RAISED: THE GOREFIEND (USED UP) · HOLDER OF: TILDA (DEAD) · 4 ]
[ WANTED: CORSE · MARREN · THE FERRY ]


A named elite: a rogue cultivator thrown out of every sect, with his crimes hanging in the air over his hat. Andy read the third line, and the whole world went a long way away. Raised the Gorefiend. That was the monster that had torn Diana in two in Ferrow market on a Saturday. He had watched this man raise it in an alley mouth, and he had wanted him dead ever since. Now the man who made it stood thirty feet away and smiled at him.

"Ivo," said Andy.

"You know me," said Ivo. He had a light voice, pleased with itself, a voice that enjoyed being watched. "Good. Saves the introductions."

"A Foundation stubble-fire in a hat," said Diana, sizing him up aloud. "Good jaw. Good shoulders. Wasted on a man whose only lover is a crossbow with a crank." The Hound's pleasant face went ugly for one heartbeat, a Foundation rogue mocked by a Mortal demon in front of his own held four, and the crossbow came up with it. "It says Pleasure Soldier over you, whore," he said, over the stock. "I'll have what's left of you for free."

"Ivo," said Andy again.

"I've had your blood in a jar since an inn, Chunking. I've had your angel's gold under my thumbnail since a ridge. And I've had a bolt in this thing with your name on it since a market where a big pet of mine took a pretty demon apart." The crossbow steadied. "I've been looking forward to this. She gives me realms for the pieces of you."

The crossbow bolt came at him before the sentence had finished.

Qi drove it, a cultivator's shot, and violet light gone red with his blood smeared off the fletching. It streaked toward Andy, and Diana stepped into its path. It punched into the coat over her good shoulder and out the back in a spray of black. She dropped to one knee in the ash with a sound that was mostly a word in her own tongue: "Zûlmorg—" The four gray shapes behind the Hound came out of the byre gap in a line. Jess said, "Mine," and went.

[ IVO — QI-DRIVEN BOLT (FOUNDATION) — SOUL QI −4 ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL HP 54 → 46/76 · SHOULDER: BOLT THROUGH ]


* * *

S

he dismantled the four: under, up behind, legs first. With their WILL walked down to F-minus, they were held and told to close the road, and they closed it, competently, with axes, until their legs gave. She took them at the knees, one stroke each. The belt-knife went through the tendon and grated in the joint. They folded down around her one after another, hamstrung, still swinging from the ground. She left them where they fell, red pooling into the ash under each of them.


Then she went for Ivo, who had a second bolt in the crossbow, leveled at her chest. Andy had the Peacemaker up with the hammer back, and he did not fire. Ivo was Foundation, and Foundation skin had flattened six slugs on a ridge. He had nine left and nobody to seat a tenth. Jess was inside Ivo's reach, where one crack could make her flinch at the wrong moment. He threw Bel's knife instead. It went past Ivo's ear and stuck humming in the oak byre post beside his head, the worst throw in the county from thirty feet and the best-timed, and the bolt went high as Ivo flinched.

It punched into her left shoulder above the collarbone and out the back in a burst of red and bone chips, and she kept coming.

Her face under the brim did not change while he fumbled. His qi was tied up in the four he held and poured into the bolts, and the arm left to him was one he had never bothered to temper. Ivo dropped the crossbow and went for a knife, got it out, and she was on him. She shoved her belt-knife through her belt. She seized the knife-hand at the wrist and broke it, both bones, with a sound like a snapped dowel. The knife tumbled into the ash as she slammed him into the byre wall with the shoulder that carried the bolt. She held him there with her forearm across his throat and looked up at Andy across the lane.

"Boss," said Jess. "Say it."

She wanted every word spoken aloud. At Marren, at a bar, with his coat in her fist, she had made him say yes before she moved. This one waited on his word too.

He scrutinized the man pinned against the wall: Realm D, Foundation, two realms above anyone in the party except the women's true rows. The Gorefiend. Tilda in a drainage cut with two blade wounds under her ribs and a tally reading a hundred and fourteen. A jar of his blood, and a thumbnail in Sara's gold on a shelf after she died. Four gray people in the ash behind Jess, some of them children in a village once. Their WILL had been walked to F-minus and hurled against them on a road for this man, so he could stand in a byre gap and be admired.

"Kill him," said Andy. He knew what that fed.

He had typed it ten thousand times into a chat box, at pixels. He said it aloud in a dead yard in front of a demon on one knee, Jess with a bolt through her, and a man against a wall. It was the first time in either life he had said those two words and meant them as an order, and he did not take them back.

"Whole," said Jess. "Say the whole of it."

"Kill him. Ivo. The Hound. Here, now, for the square and the ridge and the four in the ash." He was shaking. He let it show. "And don't make it quick, because he made none of it quick. I'm ordering it. It's mine. Do it."

"Blessed be," said Jess, and did it.

* * *

S

he let him slide down the wall onto his knees and pinned him there by the throat. Then she hooked his own knife up out of the ash with her free hand. She did it slowly, and she did it with her mask removed.


He had seen her kill before, fast and neat, and called that Jess killing.

This was Jess with the tease and the flatness both stripped away, and the creature under them let up into the light. It had the face of a girl from a swamp who had gone down a cellar stair after a thief and enjoyed it.

She eviscerated him. She put the knife in low, under the ribs on the left, and drew it across, unhurried, a chalk-line stroke. His insides spilled out over her forearm and down his legs onto the ash, gray and red, steaming in the cold. He screamed, and she permitted it. She held him upright against the wall by the throat so that he could watch it happen, and talked to him while he watched.

"That's for the square," said Jess, low, in the plain voice. "That's the demon. You want to know what she looked like? She looked like this. From here to here. I was there. I watched him hold her in."

The knife moved up, navel to breastbone, and his stomach opened and slid out onto her boots in one hot rope.

"That's for the ridge. That's the angel. Your thumb in her gold while she was still warm, and you enjoyed it. I saw your face from the bottom of that scree, looking up at it. This is my thumb." She left the knife standing in him and pushed her thumb into the wound. He screamed. "And this is for the four in the ash." She hooked two fingers into him and pulled. A gray loop of gut came out into the cold, steaming, and he screamed higher.

"Jess," said Diana.

She was on one knee with the bolt through her shoulder and her glasses down, and she spoke quietly, once. Jess's head turned toward her, her hand back on the knife.

"Please," said Diana. "Not yet. He has a table. Let him drop it before you take him. I want to see what he was carrying, and I want him to see me see it."

Jess eyed her before she yanked the knife out of him, laid two fingers on his breastbone, and held him against the wall. She waited, with what remained of him running down the stone, until his eyes were going.

"Guálú."

The word drew its sip out of her first, and a shiver went through her. Then the last warmth came off the Hound in a gray thread and ran up her fingers into her while he still breathed. It went violet under her nails, and her ears reddened under the brim while it climbed. She shut her eyes for the duration and opened them, and let him fall. She kept his knife, wiped on his own coat, through her belt beside her own.

[ JESS — TALLY +1 ]
[ IVO — SLAIN (JESSAMINE) ]
[ TABLE: IRON TOKEN ON A CORD ×1 · CROSSBOW · KNIFE · JAR (BLOOD, LABELED) · BRIGANDINE (BYRE) ]
[ HELD SUMMONS ×4 — RELEASED (UNHELD) ]
[ JESSAMINE · 42 ]


Forty-two. He put the TALLY line under her drill again, and the number under the redraw at the pump.

He crossed the lane and yanked Bel's knife out of the byre post. He read the panel line by habit, and then he read the line above it. The object on the ash beside the Hound's open body was a small iron token on a cord. It was the twin of one he had seen pressed into an angel's gold on a ridge. Diana rose off her knee with the bolt still in her, walked to it, picked it up, and turned it over. She studied the dead man, who had not lived to see her see it.

"A claim token," she said. "The second one. She gave him one for Sara and one for the next. He was carrying the next." She tipped the token so the door on its face caught the light. "The same door as the tally-book. Not a sect's after all. Spirit-Severing work, soul qi pressed in iron." She closed her hand on it. "I am keeping this. It is a specimen, it is mine now, and I shall want to show it to her." Then she bent again and came up with the jar, ANDY in a neat hand on its label, and held it to the light. "And this is yours. I want it where no one else can write with it. Your blood is ink, and I intend to be the only one in this county who dips a pen in you." It went into her coat; the token stayed in her fist.

* * *

H

e held Jess up afterward. She came off the wall with the bolt through her and the Hound's insides to the elbow and her face still down. He crouched and got under her good arm, and when she leaned, her breathing came down from wherever it had gone, one breath at a time, until she was Jess again. The mask returned all at once. She said, "Right, boss," with the grin back where it lived, and stood on her own.


He had held the lamp and pronounced the words; she had performed the deed, and he had seen every second of it. Satisfaction had run in him the whole time, hot and clean as a loot drop, and he had wanted her to go slower. He put that at the bottom of himself and stood on the lid.

Diana stood in the ash with a bolt in her, a token in her fist, the field-book clamped under her bad arm, and her glasses down. She regarded the opened man on the ground like a book with the pages cut wrong. She said, "Well. That was thorough." She bent for a closer look. "Rogues hold so little inside. I have opened drunken mug huggers with more in them, and most of that was beer."

Diana with the bolt in her had asked for the table first, and Jess with the bolt in her had asked for the order. He attributed the gap to Diana being a scholar and Jess being Jess.

Behind them, in the ash of the byre gap, the four gray shapes stirred.

Released from a dead man's hold, they came up into their own heads for the first time in years. They lay hamstrung and bleeding on the frost, a gray-haired man and two women. The fourth was a young woman, grown and hard-handed, with the same cropped hair as the woman at the pens. She lifted her face off the ash and looked at the Hound's open body, and she wept for him. She hated it with her whole face and wept anyway. Andy took the cold sip and read her name off her sheet: Hester.

"The bolts," said Andy. "Both of you. Now. Then these four, into the byre, out of the frost. Tie their legs off. Water. Then the circle."

Diana had Andy draw her bolt out through the back, her teeth set. "Then the circle," said Jess. She reached up and yanked the bolt out of her own shoulder in one motion. "New hole," she said. "I'll keep chalk in it." She sniffed the bolt, hurled it into the ash beside the Hound, and knelt beside Hester with a strip of her own hem, humming. "Cry quieter, bestie," she told her, binding the leg tight. "You'll bring the dogs, and I've had my fill of dogs today."

Andy looked at Hester weeping into the ash. "He's dead," he said. "She's free. Why is she crying for him?"

"Because killing him broke the hold, and that is all it broke," said Diana, low, with her hand pressed over the hole in her shoulder. "Whatever he had her do for him, her body did, and a body keeps what it has done. The love he forced died with him. The love it grew in her may be hers now, and it may outlive him by years. Do not ask her to thank you for the difference."

He had seen it back home, in people who kept returning to whoever had hurt them, and he had never understood it until now.

They carried the four into the byre, where the Hound had made his camp: a bedroll, a lantern, a saddle with no horse under it. Above the bedroll, on a peg, hung the last line on his table, the one he had not worn to the fight.

[ DROP: BRIGANDINE — IVO'S · BLOOD-TEMPERED · SOUL QI · REALM D · TURNS EDGE AND POINT ]


It was a brigandine: small red-lacquered plates riveted inside oxblood leather, chest and back, the plates gone dark where years of the Hound's own blood had been worked into them. He had hung it on a peg to go and kill a Mortal party. Jess lifted it down and looked at the plates, and then out the door at the hole she had made in him.

"Too proud to dress for us," she said. She wiped the Hound's insides off her forearm onto the leather, slow, both sides. "There. Broken in." She held it out. "Funnel."

"It's got him on it."

"It's got Foundation in the plates. Arms up, boss."

He shrugged out of his coat and put his arms up. She climbed onto the Hound's saddle on the byre floor to reach and dropped it over his head. It came down on his shoulders heavy as a wet dog. It was cut for the Hound's good shoulders, and Andy's had spent ten years hunched over a keyboard. Jess hauled the side straps in three holes and knotted the slack. Diana came in with a fresh hole smoking black in her good shoulder and buckled the collar shut under his chin with her cold left hand, wincing at every finger.

"Now a crossbow has to work for you," said Diana. "Recorded."

It was his second coat in this world with a dead man's stats in it, and the first that could stop a knife. He hated how much better he felt in it.

Jess went back out to the Hound's table and came in with his crossbow. It was a heavy stirrup bow with a windlass crank bolted under the stock and a quiver of bolts hooked to the strap. She hung the quiver on his belt and slapped the bow into his hands. "Funnel. It's got a crank. The crank does the BODY for you, boss."

[ LOOT — IVO'S CROSSBOW · WINDLASS (CRANK) · SPAN: 20 TURNS · BOLTS ×12 · REQUIRES: NO BODY ]


He turned the crank. The string came back to the nut in twenty slow turns, and it asked his arms for nothing they did not have. At the weir he had counted eight seconds for a stirrup bow and known he would never span one himself. This one he could span while he called a fight. Reach in his left hand, range in his right, and the Peacemaker on his hip, which he had drawn on a man today and not fired.


CHAPTER 62 — Boss Monologue

M

alericha rose from her chair to talk, and Sara came along the wall walk with her.


She walked a pace and a half behind, at expressed Spirit-Severing, gold from crown to heel with the wings open, and her eyes stayed on the valley. When Malericha halted, Sara halted a step after, as a cart halts behind its horse. It was a boss walking her summon out for the parley cutscene, and the summon wore his tank's face. She took her place at Malericha's shoulder and stood where she had been set down. The binding lived in a ring cut into the yard's floor ten paces from where Andy stood.

He ran INSPECT on Malericha again, as he had at the fair, and the pale frame unfolded over the shawl.

[ MALERICHA · Human · SOUL SUMMONER · Realm A SPIRIT-SEVERING · SOUL QI ]
[ HOLDING: 9 · BURNED: 83 · WORKING — ACTIVE · 31 YEARS ]
[ SARAFAEL · Archangel · ARCHANGEL OF JUDGEMENT · EXPRESSED: A · SPIRIT-SEVERING · HELD BY CLAIM · WILL SS → ]


Holding nine: seven back in the stalls, the farmer still tied to his bill on the frost, and one on the wall. Spirit-Severing, the sixth realm, towered over a party still standing at Mortal, early stage. The numbers printed so that he would do the subtraction himself. Behind him, in the byre, four people lay on straw with their legs tied off, and he did the subtraction on them too.

"Andy Chunking," said Malericha.

She had a flat voice with a schoolmistress's carry. She polished her glasses on the shawl as she pronounced his name, then examined him through them.

"You have opened my pens and killed my dog and burned my road, and you are standing in my yard with a demon and a witch, a spear, a dead man's crossbow, and an iron thing on your belt that my eyes slide off. You have come to my yard to talk, which I respect. Talk."

"Thirty-one years," said Diana, warmly. "That is a very long career for a stubble-fire. You took your realm off fed souls instead of tempering. A stubble-fire's hurry, you old bitch." Malericha's mouth tightened.

"Give her back."

"No." Mild. "She is mine by claim, and the claim reached this incarnation a night before your last recall. The hour is mine. I wrote you that." She laid her hands on the wall. "The working completes when her WILL does. You have done the arithmetic; it is all over your face. It is more than you would like, and I have the time. She came up naked on her knees at my feet at the thirty-first hour, laughing, as they all laugh. I said the word before the laugh was done. It opened her down the middle. I held her up while it went out of her, so that I could watch the gold; it is lovely in the cold, and I had it on my hands for an hour. Then the claim did the rest. I clean what I keep. The second time, I let her finish. You were on my scarp, and I wanted you to hear the whole of it."

Andy's gorge heaved into his throat. He swallowed it, because Malericha was watching him do it, and he refused to give her the satisfaction of the retch.

He looked up at Sara.

She stood at Malericha's shoulder with the wings open, the blood-orange hair lit gold to her waist, and her eyes on the far ridge. She was still the most beautiful thing in the valley, and she had not once looked down at him.

"Sara," he said.

She did not look down.

"Sara. It's Andy. I'm in the yard."

"She cannot hear you. She hears me. I could let her hear you. Then you would see what she is when she moves, and whom she moves for." She tilted her head. "Would you like to see it? You are a reader, and this is worth reading."

* * *

H

e ought to have refused her invitation immediately.


He kept quiet, and the quiet functioned as a yes. Malericha was running the demo, showing the player exactly how the mechanic worked before he got to touch it.

Malericha said a word. "Nakhbrakh." It belonged to the tongue of a bed, a library and a dying creature on a floor. An oily black gloss came off her lips with it and spread over Sara's gold from heel to crown. One of the seven in the stalls said thank you up at the wall walk, and her face came apart for it. Gray cracks ran burning from her cheek to her scalp, her eyes burst in their sockets and ran down her face, and she folded down dead in the straw. Malericha fed the word with one of her held, and did not look to see which.

[ MALERICHA — CAST: WAKING WORD (NAKHBRAKH) — TAKES: ONE HELD LIFE (THE STALLS) · HOLDING 9 → 8 ]


Sara's eyes moved.

They came off the ridge and found Malericha first, and warmed, as they had once warmed for him. Then they came down onto him, and they found him as they might have found a dog she had once been fond of. The flat gold attention he knew better than his own reflection was there, all of it, and none of it was for him. Her mouth opened.

"Andy." It was her voice, every note of it, the ford voice, as warm as it was over bread. "You came into the yard. Good. Now you will see how well she keeps me."

She did not turn on Malericha. Her gold attention traveled down off the wall, crossed the yard and came to rest on Diana, on the token in Diana's raised fist below the bolt-hole.

"The token," said Sara. "Diana. Forgive me, but that is not yours."

She stepped off the wall walk, wings out and useless, because they were not hers to use. She dropped ten feet like a bell off its rope and landed on her heels, and the yard stone starred white under both of them. Then she was in front of Diana, and Andy never saw her cross the thirty feet between. The frost where she had landed was still hissing when her hand closed over Diana's fist.

Diana's fire came up by reflex, black, out of the split palm into Sara's grip. It was the fire that had cooked three held men's shins to the bone, and Sara held it without apparent discomfort. Smoke poured out between her fingers, and her skin did not even redden. She squeezed once, gently, and the black fire went out inside her hand like a pinched wick. Diana's hand opened involuntarily, and the iron token lay on Sara's palm on its cord.

His INSPECT went out at her unbidden, and his qi ticked down.

[ SARAFAEL · EXPRESSED: A · SPIRIT-SEVERING (HELD BY CLAIM) ]
[ BODY SSS/A · SPEED SSS/A · WORKING SS/A · SIGHT B/B · WILL SS/A · GOLDEN WING ASCENSION — (WITHHELD) ]


Those letters had sat on her sheet for weeks, SSS over a slash and F-minus under it, a build he could read and not touch. Now the slash said A. The A closed thirty feet inside a blink. It held demon fire in a bare hand like a cup of tea and put it out, and it made a tank who no longer needed the fire, the knife, or the raid lead. On his own sheet every row that moved a body said F.

"Stolen off a dead man," said Sara to Diana, in the verdict voice she used over monsters. "By a pleasure soldier, in a yard that is not hers. I judge it theft, and I am sorry for it. The token goes back to the one it was made for."

"Sara." Diana did not pull her hand away. She said it quietly. "Look up at who is holding your leash."

"Nobody holds me. I judged it." Sara's eyes never went to the wall. "I have outlasted liars, and I know the look of one. She has not lied to me once. You have lied to me since a bathhouse, and I forgive you for it."

Jess's hand drifted toward her belt, one inch.

The sword was at Jess's throat before the inch was done. Sara had called it out of nothing without looking. The thin gold line she had called back at early Mortal had grown as long as a tall man and hummed like a plucked wire. Its edge rested on the skin under Jess's jaw so lightly that it did not break it.

"Stay, please, Jessamine," said Sara.

Jess stayed, motionless: the first order he had ever seen her take from anyone but him.

Sara walked back across the yard without hurry, the sword low in her hand, and climbed the wall stair on foot, because the wings were for looking at. She laid the token in Malericha's open palm, and Malericha closed her fingers over it.

"Thank you, dear."

"It was just," said Sara. She took her place again at Malericha's shoulder, brushed a fleck of ash off the shawl, and smiled.

Malericha reached up without looking and laid her hand flat on the small of Sara's back. Then it traveled. It went up the bare skin above the dress, unhurried, as if stroking a cat she owned, and slid in under the wings to the join, where the feathers rooted in the flesh: the one place on Sara that was left alone. Andy had touched it twice in his life, once at her asking and once after.

Sara's wings shivered. She leaned back into the old hand and shut her eyes, and her breath went out of her slow.

"She does like that," said Malericha, to Andy, kindly. "Did she lean into your hand like that, boy? She leans into mine."

"Sara." It tore coming out. "That's the join. You told me nobody touches the join. You said you weren't made for—"

"I said a great deal." Sara did not open her eyes. "I like her hands, Andy. I did not know I liked a woman's hands. I find I like hers very much." Her chest was moving, slow and deep, the tell he had read as joy over a first kiss. "I feel it. If I feel it, it is correct. You know I am never wrong about what I feel."

The old fingers moved once more at the join, and the archangel of judgement made a small, glad sound in front of him, the sound from a field drain.

This was worse than a dress on a ridge. Malericha had not had to move her. Sara had gone to that hand on her own, with the face she had turned up to him there, and every word out of her mouth had been her own. On the scarp he had wondered. Now he knew. It had always been the ring, and since the barn he had only been the one holding it.

"Sara." It came out raw. "It's the claim. She's holding you. You're held."

Sara opened her eyes and looked down at him, and for one breath the gold in them moved. Her brow drew in, the look she gave a sheet that lied to her. Then it smoothed. "No," she said, gently, as she corrected a stance. "I would feel a hold, and I feel nothing of the kind. I have decided to be here, and a thing decided is correct."

Malericha smiled at him past Sara's wing. "And now, because you are watching." Then she said the other word. "Ugbrakh."

The black gloss flashed once, glittering like tar beneath a lantern. In the stalls another held woman split along a gray crack from crown to breastbone and dropped, smoking. On the wall the word reached Sara a breath later. It opened her from the chin to the navel while her eyes were still on him, still gently correcting him. Gold came out of her in a sheet and smoked on the frost. It ran down the face of the wall, over Malericha's shoes and the hem of her shawl. Her insides followed it, heavy, sliding out onto the walk in wet gold loops. Her wings shuddered once, out to their tips. Malericha caught her under the arm and held her up to watch the gold go, as she had told him she did, and Sara's mouth opened on his name and made no sound. Then the claim did the rest. And the dress fell.

It fell on the wall walk all at once, empty, into the wet gold, and drank it up from the hem. The sword went on the bell note and scattered into motes before the motes could reach the stones. Wings, body and the wet loops on the walk were gone. The gold stayed. There remained a gold-soaked dress on a wall and a small woman regarding it with her glasses on and gold on her shoes.

[ MALERICHA — CAST: UN-ARRIVAL WORD (UGBRAKH) — TAKES: ONE HELD LIFE (THE STALLS) · HOLDING 8 → 7 ]
[ BOUND SOUL — SARAFAEL — DEATH (HELD) ]
[ ████████░░░░ 2/3 · UNMOVED — NOT YOURS ]


"I am sorry about the mess," said Malericha.

She said it to him, mild, an apology for a spilled cup. She bent with a small grunt, retrieved the dress, folded it wet, and draped it over the back of the chair. Then she wiped her fingers on her shawl.

"I do not chain her, Andy. I chain nothing. The ones in my stalls would weep if I tried, and the stock in the sheds needs only a bar on the door, because stock only waits to burn." She smoothed the dress where it hung. "Her I hold by what she is for. She was made to judge, so I show her what to judge, and she does the rest herself, beautifully. She does not feel the collar. She likes it; you watched her like it. I have never once had to tell her to love me. She brought that herself. You have just seen a death. The third, counting the ledge. She will come back to the ring in thirty-one hours, on her knees, laughing, and I shall let her have the laugh. Then I shall say the word again. Each time cuts the notch deeper, and soon enough it shows on her sheet." She sat down in the chair beside the dress. "You may stand in my yard for the whole of it if you like. I have never once minded an audience."

He stood in the yard with his hands shaking, his guts knotting under his belt, and the taste of copper in his mouth. The cutscene had concluded with the hostage executed on schedule, and when the controls came back, he had not fallen.

The bar had not moved. A cold, practical part of him checked that first, and he hated it for checking. It had not moved because she was not his. It would move for Jess, the one name it had not had. He had stood on a causeway and heard an arm open, and he had stood on a ridge and watched a dress fall. Now he stood in a yard with a ring in its floor and stared up at a folded dress on the back of a chair.

Diana's hand rested on his back between the shoulders, the hand Sara had emptied, still smelling of smoke. Jess's hand, the gold seam at her elbow, gripped his upper arm.

"Three," he said.

"Three."

He said it with two women's hands on him. Beneath the hands waited the doors.

The hands had arrived the moment he was going down. Love would send them; a bound creature would be compelled to. He had just watched a bound creature lean into an old woman's hand and call it love, and he could not tell the difference from the outside anymore.

The hands stayed. He took the third death on his feet, and let Malericha, in her chair, watch him take it.

"I'm going to make it the last one."

"You are going to try, and I am going to watch you try. I have been right for longer than you have been alive, and I have a chair." She took her glasses off. "And before you do, Andy, I am going to make you an offer. I should be a poor host otherwise."

* * *

H

e recognized the offer before she made it: same dialogue tree, different NPC. It was in the construction of the sentence, in the should, in the courtesy laid down in front of the knife. A river had used that grammar on him, then a trough. Now Malericha used it from a chair on a wall, and standing in her yard, Andy understood what a reader was.


"There is a second exit," said Malericha. "Every sane summoner of your path takes it within the year. The sects call it severing, and they call it wisdom. They named the sixth realm for it, did you know? Spirit-Severing. You sever the one thread you cannot bear to lose, and the realm opens." She settled the glasses on her nose. "You burn one of them. A bound soul may be burned in a working, and die once, for good. The soul is consumed; it does not return; your bar fills entire on it. The sky comes down that same night and lifts you a full realm, and you keep it. On the nights I burn one, I am careful where the sky lands. It has come for me five times. Every time I had one of my held standing where it looked, and every one asked to be the one. One working. One of your two. You walk out of my yard with your party a realm higher and a companion who need never die for you again. She will be strong enough that she need not." She laced her fingers in her lap. "That is the offer. It is honest. I should like you to examine it for the catch, because you are the kind who does, and because you will find none. There is no line under the line. I have never written small print. I find it vulgar."

Nobody in the yard answered her.

In the tree book the star-empire elders had fed their disciples to their breakthroughs like kindling and called the smoke enlightenment. He had read those chapters at fourteen and skimmed them, impatient for the fights. He was not skimming now.

"You read it too," said Andy.

Malericha looked at him attentively.

"The water. The prints. Bro, you read the same ones. It made me that offer on a river on the worst night of the first month. You just made it off a chair in the same words. You don't know you're doing it. Decades reading the same book, and it's rewritten you in its own grammar. You think the grammar's yours." His hands were going again, and he did not hide them. "That's filthy. It doesn't want me to become you. It wants me to see what it did to you, and then choose. You're not the villain. You're the previous reader."

Malericha sat very still in her chair, and for the first time her face made a small, involuntary movement under the glasses. It was the face of a reader told a fact about herself by a stranger in her own yard, checking it, and finding it true.

"No," said Andy. "To the offer. Same as the river. Same as the trough. No."

"Then we are finished being civil," said Malericha, and stood. "Bring your witch and her knife and cut whatever you imagine you are going to cut in my yard. We shall see whose ring she kneels in. And tell her I preferred her chalks by color." She lifted the dress, looked it over, and laid it back. "You may keep the other one. I have this one now."

She walked along the wall walk and went in by the stair without hurrying, off to lie down. The five left in the stalls watched the long house door and nothing else.

Jess yanked the belt-knife free and crouched over the ring. She laid two fingers on the cut stone, and her eyes lamped amber. A thin violet thread rose off the groove and curled around her knuckle, and the read stung her qi before she shook it away.

"Soul-work," she said. "Old. Thick as tar. I'll learn more off this ring in eleven minutes than off a year of drowned jars. Sloppy old cow cuts like she's knitting. So mid. Dried-up old spinster. No man ever bred her, so she keeps other people's souls in jars." She said it loud enough for the long house to hear. She looked up at him. "Eleven minutes. Whenever you like, boss."

Diana had not moved her hand from his back. Her tail lay against his calf, and her glasses were down. The rose shimmer along her collarbones brightened each time his heart kicked. She was drinking from it in the yard of the woman who had killed Sara, drinking, he knew, because want was food and he was full of it.

"Her hour," said Andy. He looked at the ring, the stalls, and the shut door of the long house. Then he said the lobby thing, low, to the two of them, because a raid lead said it. "We pull when she's due. Eleven minutes. Nobody dies. That's the strat."

"Boss," said Jess. "Every pull, one of us dies."

"Not on this pull."

And the hour, which was hers, began again.


CHAPTER 63 — Phase Two

T

hey meant to hold the cut until the hour itself, a day off.


"A claim argues by its freshness," Diana had said. "Cut it now and she has a night and a day to read it. A circle is a sentence. We cut it as late as we dare, and not one minute sooner." So they sat out the day in plain view of each other: the party in the yard, five in their stalls, the farmer bound in the ash, and Malericha in her chair. Jess cut violet circles into the ash all afternoon to keep her hands warm, and by dusk her pool showed every one of them.

Diana devoted the first hour of the siege to him alone.

She sat beside him on the mounting block by the gate with her field-book open. Without looking up from the page, she slid her good hand under the bottom edge of the brigandine and the hem of his shirt and laid it flat on his belly, warm, claws retracted. It stayed there, and after a while she lifted her eyes to his and held them without blinking. His pulse climbed under her palm like a prisoner hammering at a door.

The rose shimmer came up along her collarbones and spread down under the collar of the coat.

"You're feeding? Right now?" said Andy, hoarse. "Here. In her yard."

"I am full, and full is a floor. I have a fire to hold at dusk and nothing but blood to hold it with." Her thumb moved a quarter inch lower and stopped at his belt. "You want me. You have wanted me all day in a lane full of ash, which I find flattering and fucking nourishing. It would be wasteful to let it evaporate into the valley. Your cock has been hard since the gate. I can taste it from here." She glanced at the chair. "Besides. She is watching."

Malericha was watching. She had her glasses off and her head tilted, a farmer looking over strange cattle at a sale.

"Stubble-fires always look at a woman the way they look at their cows," Diana called, pleasantly. "It is because you were raised in the byre with them. In my mother's house we kept your kind in byres too, and tapped you at the wrist for the wine."

"That's worse," said Andy.

"That is better." Diana's tail slid across the stone behind him and curled once around his ankle. "I find I prefer an audience. A fair taught me that. I have been meaning to test it under controlled conditions." She took her hand back slowly, licked her thumb and wrote a line in the field-book one-handed, still holding his eyes, then held the page up for him.

Fed on attention in the enemy's yard. She watched. Hypothesis confirmed.

"You're going to get me killed," said Andy.

"I am going to get you fed, eventually. I shall be brimming when I do it, and you will be dripping out of me in front of whoever likes to watch." The shimmer had climbed into her throat. Black had swallowed the violet of her eyes. She never looked away from him. "There. You may breathe again."

Jess, cross-legged in the ash with her chalk stubs lined up in front of her, did not lift her head. "Get a room, boss."

"There's no room. She's got the room. It's a yard."

"Then get a stall," said Jess. "Plenty of empties." She lined up another stub without looking at either of them. "And nobody fights dry tonight, boss. Not her, not me. Dry's how you end up somebody's core thrall, and she's got stalls. Better dead than tamed."

* * *

M

alericha paced at the second hour, and the pattern was jars.


She came out of the long house with a stoppered jar the size of a loaf and set it at the yard's north end. By midafternoon the jars stood shoulder to shoulder along the wall. She sat down in the chair, polished her glasses, and regarded the row and the sky descending toward the ridge.

"Forty," said Jess, watching the row grow. "I'll say forty jars."

"Sixty," said Diana. "She kept every jar. Sixty, and a spare."

"Loser does what?"

"The loser holds the lamp for the winner at the next occasion that wants a lamp held."

"Done." Jess spat on her palm and held it out. Diana eyed the palm with horror, shook it anyway, and wiped her hand on Andy's sleeve. "Swamp spit," she told him. "On my hand, from that filthy little bitch. I shall need lye." Jess spat on her own palm again, out of spite.

"You two made a dare out of her jars," said Andy. "During the pull. You're keeping score during the pull." Two weirdos: one fed on his heart for breakfast, one gutted people for sport and hummed while she did it, and they were keeping score on the enemy's crockery. Both of them stared at him. He was, apparently, the strange one.

"It is a slow draw," said Diana. "And we are staking a night of holding the lamp on her tidiness, and I have held lamps over orgies of fifty with less to watch. It is the only quality in her I am certain of."

By the fourth hour the count had passed forty. "Withered old cunt," Jess told the chalk in her fist, and snapped it in two. By the fifth Diana said, "Sixty-one," quietly, and looked down the row with the pleasure drained out of her face.

"Residue," said Diana, low. "What remains in a jar after a cultivator has burned a soul through it. Decades of it. She has kept a jar for most of them." Her tail lay flat. "She is going to pour them."

"Into what?"

"Into the ground. Into the county. Into the working she has built her whole life toward, which I would call a body." She looked at the sky. "Cut now, Jess, before I come over there and sit on you. It is time, and she has decided it is time too. I had rather we started first."

Jess knelt at the sigil's edge with the belt-knife. Andy stood at the circle's edge with the boar-spear grounded in a joint of the yard stone and the Hound's crossbow spanned and laid across its crossbar, like a rifle rested on a fence. The Peacemaker sat on his hip with six in the cylinder. Against held people it was the wrong tool. A bolt could take a wrist. A hellfire round set whatever it touched burning, and the held were not the enemy. The dusk thickened, and the count began.

* * *

"O

ne," said Andy.

She set the knife where Diana had marked the stone with her thumb, a quarter-turn widdershins off the gate's axis, and shoved down. The knife bit. Violet light welled up in the groove beneath a hard edge gray as ash, racing ahead of the blade. For two days she had cut practice circles at the dairy, so that she could cut this one in eleven minutes, and the first anchor went in. She called the anchors as they went, under her breath, and when the knife crossed east, south, west and north she named the quarters too, because a circle that forgot its quarters forgot where it stood. She chalked three strokes beside it, and the chalk grayed in the dusk the moment it touched the stone.

[ JESS — CAST: THE COFFIN FORMATION · ANCHOR 1 OF 9 — SOUL QI −3 PER ANCHOR (DIVAN) ]
[ PRIOR WORKING — SIGIL — ARGUING: NOT YET ]


"Two."

Five emerged from their stalls. The farmer still lay bound around his bill, dragging his ruined legs through the ash.

They came out in the same line as before, blades up and faces empty of everything but the word, because she had spoken it from the wall. Diana stood between them and the cut with the bad arm bared to the elbow. She slammed both palms against the yard stone and split them. The wrap on her left forearm went black and wet as she rose with black fire blazing on both. She laid a bar of it across the yard at knee height from the long house to the south wall, between the stalls and the circle. The five kept their pace and walked into it. Their shifts caught, their hair went up in a crackle, and the smell of cooking fat rolled across the yard. She retreated a step and relit it, then again, her HP dropping on his HUD with every bar.

"You are tired," she said to the line, in the gate-voice. A rose haze rolled off her lips, smelling of wine, and drifted over the nearest three like pollen. Their eyes went loose and drunk, a reveler's eyes at the bottom of the third jug. "Sit down."

Three of them sat down in the fire and stayed sitting while it took the skin off their legs in blistering sheets. With their WILL walked down to F-minus, they took a demon's lie for an order. They sat facing the wall, so they could see her while they burned.

The other two kept walking. The nearer was a woman in a burning shift with a gutting knife held low, the fire up to her knees, and she came on through it straight at Jess's back. Andy put a bolt through her wrist at twelve paces without dropping the count, and the knife went into the ash. She kept coming with the hand hanging open, and Diana's bar took her at the shins and folded her down into it.

[ DIANA — REGEN +1 (THE WAIT · GRAVE-COLD) · BAR ×3 (KNEE-HIGH) · GATE-VOICE · HP 25/76 · QI 107/107 ]


"Three. Four."

Jess cut on her knees with her back to the five and her head down, chalking her three strokes at each anchor. The chalk grayed on contact, and she advanced to the fifth anchor.

Malericha rose from her chair and came down the wall stair.

* * *

S

he emptied the first jar in the fifth minute.


She walked to the row along the long house wall, unstoppered the jar at its head, and tipped it onto the fed ground, gray and viscous. It sank and vanished, and she picked up the next.

"Six," said Andy.

She poured fast, jar after jar, with the identical small grunt each time she bent. The ground at the wall's foot absorbed it. Beyond the wall, out in the valley, in the last of the light, the fed fields moved.

From where Andy stood, the gray of the valley rolled like a wheat field under wind, though no wind blew. A ripple traveled outward from the wall across the dead farms and the dead river to the ridge, and the bowl of Ashe valley lay beneath it, taut as a drumskin.

"Seven. Eight."

"She is pouring herself now," said Diana.

The jars stood emptied in a row along the wall. Malericha waited at the row's end with her glasses in one hand and her other palm on the wall's stone, eyes closed. He read her, and the cold pinch came.

[ MALERICHA · Human · SOUL SUMMONER · Realm A SPIRIT-SEVERING · SOUL QI ]
[ REALM: A → B → C → D → E → F → — ]
[ REALM — · HOLDING: 7 · SOULS BURNED: 85 · CAREER FED: 92 ]


The realm went. Spirit-Severing collapsed into Nascent Soul, then Core-Formation, then Foundation, a lifetime of tribulations run backward through the ladder one rung at a time. Qi-Gathering. Mortal. Then a dash. Gray smoke poured off her shoulders with every rung and sank through her palm into the stone. A player deleting her own character in front of him, stat by stat, to feed a summon, and the summon was a county. The dash sat where the realm had been. The woman with her hand on the wall opened her eyes and put her glasses on. She was a small, shawled figure with a dash where her cultivation base had been, regarding him across the yard with the mildest expression a human face could hold.

"There," said Malericha. "That is the last of it. Thirty-one years and my own realm and the residue of every soul I ever held, in the ground, in one body. Eighty-five burned entire. Ninety-two touched by the working, counting your angel."

She contemplated the dash above her own head.

"I have nothing left to be. It does not matter, because I have made a vessel that will be it for me." She climbed the wall stair to her chair and sat down. "Do go on cutting. It will be here in a minute or two."

She was a dash in a shawl forty feet away, and the raid brain lit on her anyway: kill the caster. He knew the answer before Jess said it over her shoulder, cutting. "Anchors, boss. Not her." The claim was in the stone and in Sara. The old woman could die in her chair, and the hour would still come for Sara on its own.

"Nine," said Andy, and the county stood up.

* * *

I

t rose out of the valley beyond the wall, immense and deliberate.


It came out of the fed fields and the dead farms, built from their wreckage. There was steading timber with the beams still pegged, wall stone in courses, and dead thorn in hedges. The dead orchard came with its trees still in rows. Soul qi and fed soil bound all of it together into a gray shape with a front, a crown and arms. It stood as tall as the ridge. It was the whole county.

[ THE WORKING, WHOLE — REALM S — FED 92 (CAREER RESIDUE) ]
[ HP: ████████████████████ (UNREAD) ]
[ HOLDER: — · SPEAKS ]


"Dao-Seeking," breathed Diana. "The seventh realm. She had not the base to stand there herself, so she built a body that could."

It was a raid boss with the health bar hidden, so that the player would feel the fight instead of reading it. He had despised every one of those and cleared them anyway.

It spoke, and the voice was Malericha's.

It was her flat carry, pitched to reach the back of a classroom, issuing from a construct as tall as a ridge.

"I am sorry about the house," it said, over the wall, mild.

It smashed an arm made of a farmhouse down through the long house's roof, and the long house folded.

"I am sorry about the wall," it said.

The north wall collapsed in courses, leaning outward from the colossus behind it. Under the stone, the row of empty jars shattered, all but one. The chair on the wall walk went with the wall, and the folded dress on its back went with the chair. Malericha came down the wall stair into the yard before it fell. She stood in the yard and gazed up at the thing she had made, with the satisfaction of a teacher whose class had finally completed its assignment.

"I am sorry about the hour," said the Working. It looked down at the circle being cut in the yard and at the man at its edge with the count in his mouth.

"TEN," said Andy.

Jess completed the ninth anchor with the county towering over her and the north wall down. Behind her, Diana held two on their feet and three sitting in the flames. She chalked her three strokes, and the chalk grayed. She shuffled backward toward the first anchor on her knees with the belt-knife and set it to the closing seam. The violet in the groove had brightened to a steady burn all the way around, and a long shiver had set into her hands.

[ THE COFFIN FORMATION · ANCHORS 9/9 · CLOSING SEAM OPEN · JESS QI 49/184 ]
[ PRIOR WORKING — SIGIL — ARGUING: PENDING ]
[ THE WORKING, WHOLE — STRIKE — INCOMING ]


The Working raised its arm, and on the end of it rode a dead farm: barn, byre, house, timber, stone, and thorn. Soul qi steamed violet off the dead fields below it and streamed up the arm like breath drawn in before a shout. The arm climbed over the yard to the height of the ridge and hung there. The logic landed at once: kill the summoner, and his mark in Sara's binding died with him; the prior claim would win uncontested. He read the line beneath it, incoming, and then read where it was incoming. It was incoming at the spot where he stood with the count. He was the single target in the yard the county wanted. He was the reader, and the previous reader had built herself a body and told it whom to apologize to.

"Eleven," said Andy, and the arm came down.


CHAPTER 64 — Tanking a Farmhouse

J

ess signed the circle with the colossal arm already descending.


She positioned the knife at the closing seam and shoved down on it. The line emerged from the stone and closed the seam where Diana's thumb had marked it, a quarter-turn widdershins off the gate. When the circle closed she chalked three strokes beside it out of habit, and pronounced the first word.

"Ngaím."

She shivered once, and it passed. The circle ignited, all nine anchors at once, a thin gray line blazing in the yard stone with violet running under it around another woman's sigil. She pronounced the second word.

"Náin."

The gray line set hard along its whole length, like ice taking. Violet stood up off it waist-high, sheer as glass, the sides of a coffin with the lid off, and settled back into the groove.

[ JESS — CAST: NGAÍM · NÁIN (SIGNATURE) · JESS QI 47/184 ]
[ THE COFFIN FORMATION · 9/9 · SIGNED · CLOSED IN 11:00 ]
[ COFFIN FORMATION — JESSAMINE — RECORDED · C ]
[ PRIOR WORKING — SIGIL — ARGUMENT ARMED FOR NEXT RECALL · EST 9:00 ]


Then she raised her eyes. "Nine minutes," she said. "That's the argument when her hour comes. That's what you've got, boss."

"Jess, the arm—"

"I see the arm."

She was calculating it. He knew the expression: a single second of arithmetic traveling through her features toward a result. She read the arm from her knees, with a county's arm descending. She read where it was headed, which was him, standing with the count still in his mouth. She read what happened to a raid when the reader died under a farmhouse. It ended. Then, by her face, she ran what happened when a witch died under a farmhouse, with the bar at two of three and him ten feet away. It continued, with a witch on the timer and the sky on its way.

His death was the fail state. Whatever sum she ran came out in a single line, and she was already moving.

"Jess—"

"I'm the one it's still waiting on," said Jess. "It'll hurt you. That's what makes it count. Yours doesn't count, boss, yours just ends. Do the sum."

"Jess—"

"Done it. Hold the lamp."

She rose off her knees directly into the strike's path. She did it the wall-drop way, the belt-knife still in her hand, and hit him shoulder-first to drive him off the strike line. He sprawled beyond the circle with her last shove still lodged in his ribs. She stood where he had stood and looked up at it. It came down. He had held the lamp for her at a cellar stair, and he held it now.

* * *

T

he steading descended on her from the height of the ridge: barn, byre, and farmhouse. The first timber to reach her was the roof-tree, a pegged oak beam the length of a cart. It caught her across the shoulders and slammed her down into the yard stone on her knees. Her spine went from neck to tailbone in one long grinding crack. Her arms flew out. Her hands opened. The belt-knife went skittering across the stone into the circle.


Then the remainder of the steading arrived and crashed down on the beam and on her: masonry, timber, and thorn. Her body went under it to the shoulders like a swimmer submerging in black water. Her chest flattened, the ribs collapsing on both sides. What had been inside the chest erupted out of her mouth in a rush, red, and out of her nose. A spray of it crossed the yard stone and spattered Andy's face and lips, warm, tasting of copper. Her eyes were open and fixed on him for the length of it. They were amber, flat, and pleased.

The same impact threw a split of oak off the pile, end over end. It took Andy in the ribs where her shove still ached, and the brigandine's red plates rang like a struck pot and turned it. The blow knocked the air out of him. It did not go in. Without the dead man's coat it would have gone in to the spine, and her sum would have come out wrong.

[ ANDY — HIT: OAK SPLIT · BRIGANDINE — TURNED · HP 32 → 25/32 ]


Her hat flew off at the impact and went spinning across the yard, the black hat with the crystal points. It landed upright beside the circle's edge and remained there.

She said it at the peak, under a ton of fed county with her spine gone and the last air in her. They were the last two words she possessed, the two she always said: over a circle that held, at the summit of a climb, as an oath taken lightly. She said them now to the one she had always said them to.

"Blessed be."

Then the steading came to rest, and she was under it. One boot stuck out from under the beam, and the toe twitched twice. After that the only sound in the yard was the fire.

"Jess," he said.

Nothing answered.

"Jess."

The scream stayed trapped inside. Mic muted: microphone, throat, and man, all three. He had screamed on a causeway and on a shelf, emptied himself at a trough, and sworn the oath more times than he could count. He stood at the circle now beside a farmhouse and a hat, reaching for the scream, and it had vanished. The oath had gone with it. So had the count, the raid tongue, and the boy who had yelled at a machine in a world with a loading dock. A man stood in a yard with his mouth open, and there was a hat. The part of him that did the screaming had gone under the farmhouse with her.

It hurt, and the System had been waiting for that. The panel arrived while she was still warm.

[ BOUND SOUL — JESSAMINE — DIED ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM F- → ? ]
[ ████████████ 3/3 · COUNTED · COMPLETE ]
[ HEART-DEMON — FED · TRIBULATION ARMED · GATHERS WHEN THE PARTY IS WHOLE ]
[ BOUND 2 → 1 · RECALL WINDOW OPENS IN 31:00:00 ]


"Read it," said Diana, hoarse. "Andy. Read it. Out loud. Do the one thing you can do."

"Three of three."

"Go on."

"Complete. Tribulation armed. It gathers when the party's whole." His voice arrived from a great distance. "Thirty-one hours."

"Good. That is all of it. Now you have it."

He read it because reading was his last functioning faculty, the solitary process still running on a machine that had crashed everywhere else.

Three of three, and nothing moved; nobody advanced a realm. The realm line printed its arrow and then a question mark where the answer belonged. The sky would answer that. The panel had given him the rule at dawn below a weir. One death of each, and it must hurt. Now it told him the rest: not yet. The sky would wait until he made them whole again, until he knelt at a ring and called her back. Jess had called it down the only way the wheel allowed, and she had done the sum faster than he had.

"Andy."

He turned toward Diana.

She was standing in the fire she had lit, both palms running black, tail raised, the bolt-wound and the left forearm both torn open and bleeding. On fire from the wrists down, she stared at the Working over the wall with her glasses off. It was the face, he guessed, she had worn in a library in hell: a scholar handed the book she had coveted all her life and invited to burn it.

"I cannot move it at twenty-five blood," said Diana. "I cannot move it on a hundred and seven qi alone. I can move it with you." She held out a burning hand toward him across the ash without looking away from the Working. "Chain me. And then want it, Andy. Want it burned. Want it more than you have ever wanted anything in either of your lives, and give the wanting to me. Want it the way you want my mouth. I will eat it and throw it back at her as fire."

"Diana—"

"You have nothing else left in you that works. This works. Do it."

He obeyed without argument or hesitation, and he gave her the call first, because a call was only reading out loud. "Forward mass," he said. "Then the arm, when it reaches."

He reached down the chain as he had reached on a stair at Harrow and on a causeway, and the cold in his chest went out of him in a flood. Starlight lit along her collarbones under the coat, a necklace of it, and ran down both arms into the flames at her wrists. Then he wanted, and it was the easiest thing he had ever done. He wanted the county incinerated to the bedrock while its maker watched, and he wanted it with the entire cavity where the scream had been. Diana drank it. The rose shimmer at her throat went dark, then darker, then black as her fire.

[ ASTRAL CHAIN → DIANIZOBILAL ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL — FED (WANT) +35 ASTRAL QI · QI 142/107 (CHAINED, OVER CAP) · IT BURNS, IT DOES NOT STORE ]


"Get down," said Diana. "Behind the circle. Now. I am going to be as loud as hell has ever heard."

"Diana—"

"Down." He dropped flat.

* * *

S

he incinerated the county back to the wall. She did it at early Mortal with his want in her mouth, burning his want and every point of qi she had to hold it, her split palms still smoking from the bars. The fire that poured out of her was blacker than any she had called up on a ferry, a road, or a yard, black as the inside of a shut eye, with a silver rim of starlight where his chain ran through it. It traveled from her hands across the yard and over the fallen north wall, directly into the Working's forward mass of timber, masonry, and orchard. It did to the timber what a furnace did to a moth. The timber vanished. Beneath it the stone cracked and crumbled. The orchard ignited down its rows. The Working, whole, the height of a ridge, assembled from a county, retreated a step. It reached for her once with a hedge of dead thorn, and the fire climbed the hedge to the colossus's shoulder. The arm disintegrated.


"I am sorry about the—" it said.

The fire poured into the cavity the voice issued from, and the voice stopped and began again, farther off.

"—the orchard. I am sorry about the orchard."

"Keep apologizing," said Diana, through her teeth, burning. "You pile of shit. I am keeping count."

[ DIANIZOBILAL — HP 25/76 · QI 0/107 ]
[ THE WORKING, WHOLE · REALM S · HP 4120/4400 ]
[ FORWARD MASS — BURNED · WITHDRAWING TO THE WALL LINE ]


Four thousand one hundred and twenty. A raid boss printed its health when it pleased, and a player carried the number between prints. He had carried boss health in his head for fifteen years, and that much of him still worked.

Diana burned until the Working's front had retreated beyond the fallen wall and the yard stood emptied of county. Then she stopped, because she had exhausted everything she could burn with. She stood in the ash with her hands charred black and her chest heaving, while the starlight faded off her collarbones. Her eyes went to the farmhouse in the yard, to the hat by the circle, and to him behind it. She put her glasses on with a hand that shook. Beyond her the five held sat or lay where the fire had dropped them, and the farmer lay bound around his bill.

"We withdraw," she said. "Now. Out the gate, down the road, to the byres. It will come again. It is made of a thing that comes again."

She considered the farmhouse. "We cannot carry her out from under that. Sara would call it a coat. Jess would call it a farmhouse, and complain that it was badly built. It is the first thing that ever lay on top of her that she did not pick. She left orders for this. You put your name to them. We shall carry her out when it is dark and the Working is farther off." Her voice cracked on dark. "Andy. Move."

"The sky," he said. "When I bring her back."

"Then the tribulation comes over the ring where you bring her back, a few hours after, by every account I have read." She was already walking. "And when it comes it lands where it lands, and it does not care who is standing underneath."

"There are four people in the byre."

Diana hesitated for a heartbeat in the gateway before she continued walking toward the byres.

"Then we shall have to be elsewhere when it arrives," she said, and her voice was not certain of anything.

He got up and grabbed the hat, because his hand did it, and followed the demon out of the yard. Behind him a circle lay lit violet around another woman's sigil, and a farmhouse lay in the yard with a witch beneath it. The woman who had made the county sat on the fallen wall in her shawl, realmless, and kept her silence. Above the ridge the dusk sky stood empty and immaculate, and he hated it for waiting. Since the wall, he had lost the trick of telling whether Malericha was pleased.


CHAPTER 65 — Her Macros Still Run

D

iana opened the field-book at the byres after dark and held it out to him, open at Jess's orders. Jess had written them on that page at a campfire in the third week and made him initial them, laughing.


If I go down and there's time, prop me where it's ironic. A place I'd have laughed at. Leave me for the crows. Count them, because I'll want the number. No priest, and if one comes, piss on his shoes and tell him I'm already spoken for. Diana keeps the knife. Diana keeps the pen capped about it, because it's mine. Then get on with the job. Tell the boss he snores. A.C.

He had initialed them because she had put the pen in his hand and because it had been funny. "Read it," said Diana. "Then we go back in."

He read it.

"We go back in," he said.

Behind them in the byre, on straw Jess had spread with her own hands, Ivo's four lay with their legs tied off and their eyes open. Hester had propped herself on one elbow to watch him read, and she said nothing. By the look of her, nobody had invited her to speak in years.

The Working stood on the valley's far side against the stars, and the stars stood clear above it, every one of them, patient. Malericha sat on the fallen north wall and watched them walk back into her yard by the light of the circle, and let them.

"You have come for the witch," she said.

"Yes."

"I shan't stop you, and with a dash where my realm was, I can't. I told you I did not mind an audience; I find I do not mind being one. The thing will come again before dawn. It is walking the county to feed, and drinking it gray. It has a great deal of county. You have until it is hungry, and then you have what you have." She glanced upward at the empty sky and back at him, and for once she volunteered nothing.

He walked toward the collapsed farmhouse under her eye, past the five held, slumped in the ash where they had fallen.

Diana burned it off her on her knees at early Mortal. She used a black flame the size of a candle's at the end of one finger, timber by timber, the roof-tree last. Her pool was dry, so she could not lay the flame. She spoke it again at every timber, and every word cracked her fingers open black and burned them, all through the hour. She never uncapped the pen, because the page said so.

[ DIANIZOBILAL — POOL DRY · HP 13/76 · QI 0/107 ]


Dry's how you end up somebody's core thrall. Jess had said it in the ash, and Jess lay dead in it now. The woman who kept stalls sat on the broken wall above them with a dash where her realm had been, watching a demon at the bottom of her pool, and she could not reach down and take her. That was the only reason Diana had dared.

What lay beneath the farmhouse was Jess's coat, with what was left of Jess in it. The roof-tree had flattened her chest to half its depth. Her ribs had come through her shirt in white points. Her spine had folded double at the small of the back so that her boots pointed the wrong way. Her face was whole, which was worse: the eyes half open and dried, the blood from her mouth and nose gone black down her chin. He studied every inch of it, because he was still holding the lamp, and then he lifted her, careful of the ribs.

She weighed no more than a bundle of kindling in a coat. He carried her across the yard with her head against his shoulder and the gold seam at her elbow catching the circle's glow. Diana followed with the belt-knife from the circle. "Fuck me," she said under her breath, and meant it as she always meant it, as a request, with nobody in that yard fit to take her up on it.

The chair lay buried in the courses of the fallen wall.

He laid her on the stone and dug it out by hand, because the orders said ironic. Course by course he hauled the stone off it until the chair came out whole, a reading chair with arms. He dragged it up the broken stair onto the stretch of wall walk still standing above the long house's east end and set it there facing the valley, facing the colossus, facing the morning.

Then he went back down, carried her up the stair and sat her upright in it, wedged between the chair's arms, Malericha's own reading chair on Malericha's own wall, with her face toward the county. He folded her hands in her lap.

Diana climbed the stair with a shawl from the wreckage of the long house, one of the woman's own, and draped it over Jess's knees. He had fetched the tin himself in the dark, and he placed it in her lap beneath her folded hands, shut.

Then Diana produced a pair of glasses from her coat. They were small round wire-rims, a spare pair of Malericha's reading glasses, found on what had once been a shelf. She set them on Jess's face, settled them on her nose with one finger, and stepped back. "At last she looks like she reads. She would have hated it." She looked satisfied.

He put the hat on her last, at the angle she preferred. Her flat amber eyes, half open behind the lenses, stared out at the construct that had killed her. From the yard she resembled a small schoolmistress awaiting the arrival of her class, first in line for the morning.

Standing orders, executed to the comma, with the respawn timer running on his HUD and the crows on the way.

"There," said Andy.

"There," said Diana.

His voice came out plain, the only one he had left.

"That's ironic. That's the most ironic place in the county. You'd have laughed." He looked up at her. "You'd have laughed for a week."

"I'd have given the ring," he said to the chair. "To know. Which door you were behind. I'd have given the arm."

"She would have said the ring," said Diana, from the step, rough. "And meant you. And you would still be standing there asking."

"Yes."

The doors stood open on a dead witch in a shawl. They had stood open on the living one too, and the wanting to know stayed the same size.

Malericha, on the fallen wall, had turned her head and was looking up at the chair. She was looking at her own shawl and her own glasses on the witch who had beaten her, on her own wall. The victors had seated their dead in her seat, and by any sect's measure there was no lower loss of face for a cultivator who had burned her realm. Her face did its checking motion. Then she looked away, out at the valley, and said, quietly, to the dark, "Well. Yes. I suppose that is what I would have done."

* * *

T

he panel arrived at the byres, after they had gone back down, and he read it.


[ RECALL — JESSAMINE — WINDOW OPENS IN 25:40:00 ]
[ RECALL — SARAFAEL — ]
[ TRIBULATION — ARMED · GATHERS AT: PARTY WHOLE ]


Three lines: the first carried a number, the second a dash where the number belonged. The third carried a condition, and the condition was the other two.

"Twenty-five forty," he said.

"Twenty-five forty," said Diana. She had the knife on the shut field-book and her hands on both. "And hers is five hours ahead of that. It is in that yard, in that ring. I cannot see it, because it is not ours to see. Neither can you." She looked at the dash, and then at the third line. "Three clocks, Andy. One we can read. One we must count. And one that does not start until we finish the first."

"The sky."

"The sky. You called it in the yard with a witch under a farmhouse, and it waits for her. When you kneel at that ring and bring her back, it gathers over the ring. A few hours later it comes down on the three of us and on whatever stands within a long throw. It will lift you a realm for the privilege." She did not look toward the back of the byre. She did not need to. "I have read twelve accounts of tribulations in the libraries of the Pit. In seven of them the cultivator survived. In none of them did the neighbors."

"Then we move them."

"Where?" Her voice was gentle. "The Working walks the whole valley. Beyond the valley is the fed ground for a day in every direction, and they cannot walk, and we are two. Carry them into the dead fields and the county eats them by noon. Leave them here and the sky may."

He looked past her into the darkness of the byre, where Hester had lain back down and one of the other women was holding her hand.

"In between," he said. "What's in between?"

"In between, the Working comes back. Hungry. Built of a county. At four thousand and more. Dao-Seeking, as I said, and it has sought nothing but supper. And we are a demon at early Mortal with thirteen blood and a dry pool, and a man with twenty-five blood and a rib the oak found through the plates. In the technical literature, we are fucked. I have done the sum. It is a shit sum. We shall do what we can with it until the hour. Then we shall see whose ring she kneels in. Then we shall see about the witch."

He slammed his back against the byre wall, slid down it, and sat, empty-handed. The hat was on her, on the wall, where it belonged.

Sleep stayed away. On his HUD twenty-five forty ran down beside the dash, with the armed line beneath them both, waiting on the first. He could hold all three, a split timer across two hands, and the blank was a woman.

* * *

T

he crows arrived at first light, regular as a patrol, and he went up the broken stair to meet them.


They came in over the ridge in the gray, a dozen, then twenty, then more, and settled along the wall walk flanking the chair. One hopped onto the arm of the chair and examined her closely, head cocked, wearing the look she gave a knot she had tied herself. Then it knocked the spare glasses askew with its beak, leaned in, took her left eye with one neat pull, and swallowed it.

He stood on the wall walk and counted them as they came, because she would want the number, each one aloud. Diana sat on the top step below him with the knife and the book shut, and listened. Down past the gate, Hester had pulled herself to the byre door, and her thin voice came up the lane a beat behind his, counting with him.

"Forty-one," said Andy, when the last one had landed. "Forty-one crows."

"She will be pleased," said Diana.

Andy stared at her, uncomprehending. She could joke over a corpse with the old woman's spare glasses on its nose, and he had lost the knack.

"Forty-one," said Hester, from the byre door, after he had stopped. It was the first thing she had said to any of them.

Out across the valley, the ridge-shaped colossus on the far side shifted and turned. The sky above it was a clean, cold blue. The Working walked back at the pace of a landslide.


CHAPTER 66 — Power Spike

T

he numbers fell short, and he had known it all night before Diana said so. It was the DPS check, and the requirement stood beyond them by most of the ladder.


Four thousand one hundred and twenty, the height of a ridge and walking back across the valley, against a demon at early Mortal, a man with twenty-five blood, a full pool he could not pour into himself, a boar-spear, and nine rounds that could not scratch it. It devoured a farm as it came, violet threads drinking it gray, and apologized for the farm. Beneath it all, on his HUD, the armed line hung on Jess's hour, and Jess's hour was the only road to the end of the fight.

"It does not reach," said Diana, at the byre door, and shoved the field-book into her coat. By her face she had run it every way she knew. "I can burn it back once more, and it will take most of the blood I have left, and it will come again. Then it stands in the yard at the hour with the ring beneath it and its maker's sigil beneath the ring. I shall be a demon with an empty pool, and mine fills by feeding, not by the night, watching an angel kneel in the wrong circle. I am telling you so that you have it. There is nothing to be done."

"There's one thing."

She looked at him.

"I'm going to the water," said Andy.

* * *

T

he dead river had one pool left in it below the gate, an inch of old water over old mud in a hollow of the gray bed, under a cut bank as high as a man. He walked down to it in the first light with Diana beside him and stood at its edge. The pool smelled of cold mud, and the crows on the wall walk turned their heads to watch them come. He opened the console in daylight with a party member watching him type, because this time the offer was his to make.


GOOD MORNING.

"Morning."

YOU HAVE NEVER ONCE COME TO ME WITH A PROPOSAL. I FIND IT VERY FORWARD. I FIND THAT I LIKE IT.

"I'm not here to be offered anything."

NO. I CAN SEE THAT. YOU HAVE THE FACE OF ONE WHO HAS COUNTED HIS PEOPLE AND FOUND THEM TOO FEW AND HAS COME TO THE LAST POOL IN THE COUNTY. GO ON, THEN. I AM LISTENING. I HAVE BEEN LISTENING SINCE A RIVER; IT WOULD BE STRANGE TO STOP NOW.

He dragged in a breath at the pool's edge.

"The sky first," he said. "Move it. Land it on me and nobody else. There are four people in that byre who were made to love a monster for years and woke up yesterday."

"They are stubble-fires," said Diana, gently, as comfort. "They will be dead in forty years regardless." She meant it kindly, and it showed.

THE SKY IS NOT MINE TO MOVE ONCE IT IS ARMED. IT IS THE SKY, AND THE SKY DOES NOT TURN. YOU HEARD HER SAY IT; SHE HAD IT FROM ME. ON THE NIGHTS ONE IS BURNED FOR ME, I AM CAREFUL WHERE IT LANDS. YOU BURNED NO ONE. YOU LOVED A WITCH AND WATCHED HER DIE, AND THAT IS THE OTHER ROAD, AND THE OTHER ROAD GETS NO CARE AT ALL.

The water lay flat. He had expected it, and it landed anyway, low in the gut, like a fist he had watched coming.

"Fine," he said. "Then the other thing. You eat the choosing. I worked that out on a hill. You ate the brace on the shelf, the no at the river, the no at the trough. You said you wouldn't need to ask again. You won't. Because I'm not choosing anything today, bro. I'm offering."

The water lay flat.

"A show."

GO ON.

"You've been watching one man fight at the bottom of Mortal for two months, and you've eaten every minute of it. You're my only subscriber, and you never hit the bell. Here's what you haven't had. The party at full power. Every row expressed. Every suppression off. An archangel who can fly, against the thing that eats counties, curtain to curtain." His knees had started to go. "The best fight you will ever see, because I was trained to build the thing you've been reading. I know what a finale looks like from the inside." He kicked a stone into the pool. The letters rode the ripples. "That's the offer. A show. And you buff us first, because you've been waiting for this since a loading dock, and you don't lie on panels."

The water lay flat.

AGREED.

"Agreed. Say it back to me. All of it. Out loud. I want to hear you say it."

YOUR BOUND, IN MY COLLAR, TO SPIRIT-SEVERING. EVERY ROW UP TO ITS OWN LIMIT OR THE SIXTH REALM, WHICHEVER COMES FIRST. THE ANGEL'S WINGS ARE INCLUDED; I HAVE DESIRED TO SEE THEM OPEN OVER THAT VALLEY FOR LONGER THAN YOU HAVE BEEN ALIVE. FROM CURTAIN TO CURTAIN. IT HOLDS WHILE THE SHOW IS WORTH WATCHING, AND NOT ONE MINUTE PAST. YOU WILL KNOW WHEN IT IS NOT, BECAUSE I SHALL TELL YOU ON THE PANEL. A COLLAR IS NOT A REALM. NOBODY BREAKS THROUGH ON WHAT IS MINE. THAT IS THE ONLY CONDITION AND IT IS AN HONEST ONE. I DO NOT WASTE A COLLAR ON A DULL EVENING.

"And after?"

AFTER, IT ENDS WITH THE DUST, AND YOU ARE WHAT YOU WERE, AND YOU WILL HAVE GIVEN ME THE ONLY THING I WANT, WHICH IS THAT I WATCHED.

He shoved his hands into his coat. He looked at the pool, at the colossus across the valley, and at his HUD, where a dash sat beside a number over the armed line.

"Done," said Andy.

DONE. AND MAY I SAY: IT HAS BEEN A PRIVILEGE WATCHING YOU RIPEN.

* * *

T

he panel rose out of the water itself, black letters lifting off the surface like oil off a puddle and hanging in the air at eye height.


[ HEART-DEMON — PACT · COLLARED TO REALM A · SPIRIT-SEVERING — CURTAIN TO CURTAIN ]
[ Realm F- MORTAL (EARLY) · THE SUMMONER'S OWN · UNMOVED ]
[ VANDALISM IS SIGNED ]


His own realm, the lowest rung, unmoved. The admin command had executed in the time it took to say done. Every point of the new realm belonged to the water, and it sat on the three of them like a collar. It was the thing he had wanted all his life. To put it there, the designer had taken the one thing he had worth taking: the deciding, eaten in advance, the biggest meal it had ever had. What it left him with was a collar with three names on it. He had come south to pull Sara out of one collar. Now he had buckled all three of them into a bigger one.

Vandalism is signed. It exceeded his vocabulary. He shelved it beside bug, counting error and in a library, and for the first time since the yard he was glad.

Beside him, Diana's pools detonated upward.

A max-level template dropped onto a live character, the numbers climbing faster than the animation could render them. Black light boiled out of the water and poured up her legs. Where it reached her skin the rose shimmer came back hard, then darkened past rose toward black, and lit the underside of her jaw like a coal under the bellows.

Thirteen blood to six hundred and fifty-eight, and an empty pool to nine hundred and twenty-nine. Every row on her sheet leaped from the bottom of Mortal to Spirit-Severing in one motion: BODY, SPEED, WORKING, SIGHT, WILL. She made a sound beside him that he had heard once through a fold from a library in hell, and once in a bed. She put her good hand on a stone at the riverbank and held on. The collar filled her to the brim and left the split forearm as it was, open to the bone under the bandage.

[ DIANIZOBILAL · EXPRESSED: A · SPIRIT-SEVERING (COLLARED) · HP 658/658 · QI 929/929 ]


"Andy."

"Yeah."

"What the hell did you do."

"I made it an offer."

"With what." She stared at the pool, a Greater Succubus with black fire lit along both palms unbidden. "There is nothing there. There is a pool. You stood at a pool and talked to it and it answered, I saw your face answer, and there is nothing there. That is a heart-demon pact, Andy, and no demon of any sense makes one. I once sucked off a duke of the Ninth Pit for less risk, and he came barbed."

"I know."

"Then what—"

"It's the thing that writes the sheet. I've been its meal from the start. This morning I stopped being the meal and started being the kitchen. I promised it a show. Front row. It buffed us first." He grabbed her burning wrist, and the fire went out under his grip before it could take his hand. "You can't see it. You'll have to take my word for it. You said at the ridge you would. I'm asking."

Diana studied the pool, the fire still lit on her free hand. Then she took his hand and held on, and looked at water that showed her only water. She had seen the light; she had not seen what sent it. "I take your word. I have taken it since a threshing floor. I shall go on taking it. What are you, then? To it. If you are the kitchen. What does that make you?"

"I'm not its guest," said Andy. "I'm its cellar." He looked across the valley at the colossus walking beneath a clear sky. "And that's the final boss. And I've got the raid at Spirit-Severing, at max level, for exactly one pull. That's every game I ever played, professor. That's the last hour of every one of them."

"Realm," said Diana, and did not deduct it. "Tonight you may say level."

She held his hand, and the doors opened on the hand. For once he let the hand be a hand.

She took it back, fished the field-book out of her coat one-handed, and wrote without looking down. She turned the page so he could read the ink, still wet.

When the show is done, I want him at this height, on his back, with me sitting on his face. Once. For science. Repeat as required. D.

"That's not science," said Andy.

"It is the most rigorous science I have ever proposed." Her eyes had gone black to the rims. She stepped in, set one burning hand flat on the cut bank beside his head, and locked her tail around his thigh, hauling him in against her, hellfire-hot through two layers of cloth. He forgot the county for a full second. She stepped back. "A control sample, at nine hundred and twenty-nine," she said. "The real experiment is after the show."

Andy had just promised a god a show, and his caster was doing sex arithmetic with her new pool.

Across the valley the Working came on, eating a farm, apologizing. On the wall a dead witch sat in a shawl and glasses among the crows. Andy turned from the pool with a demon at his side, at Spirit-Severing, curtain up, to go and give it the show.


CHAPTER 67 — Flight Unlocked

H

e knelt at the circle's edge with a third of an hour to go. The boar-spear stood grounded beside him, and the Hound's crossbow lay across his knees.


He had learned on a mountain to be in the ring before the hour. He knelt on the yard stone with his left sleeve pushed up and the six ritual cuts aligned along the vein, Bel's knife ready in his right hand. The circle lay violet in the stone before him around Malericha's sigil. Diana stood over him in the designer's collar at Spirit-Severing, and her fire lit the yard to the walls. He left the Peacemaker on his hip. It was no use against the Working, and the woman on the rubble was not the fight. Jess had said so at the cut: anchors, not her.

She had held the county all day, and he had called every hour of it from the yard. At noon the Working had flung a barn at her, roof first, and she had burned it out of the air in one long black breath, so that ash came down on the yard like snow and a cow's jawbone bounced across the yard stones at his feet. In the afternoon it had tried to walk around her along the dead river. She burned its knees out from the wall every time they formed, until it turned back. At dusk her nose bled black, and she wiped it on her sleeve and asked him, very politely for her, for the count. One cultivator, eleven hours, pinning a raid boss at a wall line: a hold he would have clipped and posted. Her black fire hammered the Working's front, which disintegrated and regrew out of the fed ground behind it. She burned it again, and it apologized. The designer let her; it was waiting for wings. She stood over him now with both palms steaming and her tail raised. The split left forearm wept black at every cast, nine hundred and twenty-nine qi in her dwindling by the minute. Her face was bone-white under the firelight, and her glasses were off.

[ DIANA — ANCHORED · 11 HOURS · QI 444/929 · HP 590/658 ]


The sky over the yard stood transparent and frigid. The armed line on his HUD needed the second recall of the night, Jess's, and he had stopped pretending he could avoid making it. Sixty paces down the lane, in the byre, four people who could not walk lay in the straw.

[ TRIBULATION — ARMED · GATHERS AT: PARTY WHOLE ]


"Eighteen minutes," said Diana. "Andy. Read me her ring."

He read it aloud to her, one panel line at a time.

[ SIGIL — PRIOR WORKING — HOLDER: MALERICHA · CLAIM: SARAFAEL ]
[ THE COFFIN FORMATION — SIGNED · ENCLOSING · ARGUING: STANDING BY ]
[ RE-FORM — SARAFAEL — 0:17:40 ]


"Seventeen forty. Hers, and the circle's printing it. It'll go out when—"

"It will go out when it goes out. Read it to me anyway, every minute, so that I know where you are."

He recited it to her every minute, on the minute. From the rubble of her wall Malericha watched, and above them a witch in a chair with forty-one crows faced the valley. The minutes went.

"Nine."

"Nine," said Diana.

"Diana. If this goes wrong—"

"Then it goes wrong, and I burn the county until I have nothing. Then I stand here with nothing, and it will have been a good show. Read."

"Four."

"Four."

"One."

"One," said Diana. She put her burning hand on his shoulder, and the fire kept off him.

The countdown on his HUD expired.

* * *

T

he sigil ignited first, beneath the violet of Jess's circle.


It rose out of the yard stone inside Jess's circle, a shape carved by Malericha's hand before the valley went gray. Black gloss lit along it, and it reached down the sigil scar in his own arm. It went for the hook cut into Sara's binding on a switchback while he knelt in her gold, and it found her. It pulled, and she came.

The black reach of her soul qi traveled from the sigil toward the far side of the world and collided with Jess's violet line at the closing seam, where Diana's thumb had marked it. It stopped there and argued: black gloss shoving against the witch's line, the seam buckling and spitting sparks where the two pressed, the stone groaning under them.

[ PRIOR WORKING — REACHING ]
[ THE COFFIN FORMATION — CONTESTING · PRIOR CLAIM MUST CLEAR THE CIRCLE ]
[ ARGUMENT — EST 9:00 ]


"Nine minutes," said Malericha, from the wall, a violet sheen crossing her glasses. She said it mildly, a remark about the weather. "It is a good circle. I can read every anchor from here. The sect elders would call a nine-minute argument a tribulation and ring the temple bells. They would be wrong. You have a real one armed. It is in your eyes, and I can read that. Go on, then. You have nine minutes and I have thirty-one years. Let us see which is longer."

"Thirty-one years is most of a stubble-fire's candle," said Diana, pleasantly. "With your cultivation base burned to a dash, the candle is all you have left. Waste what is left watching, you dried-up bitch."

He laid Bel's knife along the old line and let it bite a finger's width, and stopped it where a cut should stop. The thread ran down over his wrist onto the yard stone. The circle drank it, Jess's circle, and blazed brighter. His mouth pronounced the words.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím."

The qi ripped out of his pool, and the yard tipped. Diana's hand caught his shoulder while he laid the knife on the stone.

[ RECALL — SARAFAEL — WINDOW OPEN ]
[ ANDY QI 8/32 ]
[ TWO CLAIMS · ONE SOUL · THE RING HOLDS · 8:12 ]


Two competing claims contested a single soul: the black one argued at the closing seam with eight minutes to clear it. The silver-blue one waited inside the circle: his, open, with its hand extended. It was a race to the tag, and the spawn was Sara.

"Sara," said Andy. "Sara. It's the circle. It's ours. Come to ours."

The air over the ring folded and hung for one suspended heartbeat, and then it fell.

* * *

S

he was kneeling at his feet, returned and blazing.


The circle took her and gave her back in one flare of gold, and she landed on her knees in it naked, the scarlet already climbing her throat, both wings shaking half-open. Collared at Spirit-Severing, she was gold to the hips, porcelain above them, and heavier in the air than a body that size could account for. He looked, because it was a tremendous amount to look at and he was a man on his knees with eyes: her full breasts heaving on breath she did not need, a loose frost of gold dust on their hard pink tips, the cut stomach running down to the smooth gold-dusted pink between her thighs, and the long thighs spread on the stone. The wings ran past the circle on both sides, their tips halfway to the walls. She had found him before her knees finished landing, and her hands were already coming.

"You," said Sara, with enormous satisfaction. "It is you. I said it would be you. I said so to the dark the whole way up—"

She caught his cut arm by the wrist and put her mouth to the fresh line, once, and then to his mouth, tasting of his blood. The wings came forward from both sides and shut over the two of them, and the yard was gone. Inside them everything was gold, warm, and hers.

She broke the kiss and slid down him, deliberate and ravenous.

He knew what came next. He carried a ladder of it in him: a hug, a bonk, a hand at the half, and every rung had been correct. Eight qi in his chest, a county at the wall, a witch dead for him in a chair above it. Her hands were at his belt, and he let her, all the way.

She took his cock to the root inside her own wings and seated him there. Her nose pressed into his belly, and her lips sealed around the base. The head of him slid past the back of her tongue and on down. She swallowed around him low under her breastbone. Then she held, and she did not come up for air once, because she had never needed to. She was showing him, god-tier and pleased with herself about it, her eyes lifted to his face to make sure he knew.

His pleasure traveled down the bond and landed in her. Her shoulders jerked a beat behind every jolt of his, and her eyes flew wide around his cock at each one. By her own account the act had once been a rite, dry-eyed and done by command. This one had her moaning around him, ambushed for the third time, and he knew whose feature that was. The moan vibrated into him through her throat, and he got both fists into her copper hair and held on.

She kept both hands on his hips, and her fingers dug in hard enough to leave gold dust in the prints. Then the composure broke in her face all at once, every line of it, the judge's face gone soft and stupid with him. She came with her throat still full of him, from his side of the bond alone. The wings slammed wide against the yard stone with a crack like a sail filling. The sound she made went down the length of him and into his spine.

That finished him: he came hard down her throat, and it pulled him inside out through one nerve. The qi tore out of his pool with it in one long draw and rose as light under her skin. She swallowed, and swallowed, her throat working on the head of him. The gold climbed from the wing-joins toward her crown, her feathers stood on end to the tips, and his finish took her over again through the gold itself; she came a second time, shuddering from the joins out, and made the sound from the big room around him. She stayed seated to the root until every drop was hers.

She came up with her mouth slick and her eyes enormous, illuminated like lanterns.

"Oh," said Sara. "Oh, that is what it is." Her hand went flat below her breastbone, over the heat of him. "It is inside me. I can feel it sitting there, warm. Please breed me properly one day, Andy. I should like to feel this everywhere."

The swimming drained out of her eyes while she said it, and a fast, bright certainty flooded in behind it. She rose onto her knees mid-sentence. She looked certain of everything, like a soldier handed a reason and eager to use it at once. She shone fuller than she had a breath ago, and his HUD printed it.

[ SARAFAEL — ASTRAL QI DRAWN (SUMMONER'S) — REFINED · TAKEN ENTIRE ]
[ ANDY — QI 0/32 · NO PATH FOR RETURN ]
[ BUFF — ASTRAL QI · HP +44 · QI +44 · 24:00:00 ]
[ PERMANENT (FIRST ARRIVAL DRAW · ONCE) — HP 1905 → 1924 · QI 1476 → 1496 ]


Permanent, and once. A buff with a timer, and beneath it two numbers that would stay moved, on a woman he had watched go over a cliff. The sheet printed that line for a body one time, at the first arrival where it drank him, and then was finished with it. The buff read forty-four in both pools, his own realm, the bottom of the ladder. Over her head, the Spirit-Severing was only the collar.

And then it landed, just as the shelf had. He had stopped Jess on a barn floor, Diana in a yard, and Sara at the half, and he had kept to it each time. It had been a rule from home, you don't when she's high, correct by every standard he had carried through a fold in the air. Each of those stops had taken a day of his realm from the woman in front of him, in fights where that was the margin. The nineteen and the twenty had merely waited for tonight. His best friends had been asking him for a gift that made them stronger and kept them alive, in a world where a realm was a life. He had been rationing it out of a book of manners from a world with parking lots.

He knelt there and could not settle it. They had been out of their heads every time they asked, and a man from his world declined a yes from a woman out of her head. He kept that rule, though they had also, every one of them, said it sober, scheduled it, and called it cultivation. The climb was theirs, and so was how they enjoyed it. He buckled his belt and read the rest of the panel.

[ SARAFAEL — RECALLED · BOUND: TWO OF THREE — A RISE ]
[ SARAFAEL · Archangel · ARCHANGEL OF JUDGEMENT · EXPRESSED: A · SPIRIT-SEVERING (COLLARED) ]
[ BODY SSS/A · SPEED SSS/A · WORKING SS/A · SIGHT B/B · WILL SS-/A ]
[ TECHNIQUES: JUDGEMENT SSS/A · HEAVEN-GATE FORMATION D · VIGIL-LAMP SUTRA F · GOLDEN WING ASCENSION — → A ]
[ HP: 1968/1968 HEAVENLY QI: 1540/1540 ]


He read it inside her wings, which had enveloped him again, and the fourth line was the one he went back to. A dash had sat on it since a threshing floor, and the dash had lit.

Golden Wing Ascension. Dash, arrow, A, illuminated.

"Three times," said Sara, against his mouth, high, delighted, shaking. "Three times I went down. Twice I came up in that woman's yard at her feet and laughed, and she said a word. Once she let me judge for her, and I judged, and I believed every word. And I loved her, Andy. I loved her hands. I felt it, so it was correct, and I said so to your face. I am here, in our circle, at yours, and it was—" She laughed, the high helpless one. "Oh, úmál, úmál. Every one, and thank you for each. I cannot wait for you to do it again. And south was correct. I chose it on the ridge, and here I am. Diana's hold was adequate. Your stopping me, on the shelf and in the ring, was rude, and I forgive it, because I have decided to. And the third want. I said it would be nearer. Andy, it is here. After the county. Diana. I pronounced you a thief in that yard. The verdict was hers in my mouth. I retract it, and I have never once retracted a verdict. Diana, is she—"

"She is on the wall," said Diana, beyond the gold, and her voice broke on it. "In a chair. With crows. She is first in line for the morning."

"Good. Then I shall go and get her." Sara lifted her face from under his chin. Her face was scarlet and wet, her eyes huge, and for a breath she studied the fourth line of her own sheet. "Andy."

"Yeah."

"The wing line. It is lit."

"It's lit."

"Golden Wing is lit."

"Yes," he said. "That's the patch note. That's the one line in the notes I've been waiting on since a barn. Golden Wing Ascension: enabled. Sara, they shipped it."

"Then I am going to do a thing," said Sara. "I have wanted it a great deal longer than you have known me. I am telling you now so that it is kept and not sprung. I should like you to watch, if you would."

"I'm going to watch."

"Good." She looked up at him, scarlet, huge-eyed, laughing. "Would you say the thing? The one you say when the numbers are good."

"Sara—"

"Say it, please."

"That's a strength check she doesn't have the stat for," said Andy, through a tight throat. She laughed and kissed his mouth hard enough to hurt.

Sara rose to her feet, luminous.

* * *

S

he stepped out of his arms and out of the circle, naked, in a dead yard with a county standing at the wall. She regarded the county, then Malericha in her shawl, then the wall walk where a witch sat in a chair. Last she examined the empty sky, and did not like it. "Guilty, I am afraid," she told the woman on the wall. "And, forgive me, your anchors are crooked."


Then she unfurled her wings.

She had lifted one under her cloak at a field drain once, a hand's width, and called it weather. She had opened them for him at Harn's Foot and around him in a ring, and never once to fly. Twice she had stood on that woman's wall with them open and empty, displayed. She opened them now herself, all the way, to fly. They extended over the yard and beyond it, gold, the width of the holding. She looked up. She bent her knees. She went.

Up, vertically, like a signal flare.

She launched out of the yard in a single beat. The downdraft hurled the yard's ash against the walls, extinguished half of Diana's fire, and slammed him flat on his back, and Diana down beside him. Gold light streamed off the trailing edge of each feather like sparks off a grindstone, and a hard new line ticked on his HUD.

[ SARAFAEL — CAST: GOLDEN WING ASCENSION (A · COLLARED) — HEAVENLY QI −12 PER MINUTE ALOFT ]


He tracked her from the stone as she rose, gold, into the darkness over the dead valley: an archangel in full flight above her former exhibitor. She climbed until she was a spark among the stars, and she laughed at them.

Malericha, on the wall, looked up. The six held in the yard did not look up, because they were looking at her. The Working swung away from the wall, the demon and the man, and looked up. The soul qi in it hunted the brightest heat and the densest qi on any battlefield, and the brightest heat on this one had just ascended into the sky.

"I am sorry about—" it began, and turned, and reached upward.

"Oh," said Diana, on the ground, on her knees, with the fire out on her hands and her face turned up and wet. "Oh, look at her. Look at her, Andy. Look."

"I'm looking. Diana, she's flying, she's—"

"I have eyes, Andy. They are the best in the party at this realm. I am using them." She nodded at the sky. "Look at her. A belower with an ass like that, and the Host wasted it on gold harps."

Sara flew. She pivoted in the air above the yard, wings fully extended, the county reaching up at her. Her laughter carried to the ground. She came around and opened her palm, and a gold line lanced out of it and hardened into the sword, a breath of qi going out of her without a glance. Then she dropped.

She dropped on the Working with her sword aimed at its crown.

Her sheet flashed up on his HUD as she fell, every line. The third line was the one he read once and refused to examine, because it said WILL SS-, where every sheet he had ever read on her had said SS.

She struck the county. The county screamed in Malericha's voice, and the show began. He lay on his back on the stone and cranked the Hound's crossbow on his chest, because the crank did the BODY for him, and spoke to the sky in the lobby voice, to a raid of two: "Pull's live. Call-outs on me. Nobody stands in anything." Above him the stars held still, and the dark leaned in to watch.


CHAPTER 68 — Style Meter

F

or twenty minutes it was the best fight of his life, and then the panel told him it was boring.


Sara plunged onto the county from the sky and carved through its front: timber, masonry, and the dead it was assembled from. Rib cages were mortared into its walls, and a plowman's skull sat in a chimney. The gray meat of every soul Malericha had burned was packed between the stones like wet thatch. It burst around her blade and came down over her, bone, rot, old blood black as pitch. It went across her face, through her hair, down the gold of her wings, and into her laughing mouth. She came out the far side black from crown to heel, still laughing with it in her teeth, and climbed again without wiping it. Diana stood at the fallen wall with the collar's Spirit-Severing fire on both hands and drove it into the flank, which disintegrated. The Working turned, reached up, apologized, and Sara was past it before the arm closed. He had promised a show, and he delivered one. He stood by the circle and called it, and it went where he called it. Between calls he cranked the crossbow and put bolts into the pegged joints of the county's knees, where Sara's next stroke wanted a crack. Chip damage on a raid boss, too small for the System to print, and every bolt went where he aimed it. Overhead the sky stood clear. Jess's hour ticked on his HUD with the armed line under it.

Then he checked his HUD.

"Diana."

"Busy."

"Read your frame."

"I have read it," said Diana, burning. "Read yours."

[ INTEREST IN THIS SHOW — FALLING ]


It was the retention graph. He had watched a line decline on a screen while a tester yawned, and here was the line, in five words, over a fight for a county. It had surfaced beneath the collar's line, and the collar's line was flickering.

"Diana—"

"I see it. My realm is going in and out." The black fire on her raised hands stuttered: roaring, then guttering to a thin Mortal-grade smolder, then roaring. "What does it mean."

He had once built an encounter where players looped the same three moves because they worked, and a room of testers had gone quiet.

"It means we're repeating," said Andy. "Sara dives, you burn, it reaches, it misses, again. It's a rotation. It works, it's boring, and it's watching. The collar's buckled to the show, not the fight." He looked at the county. "It said. Curtain to curtain, while it's worth watching. We just stopped being worth watching."

"Then what—"

"Then we stop doing the thing that works."

* * *

H

e had never before thought of an audience as the pillar holding up the roof. Retention as a raid mechanic, and this one had put the number on the HUD.


"Sara. Down. Not through it. On it. Land on it and stay."

"Then I tank it," said Sara, from two hundred feet up, and dove. Tank was his word. She said it like a foreign word she had finally decided to try in her mouth.

She folded the wings and slammed down on the county's shoulder like a dropped stone, and stayed there, planted, with the sword in both hands. She looked down at him, and the panel changed under his eye before he read it.

"Diana. Stop burning the front. Burn the ground. Under it. What it grows back out of. Its foundation's poured, not tempered. Burn the base."

She turned her palms downward. Fire went into the fed soil at the Working's feet at a ruinous rate, and the soil ignited like the lane road. The county stood on a fire that was eating its foundations, and for the first time it made a sound of surprise.

[ INTEREST IN THIS SHOW — RISING ]
[ ENCORE ]


The collar's line stopped flickering and held.

"That's it," said Andy. "That's the trick. It's not the winning. It doesn't care who wins. It cares that it hasn't seen the next thing. The real DPS check was boredom. No sect ever wrote that one down, because no sect ever streamed. Every time we repeat, it starves. So we never repeat. Not once." He laughed, too loud. "That's a raid I know how to run."

"I know how to run you," said Diana, and threw fire.

"Focus," said Andy.

* * *

A

t the second hour, the Working learned a technique.


[ THE WORKING, WHOLE — REALM S ]
[ TECHNIQUE ACQUIRED: GRAY-LENS READING A · SOUL QI −40 (FED GROUND) ]
[ ACQUISITION: NECESSITY · IT IS MADE OF A PRACTICE ]


"It fucking what," said Diana.

"It learned. Gray-Lens Reading. A. Mid-fight. Comprehension. Adaptive. The thing every forum begged for and every dev said was too hard to build. Monsters don't learn. They have a sheet and the sheet's the sheet and—" He stopped. He looked at the county, standing on its own burning ground with an archangel on its shoulder, and at Malericha on her rubble, watching. "It's not a monster. She said. It's her. Thirty-one years of practice, poured into the ground. It's a cultivation base poured into dirt, and it's just remembered how."

The Working examined Sara.

A lens of qi swelled in the front of its face like a cataract, gray with the dead and violet at the rim, and it regarded her with Malericha's own look at the pens, a teacher weighing a class. It spoke. "Archangel. Judgement. Heavenly qi, and certain of everything. Collared to Spirit-Severing; true realm, True Immortal. Held in a collar, and the collar is conditional. I am sorry about the collar."

"Your reading is incorrect, I am sorry to say," said Sara, from its shoulder. "I am Judgement, and you are guilty of apologizing. Please accept mine."

Every corporate apology Andy had ever scrolled past came back to him, we hear you and we are doing the work, and he agreed with the verdict.

"Sara, move—"

She moved. The arm erupted through the space she had occupied and ripped a farmstead of itself away, apologizing. Sara was in the air, and it turned and looked at Diana.

"Greater Succubus. Pleasure Soldier. Hellfire qi, hungry and proud of it. Collared to Spirit-Severing, which is her own true realm. Her fire is the only weapon on this field that hurts me. It devours her pool faster than she can sustain past the third hour." The voice went on, weighing her, while the arm swung. "She is the weak point. I am sorry about that too. I shall take whatever the System does to me for it."

"Weak point," said Diana, laughing. "Says a stubble-fire's shit pile."

"What does the System do," said Andy. "Diana, what does it—"

"It means me," said Diana. She had both hands down, her pool going, her tail up, her face white under the fire. "It has read the field and found the easiest kill on it. It will take whatever the System does to anyone who takes a bound creature off a summoner, for the kill. It is her, Andy. It has just done to me what she did to a county."

The colossal arm came swinging around for her.

* * *

H

e had two seconds. The arm was a hedge, a mill, and half a village, swinging around slow until it was fast. Diana crouched at the wall with her hands buried in the ground and her pool gone under four hundred. She could stop the fire and move, or hold the fire and die. He knew she would hold it.


The first two hours had regenerated four points of astral qi in his chest. He pressed his hand to the scar line and poured every point.

On a ferry he had managed it at four seconds, at a shambles pit at three and a quarter, on a stair and a causeway at two and a half, and in a dead farm's yard at two and a fifth. Now he did it faster than any of them, because he had felt this turn coming and started the pour with the call. The astral chain went down the rope faster than he could count it. It landed, and his knees went. She moved.

One step took her out of the arm's line, the fire still pouring into the ground, and the arm demolished a standing course of the wall where she had been. She was standing in the yard, alive, her hands still burning, and starlight came up her arms through the black. The cold went into his opened arm, and the panel came up.

[ ANDY — QI 0/32 ]
[ TECHNIQUE — ASTRAL CHAIN D → C · LANDING 1.8 s · ACQUISITION: NECESSITY ]


One point eight. Beneath it, his own technique had climbed a rank, earned in the only school that had ever taught him anything: the one where friends died if a man hesitated.

He read it on his knees, with an empty chest. Diana turned in the yard with the fire on her hands and looked at him, and her eyes went wide and hungry. The System flashed Andy a fresh line: ENCORE — CASTING A → S, FOR THIS SHOW. Diana's fire went blacker at the core and doubled in height, and she bared her fangs. She called across the yard, "Do that again, and afterward I shall ride your cock until you forget your own name, and then I shall teach it to you again, slowly, for hours," then turned back to the county and burned.

They kept the show running for two more hours, and they did not repeat a trick.

"Sara. A line. Gold, all the way round its feet. Make it grow back through you."

She came down off the shoulder and ran the circuit with the sword point in the burning ground. It left a line of gold judgement in the dirt around a county, a moat drawn in light. Every timber the Working pushed up gray out of the fed soil came up through her line and split along it. The split edges smoked and stayed dead. The county looked down at the gold at its ankles, apologized to it, and tore its own legs off at the knee to step over it. It came down on the far side on two stumps of barn wall, shorter by a farmhouse.

[ ENCORE ]


"Diana. Stop burning it. Lie to it."

Diana let the fire go out on both hands. She walked up to the foot of a thing as tall as a ridge, her glasses pushed up into her hair and the rose haze already on her lips and her hellfire banked to a black ember behind it. Then she said it in the gate-voice, sweetly, as she would bid a bore goodnight at a party: "You are finished. Sit down."

The county sat. It sat, halfway down onto its own ruins with its arms slack, a vast old woman caught being told. Sara came off the sky into that pause and took its left arm off at the shoulder. Half a hamlet and an orchard went over the wall in one piece.

[ DIANA — GATE-VOICE (ROSE HAZE) ]
[ ENCORE ]


After that they stopped counting the tricks: Diana cut its arms away from the ground. Sara drove it across its own fallen farms, forcing each reach through fresh fire. Andy called the turns and cranked bolts into its joints until Jess's timer had less than an hour left and his quiver held one.

Sara descended out of the darkness.

She landed beside the county on the fed ground, on foot, and drove the sword into the burning soil at its feet. "Úvaelis," she said, the verdict word from the yard at Wellbrook, and qi went out of her in a breath of gold gone cold as ash. Frost ran down the blade into the ground, and the sword lit from the hilt. The light flooded along the black fire until every flame burned veined with gold, and the county's burning stumps were now being judged.

[ SARAFAEL — JUDGEMENT — S (SEALED · COLLARED) · DURATION: 1:00:00 ]
[ THE WORKING, WHOLE — HP 2890/4400 ]


The county screamed and skipped the apology. It plunged both arms into the gold ground and tried to wrench its stumps out of the judgement, and failed. It stood there, held: a demon burning it, an archangel judging it, a man in the yard calling the next thing, each one new.

Malericha sat on her rubble. Her face kept running its check, and kept getting the same answer.

"Two thousand eight hundred and ninety," said Andy. "Diana. Next thing. Sara. Next thing. It's the fifth hour and the dev is watching and nobody repeats."

"Nobody repeats," said Diana, burning at a Dao-Seeking cast on leashed power, and ignited the county's arms.

Above them on the wall walk, with the crows roosting along the standing wall, Jess watched the show through one half-open amber eye. The timer on his HUD said fifty minutes, and ran. Beneath it sat the armed line, and when the timer ran out he would have to make the party whole.


CHAPTER 69 — Tribulation Clouds Gathering

J

ess's hour arrived in the middle of the show, and he cut the other arm for it. It was a second rez cast, mid-fight, on a qi pool scraped dry by Sara's drink and the chain to Diana. The slow trickle since that pour had restored six points of astral qi.


In the fourth hour the panel had warned that a second recall inside one night required a second site. So he picked Bel's knife up off the stone and pushed his right sleeve up. He knelt by the circle with the knife in his left hand, the wrong hand. He laid the blade along a stretch of his right forearm where the skin was still whole, and checked his HUD.

[ RECALL — JESSAMINE — WINDOW OPENS IN 0:00:40 ]
[ SIGIL SITE — SECOND (RIGHT) — REQUIRED · ACCEPTED ]
[ ANDY QI 6/32 ]


He had six, the rite demanded far more, and he had known that since the fourth hour too.

"Diana."

"I have it." She came off the wall at a run, one hand trailing fire into the ground behind her. Fire ran up both forearms, and black blood ran out of the split in the left. Her pool was at two hundred, and she dropped beside him. She drew a claw across the palm. Then she slapped it, black and running, into Jess's circle beside his knee. "Ink," she said. "Richer than yours. The circle took an angel's for a wright's arm, and it will take a demon's for the rest. Your six, and my blood for the rest. Cut, for fuck's sake."

He laid the knife on his right arm and let it bite a finger's width. Blood threaded over his wrist into Jess's circle. The circle absorbed it, and his mouth pronounced the words. His six points of astral qi tore out of him, the black blood in the circle hissing after them. He swayed, and Diana's hand held him up while the knife fell out of his left hand onto the stone.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím."

[ RECALL — JESSAMINE — WINDOW OPEN ]
[ DRAWN: ANDY QI 6 · MISSING — DIANIZOBILAL: BLOOD, THE PALM (RICHER INK · ACCEPTED) ]
[ BIND — F → E ]
[ RECALL — F → D (SECOND SITE · ONE NIGHT · DRAWN DOUBLE) ]
[ ANDY QI 0/32 ]


Bind had climbed to E on the second cut, and Recall had leaped two ranks, past the E the menu had promised at the short pool. A second site in a single night had doubled the gain, his own path rewarding necessity. He read them on his knees with the world graying at the edges. Over the ring the air creased like a page about to turn, held a heartbeat, and dropped.

* * *

S

he surged out of the yard stone naked, panting, collared to Spirit-Severing: harder, the hair longer and wild, her ears red beneath it. The gold seam still circled her right elbow, where Sara's ichor had gone deeper than the arm, into whatever came back through a ring. Half-blind, he saw her whole, lit and there: the breasts he had held by lamplight, the nipples drawn up tight, her ribs working, bare everywhere. The farmhouse's black wreck lay in the yard behind her. One of her hands snatched the belt-knife Diana had laid inside the circle for her. The other went for his belt.


"Boss," said Jess. "Boss. Oh, you—" With the collar on, she opened a belt as fast as she closed a circle. "You cut the other one. For me. You've got a line on the wrong arm now, for me, and I'm going to—"

She went to. She kissed him first, hard and laughing, her teeth on his lip, and then her mouth was on his cock before the sentence had an ending, the wrong mouth for the job, attacking it anyway. Her lips were tight, a clamped ring: a mouth used to women, with no idea what to do with him, doing it at full commitment regardless.

She got halfway down his cock and gagged, hard. She kept going and gagged again. Spit ran down him in strings, off her chin to her collarbone, and she grinned around him through the mess. The knife stayed in her fist against his hip. Her free hand worked between her own knees throughout, because she could do two jobs at once now and looked like she enjoyed both. The high rolled off her in waves, her eyes streaming, the two-note tally hum vibrating around him between the gags, delighted with herself.

His pleasure reached her down the bond a heartbeat late, and she chased it with her mouth, greedy, gagging, grinning. At the dairy she had called it a treat she was sneaking. Her fingers went faster. She came with him in her mouth, a hard short shudder with a gag in the middle of it, and kept going.

It was the sneakiest act ever perpetrated on him. It was terrible, and he loved it. His chest was empty, and she was hunting the last of it anyway.

The county was still on its feet. He planted his left hand flat on her forehead, the right still running blood down his wrist, and shoved.

She came off him with a sound like a cork, and her face went from wrecked to furious before she landed. "Boss—" Hoarse, wet-eyed, grievance in every line of her. "I wasn't done—you've got no timing, boss, and no manners—that was my first draw of you, refined, mid-rise, that was my once, the bridge one, and you pulled it—"

Behind him the county said mildly, high overhead, "I am sorry about the—" Diana's black fire tore into it, and its heat washed over the circle and the two of them.

Jess's eyes traveled past him to the spectacle: the county in the gold ground with its arms on fire.

The fight came up into her face on top of the high instead of under it. What emerged was the girl from the byre gap with the Hound open on the wall, collared to a realm she had never touched, naked, with a knife. She giggled.

"Later," said Jess, giggling, to the county. "Hear that, you old cow? Watch how it's done, and cry about it," she yelled at the wall. "I'm finishing him on your grave, in front of whatever's left of your realm." She put him away herself, one-handed, and buckled the belt wrong. "Hold still."

"You're naked."

"Noticed, did you. That's later as well, and later's got the kept kind in it, boss. I've decided. Hold still." She set the knife to the stone. Then she stopped and looked back up at him, her face open, blazing, amber-eyed: a Spirit-Severing witch with a belt-knife and a county to kill. She said it fast, all in one breath: "I love you. Told you I'd say it when it was real. It's real. Shut up. Hold still."

He held still. It went in further than the blade. A declaration the bind had dictated would have come out softer.

[ JESSAMINE — RECALLED · BOUND: THREE OF THREE ]
[ JESSAMINE · Human (Ascendant) · WITCH · EXPRESSED: A · SPIRIT-SEVERING (COLLARED) ]
[ BODY C/C · SPEED C/C · WORKING S/A · SIGHT B/B · WILL S/S ]
[ TECHNIQUES: THORN-KNOT SNARE D · COFFIN FORMATION C ]
[ ASCENSION · INCOMPLETE ]
[ JESSAMINE · 42 ]
[ HP: 335/335 SOUL QI: 1268/1268 ]


[ PARTY WHOLE ]
[ TRIBULATION — GATHERING · SITE: THIS RING · STRIKE IN: HOURS ]


Above the smoke, the sky over the yard drew in on itself. A single low cloud formed out of clear air directly above the circle, turning like a slow fist, with light walking in its belly. The byre stood sixty paces down the lane. He shelved that, and the shelf groaned.

She cut at Spirit-Severing, and giggled as she went around.

At the bottom of Mortal she had cut on her knees, eleven minutes with a belt-knife. Now she cut with the swamp in it, ten thousand cuts deep, her own hands just returned to her. She laughed the high mad laugh from the Hound's insides, running a line around a county to gut it. Her first anchor went into the broken footing of the north wall, and the knife sank into the stone like a finger into sand, violet boiling up beneath the ash-gray edge of every stroke. She was off her knees and moving before he had read the second anchor.

"Same coffin," she said, cutting. "Parish-scale. Sect work, if a sect had the nerve. Diana, keep its feet in the gold, I'm going around it."

"She's building a kill box," he said, to nobody. "At Spirit-Severing. Naked. She's building a kill box around a county." Ten minutes ago she had been on her knees giggling with her mouth full. Now she was naked in the ruins, gutting a county. His party. His actual party.

"Later, boss," said the dark. She sprinted out through the fallen wall, and the line followed her across the fed ground, curving around the county's left foot into the valley. He lost her in the dark and found her again by the line.

[ ANCHORS 4/…/40 ]
[ ENCLOSING: THE WORKING, WHOLE ]


* * *

T

he county stopped dead at her lines.


It tried. Its feet stood in Sara's gold. Its arms burned in Diana's fire, laid from the wall again. An archangel had gone back up to ride its shoulder, and a witch's line was racing around it in the dark. It read the line, because it had learned to read. "Witch. Soul qi, and she cannot stop reading. Collared to Spirit-Severing; true realm, Dao-Seeking, where she has never stood. She is enclosing me. I am sorry about the—" It stretched an arm over the line to stop her.

The arm halted at the line.

It hung over the violet like a dog at the edge of its yard, and drew back. Malericha's held had stopped at her word. Her stock stopped at her line. The Working was built of a practice, and the practice was stock: decades of Malericha sorting what lay inside a ring from what lay outside it. She had always stopped at a line drawn around property that was hers, and the county remembered.

"It remembers stock," said Andy. "It remembers the rule. Jess. Jess. It can't cross you. Close it."

"Closing," said Jess, from the dark. "Thirty-one. Thirty-two. Sara, get off it, I'm coming under you—"

Sara lifted off the county's shoulder with the wings full and hovered over it in the dark, gold under the black. She looked down at the line coming around, laughed the high one, and waited. "Her circle is correct," she announced to the dark. "I have approved it."

"Thirty-eight. Thirty-nine. Forty."

Jess rounded the county's right foot at a sprint with the knife and the line behind her, and met her own first anchor. She set the knife to it, and the coffin closed.

"Ngaím."

The line blazed, forty anchors, a parish-scale circle around a county, and she pronounced the second word.

"Náin."

The line set hard all the way around the county, like ice taking. Violet stood up off it in sheer walls and leaned inward as it climbed, closing to a point far above the ridge: a cone of power the size of a parish. Jess called it a coffin, and the county was inside it. It turned back what it held and nothing else, and the party's gold and fire went through its walls like light through glass.

[ THE COFFIN FORMATION — PARISH-SCALE · 40/40 · SIGNED · CLOSED · JESS QI 1146/1268 ]
[ THE WORKING, WHOLE — ENCLOSED · HP 1140/4400 ]


* * *

H

e put his last bolt into the crown of it first, a pale fletch in the dead thatch, so she would have a mark. Then he called it. It was the last call of the raid, the one every raid lead rehearsed in the shower and got to make exactly once. He made it from his knees, empty, in the raid tongue. It was the best call he had ever made, and he knew it while he was making it; the dev in the water knew it too.


"Sara. From above. Straight down. Through the top of it, all the way to the feet, and stay down."

She plummeted out of the darkness and cleaved the county from the crown to the gold ground in one stroke. It split down the middle, separating farm from farm, and the county's dead came spilling out of the split. A landslide of them, gray, swollen, stitched into the construct's body. Rib cages popped loose like barrel staves. A hand still gripped a hoe. Faces pressed flat against the inside of its walls. The stink struck the yard like a wall, and out in the dark Jess retched and held the line. Sara stood in the gold at the bottom of the wound with the sword in the ground and held it open.

"Diana. The joints. Where the farms meet. Every one. Now."

She withdrew both hands from the ground, the left one shaking on its split forearm, and drove the fire into the county's joints: steading to wall, wall to orchard, orchard to soil. She poured out most of what she had left, and every joint ignited at once. The fire found the fat in the packed dead, and the county went up in greasy yellow smoke that crackled like a pig on a spit. It came apart along the lines Sara had opened, and stood in pieces inside Jess's circle, apologizing.

"I am sorry about the—"

"Jess. Close it in."

She crouched at the first anchor in the dark, skyclad, with the athame in her teeth. She shoved both hands flat on the line and pulled, and the pull tore forty qi out of her in one breath. The coffin contracted, forty anchors sliding at once across the fed ground, and the dismembered county inside it was herded inward, because the line turned it back.

[ JESS — COFFIN HARVEST — SOUL QI −40 ]


"—the house, I am sorry about the wall, I am sorry about the—"

"Count," said Andy. "That's the count. Three. Two."

"—the hour, I am sorry about the hour, I am sorry about the—"

"One."

It braced a farmhouse against the closing line, the last of its strength. The line sheared the front off the farmhouse and kept coming, and the farmhouse collapsed inward onto the rest.

With a slam like a door, the circle shut on it.

The voice stopped in the middle of the word, cut off at the throat. When the circle had closed, it held gray fed soil heaped the size of a barn, riddled with timber, masonry, and orchard, motionless. An archangel stood on top of the heap with a sword. A demon knelt at the wall with her pool dry and both palms split black. A witch crouched at the first anchor, dripping, grinning at the heap.

[ THE WORKING, WHOLE · REALM S · HP 0/4400 ]
[ SLAIN BY: THE PARTY (JUDGEMENT · HELLFIRE · COFFIN FORMATION · COUNT) ]
[ THE COFFIN FORMATION — CATCH RETURNED TO THE WITCH ]
[ INTEREST — HELD · ENCORE · ENCORE ]


Catch returned to the witch. Jess at the anchor was reading her own line. A formation drop, he thought, the crafter getting her mats back. She removed the knife from her teeth and studied the heap with her head cocked, the knot-look, satisfaction showing at its edges.

"Mine," said Jess. Gray fog rolled off the heap and poured across the line into her in one long breath, and her skin lit violet from the inside. Mats back, Andy told himself: qi off the formation, the same as her lifesteal. "Ninety-two of hers, and it's mine, boss. Returned to the witch." She turned to the wall. "Hear that, schoolmarm? Your whole county's in my circle. You're next, and I'll take you slow. Stay mad." She reached to holster the knife in her missing belt, glanced down at herself, and her ears reddened. The last of the high was draining out of her, and what remained was its loose warm end, the part that made a person affectionate and slow. "Right. Later. I said. Later."

He was on his knees with the gray closing in. Sara came down off the heap, Diana crossed the yard, and Jess came in through the fallen wall. All three reached him at once, and he was enveloped in three sets of arms and one set of wings. Sara was crying on his neck. Diana was laughing into his hair. Jess was saying his name, Andy, Andy, Andy, with no joke anywhere in it, for once.

He had zero in his chest and all of himself tied up in the three of them, and it was enough. The last two readings he took before the gray swallowed him were the cloud and the wall. The cloud turned above the circle. On the fallen wall, a small woman in a shawl had been sitting with her hands folded and her dash, and had stood up.


CHAPTER 70 — Breakthrough to E-Minus

A

t dawn Malericha was sitting on a stone on the hillside north of Lowfold, waiting.


It was the boss at zero health, seated outside the arena on a rock, with a dialogue option still glowing over her head.

He woke in the yard with his head in Sara's lap, his right arm bound, and eight of thirty-two in his chest; the night's refill had been drunk again while he slept. He had woken cold from the chest out. The heap lay beyond the fallen wall in her big circle, and the three of them surrounded him, still collared to Spirit-Severing.

Sara's hand was in his hair. She gazed down at him with the scarlet drained from her face and the gold still in it, and when his eyes opened, hers filled. "There you are," she said, in the flat voice, and the flat cracked straight down the middle on the second word. She lowered her forehead to his and stayed there, an archangel, with her wings enclosing both of them and the yard shut out.

"Please do not," she said, into his face, before he could. "I know the sum. I felt you start it. You were at zero and I was at the sixth realm, and you were doing the sum. Do it tomorrow. Last night you were unconscious for hours, and I am holding your head, and that is the entire account."

He gave her that, for as long as her forehead rested against his, and then he checked the panels.

[ REALM A — CURTAIN TO CURTAIN · INTEREST — HELD ]
[ TRIBULATION — GATHERED · SITE: THE RING · HELD FOR: THE SUMMONER (AWAKE) ]
[ MALERICHA · Human · SOUL SUMMONER · Realm — · HOLDING: 6 · UNHELD ]
[ LOCATION: THE HILLSIDE (N) · SEATED ]


Held for the summoner. Awake. Specifically awake.

He read it, and then he twisted his head free of Sara's hands and stared upward.

The cloud had not moved all night. It hung low and black directly above the ring where he had called Jess back, turning on itself like a lid on a pot, and light crawled through its belly in slow white veins. It had waited through the dark, the smoke and the hours he had lain senseless.

"It waited for me," he said. "It waited for me to watch."

"All night," said Diana. Her pool had fallen to forty, and she did not look away from the cloud. "I tried to reason out whether carrying you would carry it, and I could not find the answer in any account I have read. And the four would not be moved. Hester said the last cultivator who carried her anywhere carried her to a pen, and she held the doorframe until I stopped asking."

"Get them out." He was already scrambling up, his legs useless beneath him. "Sara. You can fly. You've still got the collar on. Get them out of the byre—"

Sara was on her feet before he finished, the wings flaring enormous.

At the byre door, a small figure with cropped hair had dragged herself upright against the frame on her ruined legs. Hester was staring up at the cloud with her lips moving, counting the flashes in its belly aloud, as she had counted the crows.

The hair on his forearms stood erect, and Diana's glasses fogged and cleared. Jess looked up from against the circle, the tin in her lap and her ears still red. She wore the coat, the hat and the boots, back off her own body; she must have fetched them in the night.

"Oh, fuck off," said Jess, to the sky. "Fuck off, you bald cloud. Come down here and say it to my face. You and every temple that ever bowed to you. I've pissed in holier ditches."

The tribulation descended.

* * *

I

t came down in three bolts out of the one cloud, so bright the valley went white as paper.


There was one for each of them. One found Sara through the sword in her rising hand and slammed her back to earth before she had cleared the wall. One found Diana through the horns. One found Jess where she sat, and the tin went flying. He stood in the middle of the three of them and it did not touch him. The bolt to Diana came down straight through the air he occupied, and his skin stayed cool and his hair lay flat. It passed through his place as though the place were empty.

Then the cloud emptied the rest of itself, and it did not aim.

The discharge ran out from the three struck women along the ground in every direction, a net of white fire racing over the frost, across the yard, over the fallen wall, and down the lane. Wherever it found a living creature, it climbed into it. It found the six held in the ash of the yard and went into them one after another down the row. They did not scream. Every face but one was turned up the hill toward the stone where she sat. The big farmer from the gate went over with the bill still tied to his wrists. Light came out of him through the hamstring cuts in two jets and fused the ash under his knees to glass. The woman who had carried the kitchen knife was last, and her empty hand welded into a fist. For an instant she looked at Andy with eyes that had a person in them. The eyes went past him, up the hill, and the person in them was in love. Her face split along the cheekbones, and she folded down into the ash, burning. It ran up the standing wall and along the wall walk. Forty-one crows came off it in one black fall, smoking, and thumped onto the frost. It found the byre and went into the roof like a white fist, and the thatch ceased to exist without ever catching. The roof-tree exploded into burning splinters that whirled out over the lane like thrown knives, and the walls bellied outward and fell. After it came the crack, like the world splitting a plank, and the ground bucked under his boots and threw him to his knees.

Hester was standing in the doorway at the moment of impact.

The open gate hid nothing, and the light was too brilliant to look away from or to close his eyes against. A fork of it went into her through the crown of her cropped head and out through the soles of her feet into the threshold stone. For one frozen instant she was a girl-shaped hole in the white, outlined in fire. Then she was a body again, and the body was wrong. Her hair was gone. Her skin had split in long black seams down her arms and her face. The split edges curled back pink and wet from the meat beneath. Her mouth was open on the next number. Steam poured out of it. Her eyes had cooked white in their sockets like boiled eggs. She stayed upright a breath after death, propped by her own locked muscles. Then she collapsed forward onto the stone in pieces that had been joined a moment before.

The smell reached him before the sound stopped: pork, the same as Diana's fire at the yard's line, and his stomach heaved and emptied itself onto the ash between his hands. He vomited until nothing came up, and then he vomited nothing, and he did not stop looking.

Behind Hester the byre burned. Inside it three shapes lay in the straw where they had been left, still arranged in the postures of sleep, charred black and fused to the floor. The one who had held Hester's hand through the night still had an arm extended toward the door.

[ TRIBULATION — THE PARTY ]
[ STRUCK: SARAFAEL · DIANIZOBILAL · JESSAMINE ]
[ SUMMONER — NOT FOUND ]
[ COLLATERAL — 10 · UNBOUND 4 · HELD 6 · SLAIN ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM F- → E- · MORTAL → QI-GATHERING · THREE STAGES · POOLS FILLED (NEW REALM) ]
[ RECALL — WINDOW 31:00:00 → 30:00:00 ]
[ RECALL — DRAW 24 → 19 ASTRAL QI ]
[ ░░░░░░░░░░░░ 0/3 ]


He read it on his knees, vomit dripping from his chin.

He had been standing right there. Collateral, ten. The System had tallied them in a single line, as indifferently as Jess had tallied jars.

And beneath that, the thing he had wanted for them since a field, a wagon, a causeway. The party, out of Mortal: Qi-Gathering, early stage, three stages in one stroke, the breakthrough a farm boy could wait a decade for. The bar he had carried since a market was empty and waiting to be filled again. In the tree book the demons had called this sky down on the star-empire's cultivators, and the lightning had flattened every village within a mile. He had skimmed those pages because the fights were next. At fourteen he had skimmed ten people.

The rite had changed under it too: an hour less of a grave, and fewer points torn out of his chest to end one. They were patch notes, and four people in a byre and six in the ash had died for every line of them.

The party's new realm came up through the ring, a floor raised under the women, while his own body stayed Mortal beneath it. Gold, black and violet ran brighter along them, each in her own color, and stayed. It felt like standing on a body.

Sara was up. Smoke rose off her hair in threads. Her chest was still, and she was looking at the doorway. "That was a tribulation," she said. Her voice was even. "It was correct to strike me. It was not correct to strike her, and I am sorry for it, truly. The fault is the sky's, for aiming badly, and hers, poor thing, for standing in a doorway during a tribulation. It is not mine."

Diana was on one knee. She wiped her glasses on her sleeve, and her hands shook. "The sects wait their whole lives for that. It comes for the one who is breaking through. It came for the three of us, and it did not look at you at all." She did not look at the byre. "I told you. In none of the accounts did the neighbors live. I was hoping to be the first scholar ever wrong about it."

Jess got up, found the tin in the ash, and checked the lid before she checked herself. She looked at the byre, at the burning straw and the three black shapes, with her head on one side. "They loved him a week ago, boss," she said. "They got two days of hating it. That's more than Ivo gave them. And that straw's going to stink for a month." Then she looked at his face and shut her mouth. She crouched beside him and laid her hand on his back, between the shoulders, and kept it there.

Andy looked up at the cloud, disintegrating now into ordinary gray, and at the three of them smoking in the yard. The raid lead in the back of his skull hard-saved it without asking. An AoE on a timer, armed by the last death the bar needed and triggered by the recall that made them whole. It struck whatever stood near his party, and his own name was missing from its target list. He knew what it was for now.

It was built so that he would always be the one left standing, and always close enough to watch.

He dragged his bandaged arm across his mouth.

Jess put Bel's knife in his hand, handle first, wiped on her coat. "Dropped this. Twice now. Third time I keep it."

"Cairns," he said. "Four. Before anything else." He took the boar-spear up off the yard stone and levered the first stones out of the fallen wall with its crossbar.

"Before her?" Jess jerked her chin at the hill.

"Before her," said Andy. "She's waited thirty-one years. She can wait an hour."

* * *

T

hey built the four cairns in the lane beside the burned byre, and it took longer than an hour.


Andy set the stones, because there was a rule about it. He brought the first three out of the ash himself. What was left of them came up one-handed, and fragments stayed in the straw no matter how he handled them. Hester came last, and Jess helped him lift her unasked, her face shut, her hands unexpectedly gentle. Diana cut the only name they had into the headstone of the fourth cairn with the belt-knife Jess handed her, in the careful hand.

Hester. She counted the crows.

He had only read Hester's sheet, so Diana left the other three stones blank. "I will not invent a name," she said. "A blank stone is the most honest thing I can cut."

Then the four of them climbed the hill together. On the way up he checked the Peacemaker out of habit: six in the cylinder and three in the bag, nine since a causeway.

* * *

S

he was sitting on a stone at the hill's shoulder with her shawl and her glasses, a schoolmistress awaiting a tardy class. She had walked up out of the yard before the cloud broke, well clear of the net, and by her face she had seen everything.


"Andy Chunking," said Malericha.

"Yes."

"The sky is always honest about what it takes. The sky was careful for me on the nights I burned one for it. You burned no one. I should like to stop."

It traveled up the hill and past him, mild, like every other sentence of hers, and he allowed it to pass.

"I have nothing left. Thirty-one years, the jars, the realm, in the ground, in one body, and the body is a heap in a witch's circle. I had six held people standing in that ash, and your sky has laid them down for me. I have a dash." She took her glasses off, polished them, and put them back on. "I should like to sit on this stone and grow old and read. And I should like you to walk north with your three and never think of me again. That is a fair offer, and I have never once made an unfair one."

It was a fair offer, on its face. He read it for the catch and found none, and Malericha looked small, realmless, and elderly. Walking north would take nothing from him but the walk. It was the spare-the-boss option, the one the game always wanted the player to pick. He ran INSPECT on her again. It stung.

[ MALERICHA · Realm — ]
[ HOLDING: 0 · SIGIL: INTACT · METHOD: RETAINED ]
[ INNATE: DOMINATION (SUMMONER) · SOUL QI · LAST WORKED: SARAFAEL, THROUGH CLAIM ]
[ INSPECT — F → E · ACQUISITION: NECESSITY · HIDDEN ROWS READ ]


Method retained. The line had been invisible the first time he read her. Since then his sheet had deepened enough to uncover it, and the one under it.

Domination. He knew the word from a hundred games: the charm that turned a mob to your side and made it fight for you glad. Innate, the row said, a summoner's birthright, handed out with the class like a starting sword. Last worked: Sarafael, through claim.

Sara on her knees in the yard, pressing her face into this woman's palm. Sara with the old hand moving under her wings, saying I like her hands ten paces from him. I loved her, in his ring, high and certain, one more correct verdict. He had stood in that yard and decided she had never cared for him at all. It had been this, and it had not been only Sara: nine gray people in a gate turning toward a door, a mute girl holding out a note like a love letter and hurrying home, a dairywoman humming at a rim. She had not needed anyone's yes in thirty-one years, because she stood above every one of them and took them, and the bond had made them love her all the way into the fire.

"No," said Andy.

"Not a wish," said Sara, at his shoulder, with the sword in her hand and the wings folded. "You have said no to many offers, and it has been correct every time. This is a different word. Say the whole of it, please. I want to hear the reading before I act, so that it is the reading and not the rage." Her knuckles were white on the hilt. "There is a great deal of rage available this morning. I should like it kept out of the stroke."

"You're a seed," he told her. "Not the county. Not the realm. You. The method. It's on your sheet. Retained. You know how to cut a sigil into a binding and walk a WILL down a row at a time. You know how to feed a county to a working and walk out with a body, and none of that's in the ground. It's the one thing you didn't pour." He stepped in a pace, close enough to see the glasses. "You sit on that stone ten years, and one day some guy with a path walks past. You make him a fair offer, and boom, there's another valley. It's a chain letter, lady. There was a reader before you, and you'd have passed it to the next guy. It's a chain. The sects would call it a lineage and be proud of it. You're a live link in it, and I'm ordering it cut, here, now, out loud. It's mine."

Nothing moved on the hillside except the fringe of the shawl in the wind.

"That is the correct reading," said Sara.

She said it in the ford voice, and stepped past him.

Malericha looked up at the archangel climbing the hill with the sword drawn. Her face ran its check and found the reading true.

"Yes," said Malericha. "I suppose it is."

"Thank you," said Sara, kindly. "Forgive me. Please sit very still. It will be quick."

She swung from the shoulder, and at the top of the stroke the collar came off.

It drained out of the three of them at once, like a tide leaving a bay. The sword in Sara's hands had been an A-grade working, and it came apart into gold motes a hand's width above Malericha's neck and fell on the shawl like pollen. Sara's weight settled back to what it had always been, heavier than she looked. The collar's light ran out of her blood-orange hair, and the wings folded on their own to the width of a door. Diana was Diana, her left forearm still split to the bone under the burned sleeve. Jess was Jess, compact, in a coat and a hat, her ears going pale.

[ REALM A → E- · THE CURTAIN ]
[ Realm E- QI-GATHERING (EARLY) · THE PARTY'S OWN · KEPT ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL · Realm E- QI-GATHERING (EARLY) · HP 114/114 · QI 160/160 ]
[ SARAFAEL · GOLDEN WING ASCENSION A → — ]


Sara looked at her empty hands, and by then Malericha was already on her feet.

Method retained. She did not run. Running had never been on her schedule. She went down the slope toward the yard at a brisk walk with the shawl swinging, and below them the frost on her old sigil steamed violet. Sigil: intact. Decades of anchors lay breathing under the ash, and they knew her.

"The sigil," said Diana, on one knee. "She is going for her—" She flung out her good hand, and a spit of black fire the size of a candle flame came off it and died on the frost. Four realms had gone out of her in one breath, and her body had not caught up with the floor. Jess was on her hands and knees, retching. Sara stood, because Sara would, but the gold came back to her palm slowly, at early Qi-Gathering, a breath too slow. The collar had sat on the three of them and never on him, and only his legs were still his own.

Andy drew the Peacemaker.

Six in the cylinder, laid by a demon and a witch at a fire and seated by an angel's thumb: charges made at the bottom of Mortal that flattened on tempered skin.

Malericha had a dash, and an old woman's skin.

"Malericha," he said.

She stopped at her name, because she was polite, and turned on the slope to see what he wanted. Her eyes went to the iron in his hands, violet under the gloss, and slid off it, as they had in her yard.

He held it as Uncle Ray had taught him at a fence, both hands, arms straight, and shot her twice in the chest.

The two shots cracked across the valley and came back off the far ridge, black fire leaping from the muzzle each time. Two holes opened in the gray shawl a hand apart, center mass, and smoke curled out of the wool. Behind her the frost went red in two long fans, and she rocked back a step. Then she looked down at herself and put two fingers into one of the holes, like a woman testing a pie.

"Oh," said Malericha, interested. "I cannot read that at all."

She took a step up the slope toward him, to see it better.

He put the third one between her eyes, where Sara burned her gold crosses.

The glasses leaped off her face. The round went in at the bridge of the nose, small and neat, and the back of her head came off. It left her in a burst of black fire, bone and gray matter that fanned three yards across the frost behind her and steamed. For one heartbeat she stood with her face whole and nothing behind it, the mouth still shaping the end of a word, the eyes looking two ways at once. Then her knees went. She sat down hard on the slope and tipped back, and what was left of her head hit the frost and spread. One heel drummed twice on the gray while the shawl smoked. Down in the yard the steam on the old sigil stopped all at once, and the frost on it went white again.

The smell came up the slope to him: brimstone, wine, copper, and the hot, wet smell of the inside of a person.

[ MALERICHA — SLAIN (ANDY) ]
[ SOURCE: ITEM (ANDY'S) · UNCLASSIFIED ]
[ MALERICHA — UNHELD — REVERTS ]
[ LOADED 3/6 · ROUNDS 6/24 ]


A kill credit with his own name on it. He read it like one, and this time nothing in him argued with the tooltip.

[ CLAIMED ]


Claimed. One word, the offer, the reason, and the courtesy all omitted. A gray shimmer lifted off the body lying in the gray, sank into the hillside, and was gone, leaving only flesh. The designer had reclaimed a character it had built, at the end of her run, and printed one word over her.

He stood on the slope with the gun still up, and his arms would not come down.

It was the first person he had ever killed in cold blood.

The man at the van had been a door and a panic, and the last hit had come out of a raid habit while his own blood ran out. Ivo had been an order, and Jess's hands. This one had been an old woman walking away from him down a hill, and he had said her name so that she would turn around. He had chosen the middle of her, as the fence had taught him. Then he had chosen her face.

The collar had come off at the top of the stroke because Sara's sword would have been her choice, and the dev in the water had waited for his.

[ CURTAIN ]


His hands shook, and the gun shook with them, smoke still threading out of the muzzle.

Nobody spoke for a while, until Diana got up off her knee, walked down to the body, and studied what was left of the head through glasses that fogged and cleared. Then she turned and looked at the gun.

"Andy," she whispered. "Where you come from. How many of those are there?"

He had to think. "Guns? In America? More than people."

Jess wiped her mouth and stared at him.

"More than people," said Jess. She looked at the body, then at him. "Every mortal walks around with one? Even the mid ones?"

"Pretty much. In Texas you get one for your birthday."

"You told us your world was boring," said Diana. "No qi. No realms. No sects. A world whose strongest man could be stabbed by a farm girl. I wrote backwater in the margin, and I underlined it twice." She had the field-book out, and her pen hand was shaking. "Tell me everything. Who rules it?"

"Okay. So. Texas is a state. It's part of America, and America is the strongest empire the world has ever had. Nobody even argues about it." It came out of him on autopilot, the tutorial he had given a thousand foreign players in a thousand lobbies. "We put an eagle on everything. A bald eagle. It's the national bird."

The three of them looked at each other.

"Boss," said Jess, gently. "You're making that up."

"I'm not—"

"Andy," said Diana. "There is already an Eagle Clan. Every whelp in the Pit knows it. They are not noteworthy. Most sects will not even call them a sect."

"They were broken by the Turkey Clan," said Sara. "Two hundred and fifty centuries ago, by my reckoning."

Andy stared at her. "The Turkey Clan."

"They rose very fast," said Sara, straight-backed. "Their founder was a man of appetites. I shall not describe them."

"I shall," said Diana, and her face went soft. "The founder of the Turkey Clan was the most notorious deviant in nine realms, Andy. He made succubi blush. Succubi. My grandmother's whole ring went pink at his name." She sighed and laid a hand over her heart. "He sounds dreamy. He ascended to the immortal realm before I was hatched, so I shall never get the chance to ride him, and this is a genuine fucking tragedy. He was fond of non-human women. Especially fond."

"Ew," said Jess. "Hot, though."

"Ben Franklin wanted the turkey," Andy said weakly. "For the bird. He lost the vote."

"Your Franklin had excellent instincts," said Diana. "Recorded."

Sara came to him, sword in hand, and put her free hand over his on the grip. "An empire of mortals with an eagle on everything," she said kindly. "It is a lovely story, Andy." She folded his fingers off the gun one at a time, because they would not do it on their own, and pushed it through his belt for him. "Whatever your world was, you brought that out of it. Keep it loaded, please."

The party was Qi-Gathering now, early stage, and the realm was theirs. The collar had gone back where it came from, every point of it. His own body rows still said F. The sky had not looked at him at dawn, only at what stood near him: four stones in a lane, and six in the ash of the yard. He put that dawn on the same shelf as vandalism is signed, a season's title, kept after the season had closed.

The three of them were diminished again, and their eyes on him had not changed since the collar. If the realm had done the looking, the looking would have left with the realm. It stayed.

He thought about the row on a dead woman's sheet. Malericha had poured Domination down a claim into Sara, and Sara had taken it and run with it, because she had felt it. He did not know what had chained an archangel to an execution post, and she had never told him. He knew she had come off it with one piece of herself left standing, and the piece was being right. Everything else she had been lay in rubble behind it, and she held that one piece up like a shield and let nothing else out. He could guess that nobody had told her a feeling of hers was wrong since the post, and been believed. If she felt it, it was correct. That was the creed, and it had let the poison straight in, because the poison spoke in her own voice. An archangel of judgement had judged her own brainwashing correct, on the evidence of having it. Through a claim it would have taken anyone; Sara had only defended it out loud.

No holy being had ever done anything dumber. It was so exactly Sara that a laugh came up out of him on the hillside, cracked and wet. She was so fucking sure of herself, so stubborn, so certain of every verdict she pronounced, that she was a special kind of retard. She was his retard, though, and he had her back.

Then the other half of it landed. He brought up his own sheet and read the class rows, as he had read them at Bel's hearth on the first morning. BIND, ASTRAL CHAIN, RECALL, INSPECT. No Domination among them. Every summoner born got it with the class, and the curse had eaten his along with everything else useful. He had spent two months afraid of a technique he did not have. Every elf who had refused his name and every farmer who had moved his children to the far side of a cart had been warding off a power he never had. The bind made them come when he called. The bond carried what he felt into them, and that could make a woman want his bed. It had never made one want to die for him.

Which meant the dying had been theirs: Diana's hand flat on his back in that yard, Jess cutting a circle on her knees while a county came down the valley at her, the shelf, the farmhouse, every time one of them had died for him on purpose. Maybe the face Sara turned up to him at a field drain had been hers as well. Maybe the women just liked him. Maybe they had meant every word since the barn, and kept showing it, over and over, the hard way.

Then he remembered the line about her wings and looked at Sara.

She had her sheet up, and she was studying the dash where the A had been. Her face stayed still. Then she dismissed the sword to gold motes, turned around, and said, "Andy. A coat, please."

Andy took the folded dress out of the top of his pack, white, gray at the hem. The drover's cloak lay folded under it. He held the dress up. Sara looked at it, then turned her back to him, and he dropped it over her head and the wings. She folded them beneath it, the fold she always wore, fastened the side, buckled the belt, and stepped into the boots. He shook out the drover's cloak and settled it over her shoulders, wings and all.

"There," said Sara. "That is done. I flew, in front of the woman who put me on that wall. I should like you to know that it was very, very good, and thank you. I am going to want to again." Her eyes went down the hill to the lane, to four small cairns. "And I should like you to know that I would give it back. The flying. For the four. I am telling you so that it is kept." She looked at him. "Please do not say anything. Build the cairn with me."

* * *

T

hey built it on the slope where she fell.


Andy took her note out of his coat and tucked it into the shawl. Then he laid the stones over her, and when the body was covered he laid the last one and set her coin on it, the one Sara would not let him spend. Diana took the belt-knife out of her coat and cut the name into the stone in the careful hand. She read the three lines aloud as she cut.

"Malericha." A line. "She held ninety-two." A line. "Survived by nobody."

"The sigil," said Andy.

"Is still cut into this ground. Ivo carried his bonds in himself. He stopped at Foundation and kept his realm a hair under the next line the sky watches, so it never came for him again; she anchored hers here. Killing her has left the anchors intact. Anchors that have breathed this long will take the next thing that stands in them and breathe for it. Jess will unmake them this afternoon; a circle is hers to cut." Diana put the knife away. "It is the only mercy remaining to this valley. I shall build nine cairns, for the six your sky took and the three she burned, and none of them will say survived by. She is survived by nobody. No other stone would be honest."

Sara called the sword back in a line of gold and cleaned it with the hem of the dress, the same as on every road. It had never touched the woman under the stones. She held it up to the gray morning light to check the edge. The mirror face of the blade caught the sky. It was a shade less clear than it had been at a ford on the second day, when it had been the clearest object in the world, and a shade less than after a floor at Wellbrook. Sara examined the edge and let the sword go. Then her eyes went to the cairn with the shawl under it. Her hand rose to the join of her wings beneath the dress, the place only two people had ever touched. She took it away fast, like a hand off a stove. He set the shade and the hand beside a minus on a sheet and kept the score to himself.

"Right," said Jess.

She came around the cairn with the tin under her arm, regarded the last stone, then went to the cairn's head and started taking stones off.

"Jess—"

"Skull," said Jess. "She had a good one. Small and round. Thick at the back, before the boss redecorated. I'll pitch the bits back in. It'll take a candle." She yanked a second stone off and went at the third. "It's mine by the knife, boss. Catch. I'm not leaving it under a rock for the county to eat back. A cultivator's skull takes a candle better than any lamp."

"Jess." Diana. "That is a cairn. I have been bent over better tombs than that and never took a souvenir. It has a name on it. I cut the name. You cannot take the head out of a—"

"Watch me."

"It is desecration," said Diana. "It is grave-robbing. In the Pit it is a hanging offense, and in the Host they would—" Jess hauled the stones off while she argued, came up with the head, or what Andy had left of it, and held it up for them all to see. Diana stopped arguing.

"It will take a candle," said Diana, after a moment, in a smaller voice. "Once you clean it. Outside. Downwind."

"She's looting the boss," said Andy, to the cairn. "She's looting the final boss for a cosmetic." Four cairns down the hill, and his party was arguing about candle placement.

"Trophy," said Jess. "It's a trophy, boss. You'd know. You've got a wristband." She looked at Diana. "And told you. Candle." Then, quieter, turning the head in her hands, the cracked glasses she had picked off the slope hooked back on it so the lenses caught the light: "I'll set it up over the four," she said, and patted the pocket where she had put a pebble off each cairn in the lane. "So she can watch them the way she watched everything."

She went over the slope behind the cairn on her knees and picked the back of the skull out of the frost, piece by piece, into her hat. Then she replaced the stones carefully, every one, and set the last one square. The cairn on the hillside above the eaten valley was missing its head, bore a name, said ninety-two, and carried the third line Diana had cut.

Before they left, Jess went up the broken stair. She poked her own corpse in the cheek first, twice, grinning at the give in it, then tipped it out of the chair into the fallen courses, glasses and all, and then she unmade the anchors with her soul qi. She knelt at the sigil in the yard and cut through the old ring in nine places with the belt-knife, back out of Diana's coat, one stroke each, chalking three strokes beside every cut out of habit. At every cut the ground under the ash let go like a held breath. The frost on the sigil ran to water and steamed.

[ JESS — UNMAKING (NINE CUTS) — SOUL QI −27 · SIGIL: UNMADE ]


The six lay where the sky had put them, in a row, and the ring had nobody left to hold. Diana began carrying stones.

Jess came back up from the yard wiping the belt-knife on her thigh. She walked straight past the stones to him, went up on her toes, hooked a hand in his collar, and put her mouth against his ear.

"Saw you do the sum on the hill, boss," she whispered. "The no-Domination sum. Cute. Let me finish it for you." Her breath was warm and smelled of ash. "I read sheets. Whole sheets. Every row, every hidden line, everybody's build, all the way to the bottom. I read yours the day you walked into my barn, voice lines and all, and again the night you bled on my floor. No Domination. No charm, no compel, no leash, nothing in there that could get inside a girl's head and turn the knobs. You might be the only summoner that ever got born without one."

She laughed against his ear. "Holy shit, boss. You know what you are? Free motherfucking immortality. I die, I come back. The top-realm old farts sit in caves for a thousand years to come back once, and I get it every thirty hours for being nice to you. I was never going to miss a chance to leech off that. All I had to do was get your dumb ass to like me. No risk. Nothing on your sheet can touch me, ever. And you're never taking a skill that could, because I'll never let you think about it long enough to want one. I play you like a fucking toy, bestie. And it's way too much fun to ever give you back."

Her teeth closed on his earlobe, once. "We're soul-bound now. Every realm we climb ties it tighter. Try and get loose. Try as hard as you like. I'm having my way with you forever, boss, till we're gods with our own plane to sit on, and then I'm having it there too. There's no out. Not ever." She patted his cheek. "So relax. Stop doing the face."

She let go of his collar and sauntered off down the slope. On the way past Diana, who was bent double over a cairn stone, she grabbed a fistful of Diana's ass, hard, because she could.

Diana yelped and dropped the stone on her own foot. "Jessamine. I am carrying a cairn."

"Carry it slower," said Jess.

Andy stood on the hillside with his ear still wet. She had just told him, in plain words, that she was working him and always would, and under his ribs a knot he had carried since the first night came undone. Anyone who wanted the ring that badly would never let anything happen to the man who held it. He could build on that. He relaxed.

"North, please," said Sara, in her own dress, with her wings beneath it. "We have an inn to find, a witch with a skull, and a demon with nine cairns to build first. I should like to be at a fire by dark." She looked down at the valley, the lane and the four small stones. "And I should like never once to see this valley again, and I think that is a fair wish. I have never made an unfair one."

Andy opened his mouth, looked at her, and shut it. Above them the last rag of the cloud had dissolved into ordinary sky, and on his HUD, under the new realm, an empty bar sat waiting at zero of three. Ahead, to the north, there would be a village.

"North," said Sara.


CHAPTER 71 — Granny in the Gem

J

ess decorated before anyone unpacked. She had made a mantel of the taproom table and installed the boss's head on it before the bags were down.


The innkeeper had barred the front door and handed them the taproom; the skull had ridden two days in a blanket to get here. Their rooms were upstairs, two of them this time, now that the drovers had gone on south, one bed in each. The innkeeper had a cottage behind the kitchen and had been asked, very politely, by an archangel, to sleep in it. Jess cleared the end of the table with her forearm, set the skull, burned clean in Diana's fire and pitched back together along its cracks, facing the room, jammed a candle down through the top, and lit it. Yellow light spilled across the table out of the eyeholes and out of the round hole between them, and she adjusted it a finger's width to the left.

"There," said Jess.

Beside it she placed Sara's spare whetstone and the stoppered gray jar she had salvaged off the fallen wall at Ashe, the row's only survivor. Then she dug in her coat and aligned four small pebbles from the lane beneath the skull's jaw, directly under its empty sockets. She stepped back and admired the arrangement in the candlelight streaming from a dead woman's eyes.

"The four," she said, to nobody in particular. "So she has to look at them. Forever. That's how I wanted it."

Andy looked at the pebbles, and the taproom went away. There was a doorway, a white light, a mouth open on the next number with steam pouring out of it. He had been seeing it for two days on every blink. He blinked hard and made himself look at the fire instead. At the edge of his eye the candle in the skull showed through the hole between its eyes, and his hands came up off the table on their own, both of them, arms straight. He put them flat on the boards and kept them there.

"It's a mantel," said Diana, from the door, with the field-book under her arm and her voice climbing. "You have made a mantel. Out of a head. I have mounted heads before, Jessamine, but only the kind attached to a man. She was a cultivator. There are rites for a cultivator's remains, in every sect."

"It's a good head. I said. Takes a candle." Jess rotated the skull another finger's width. "Everyone's got a mantel, professor. Mine's got the woman who killed me on it. That's a nice mantel. Iconic." She eyed Diana's horns. "Could use one more head, though."

Diana studied it a good while, with her glasses down.

"It is," she said, in a smaller voice, "rather a nice mantel," and set the field-book on the table beside the jar, where it belonged. Jess smacked her on the ass on the way past to the fire, and on the way back bit her once at the shoulder. "Recorded," said Diana, to the mantel.

Jess nodded at the bandaged arm on her way back to the skull. "Bar's at zero now, professor. One death's a third, not the sky. I could do it tonight, clean, and you'd be up by Saturday with an arm that's warm."

"A third of the next sky," said Diana, "over the next village we sleep in. I watched what the sky did to a byre." She flexed the bad hand and winced. "And there is no call for it. The cold came from Qi-Gathering hands, and as of a byre, so do mine. A host can burn out what sits at her own realm. Tomorrow. Your circle, my fire, the belower's blood."

Jess fussed with the skull, and her ears went red. "Ooh. Group project."

* * *

T

he chalk appeared after supper.


Jess put the tin down, took the chalk out of it, and knelt on the floorboards by the hearth. This time the chalk made a door: a tall narrow shape with a threshold and a lintel, nine marks down each side and a tenth at the top. It stood on the floorboards of an inn at Foxwell and opened onto the boards, and she regarded it.

"That's not a circle," said Andy.

"No."

"What is it."

"It's a door." The chalk stayed still in her fingers. "You want to know where it goes. It goes down. To the heap. Where the god keeps what it takes when it takes a thing frankly." She pointed the chalk at the skull. "She's down there. On the pile. I want her back up, for a while, and I want to take my time with her. I want to do it more than once, and there's a rule about that. The rule is you need a door."

"Jess—"

"For me, boss." She tipped her hat back to see him. "She's catch. The wright gets the woman who farmed that county. The god's got her. I'm going to go and get her, bring her up, put her through it, send her back, and do it again. Every time she comes up, I take a bite of her. That's all it is." She paused, and the creature under the tease surfaced and sank again. "Ninety-two of them in one woman, boss. That's a lot of rungs. You want me stronger for the next sky? That's where stronger lives."

He contemplated the door on the floor, and the particular care she had put into its hinges.

"How," he said. "It's a heap under the world. There's no—"

"There's a wire." She laid the chalk down on the threshold. "Your one. The one that reaches through the dying and brings a thing back up on its knees. I've ridden it three times, counting the first call, boss. I know how it runs now. If it can find me, it can find her. It's the old tongue that opens it, the Divan kind, the kind that'll do anything if you feed it enough and don't mind who you feed it. Tonight, when the professor's gone up. It wants quiet."

* * *

D

iana and Sara had commandeered the table.


Sara had a cup of the innkeeper's ale in front of her. She drained it in one long pull, set it down, and frowned into the bottom of it.

"Nothing," she said. "Again."

"That was six," said Diana.

"Seven. I have tried at every inn since the ford. It is very good ale, and it does nothing to me whatsoever." Sara turned the cup a quarter-turn and inspected the handle. "I shall try again tomorrow. It is a contest, and I am going to win it."

Andy had held her drunk three times, and every time she had come up out of a ring on her knees.

He kept out of the banter.

The field-book lay open between them while Jess drew. At his end of the table, the conversation had gradually stopped being two women taking turns.

"—Wednesday is yours, then, and I shall have Thursday," said Diana, writing.

"Wednesday is mine, Thursday is yours, and the third night we shall take together. I have thought about it since a bathhouse, and I find I have decided." Sara had her chin on her hand. "You will do the instructing. I shall do the riding, and I shall say thank you after."

"I shall do some of the instructing."

"You shall do all of it, and enjoy it. I shall correct you once, at the end, and you will enjoy that more. And whichever of us he reaches for first keeps every Wednesday after. Whichever of us he takes first rides at the front of the column. That is also decided." Sara tapped the page. "Write it down, please. Under methods that have worked. It is the first one. Your previous methods were incorrect, dear." To Jess: "So were yours. I forgive you both, since I am here now."

Diana wrote it down and caught Andy's eye over her glasses. "We have taken up dual cultivation together, for the qi, which is the stated purpose. My path feeds on it and hers refines it, and we both intend to climb. Note the stated purpose."

"Noted," said Sara, smiling at him, the slow one, and bent to the page again.

In the lamplight, as she bent, there were marks under her eyes.

They were faint, almost invisible: two of them, one under each eye, the color of a week-old bruise, in the hollow above the cheekbone where her porcelain skin was thinnest. Then she moved and they vanished beneath the light, and the room went on.

Then all of them gave him their full attention.

Three heads at once: the Harrow breakfast look, except that this time the looks traveled down from his face and came back up. He had been examined like that by one of them at a time for two months. Three at once was a different animal.

"There is a rule," said Diana. Her hand lay flat on the page, the pen capped. "The household has a rule, and you are in it. We would like your yes on it tonight."

"The ring," said Sara. She had turned her chair to face him. "When one of us comes back through it, high, and goes to her knees. You have stopped Jess with your arms and again at Ashe, Diana with your hand, me at the half, and each time it was rude of you. Forgive me for saying so. We lost a day to your manners every time."

"We've talked," said Jess, from the floor, with the chalk still in her fingers. "The three of us. Over a lot of breakfasts." She rose off the boards and sat on the table's edge with her boots on the bench on either side of his knees. "The rule is you don't stop us. Not when we're high. That's when it's best, boss. That's when the qi's sweetest and that's when we want it most, and you've been taking it off us every time."

"That's—you can't say yes when you're—"

"We are saying yes now," said Diana. "Sober. All three. On the page." She turned the book so he could see it: three names beneath a line, in three hands. "That is what the rule is for. It moves the yes to the hour in which we have our heads, and uses it in the hour in which we do not."

Jess leaned in, seized his jaw in the hand below the gold seam, and tilted his face up to hers. "Say yes, boss."

He argued for about the length of an astral chain landing, and it got nowhere. Sara's hand had slid under his shirt and flattened on his chest and stayed, her thumb moving once over the nipple, a technique she had learned in a bathhouse. Diana's tail had wound around his calf under the table and tightened. Jess kept his jaw, and the three of them were looking at him.

It was the look from a Ferrow butcher's stall, seen from the side the meat was on. Gold eyes, violet, amber, sizing him up: the forearms, the collarbone, the jaw in Jess's hand. He was a prize cut on the slab with three butchers past arguing, deciding only who carved first, and savoring the deciding.

Guilt went all the way down to his foundations. He had stopped Sara at the half for exactly this reason, and here he was being asked to surrender the reason.

The other thing was most of him, and he was twenty-two. He had put nine hundred hours into a game about a map, because a map was the nearest substitute for being wanted that a nerd in a hoodie could buy at midnight. Here were three of three, out of every bestiary he had ever read, looking at him like the map, and the wanting was for him, the stomach, the arms, his cock. It went through him hot, shameful and glorious.

"Okay," he said.

"Okay is a yes," said Sara.

"Okay is a yes."

Diana uncapped the pen and wrote it. "Rule nine. Recorded. Under methods that have worked. Second finding."

Jess, still holding his jaw, put her mouth to his ear. "Now then. I'll have the professor on her knees and you watching, boss. Then I'll hand her over, and she'll say thank you to both of us." She pulled back far enough to watch him burn. He burned.

Jess released his jaw, sat back on the table, and gave him her knot-look. "Next time one of us dies, boss, you're going to have a very good half hour and hate yourself for a week. That's how it runs. We counted." She hopped down. "Don't read anything into the boots."

He went a color that had all three of them in it. Before the valley, three doors would have stood open on it. Now two did: what three lovers would do at a table, and what a ring-keeper would do to keep the ring sweet. Jess had already told him outright which of them she was. The last door, the technique, had shut on the hillside with nothing behind it. And they had said it sober, on the page, and he had said yes.

* * *

T

he other two retired upstairs when the candle burned low, and Jess waited until the boards overhead stopped creaking. Then she knelt at the door.


"Watch the stair, boss," she said. "It wants quiet."

She opened her palm on the belt-knife and pressed it flat on the threshold, and the chalk drank from her, blood and qi together through the cut. Then she spoke the door into being, in Divan, but in a register he had never heard from her: slow and round, every vowel held to its full length, like water poured into wet clay. It pulled at the back of his teeth. "Scaeilú ursa, crú sin-ur—ngaím." The breath went out of her and did not come back for a while. The door ignited violet under the chalk from sill to lintel, nineteen marks burning around its frame, and the boards inside the frame went dark, then deep. Looking into them was like looking down a well. At the bottom, a long way down, lay a light the color of a bruise.

[ JESS — CAST: SPIRIT GATE (SCAEILÚ · SOUL PATH) — SOUL QI −66 · BLOOD (THE PALM) −2 HP · JESS QI 113/255 ]
[ PRIOR WORKING — SPIRIT GATE · UNLICENSED · OPEN ]


"There's the wire," said Jess.

It was there at once. A thread of silver-blue light ran out of her chest, out of the bind he had put in her in a barn, thin as a hair and straight down into the dark. She took hold of it where it left her and thrust her other arm down the door to the shoulder.

"Got her." She leaned back and hauled on the wire, like a fisherman landing a catch.

A head rose through the chalk: gray hair, wet, in Jess's fist, and a small gray face beneath it, soft as ash in rain, the glasses gone, the mouth working. The eyes went to the skull on the table with the candle in it and stayed there. Malericha emerged from the floor as far as the collarbones and opened her mouth to apologize.

The water jug on the table shivered.

MINE, I THINK.

The air in the taproom thickened like the hour before a storm, and the candle in the skull lay down flat and stayed lit. Down the door, at the bottom of the well, the bruise light rolled over and looked up.

"No," said Jess. "Mine."

Then she saw how big it was. Her pupils blew wide, a crafter shown a full tin. "Oh," she breathed. "There you are."

She let go of the wire. It held at her chest on its own, taut down the door, and she drove her free hand down after the light with two fingers out, ready for a breastbone.

"Guálú."

[ JESS — CAST: MARROW-SIPHON (GUÁLÚ · SPOKEN) · TARGET: — · DRAWN 0 ]


Nothing came up her fingers. The word went into the bruise light like a needle dropped into the sea, and the light did not even close on it. Frost came up instead, racing from her fingertips to her shoulder, and her hand came back up the door empty and steaming.

The entity at the bottom seized the other end.

Malericha plunged like a bucket when its rope was severed. Jess held on. For one second she won, arm buried in the door, teeth bared, and the soul between the two of them stretched like wet bread and tore, a bedsheet ripping. Most of Malericha fell away into the bruise light. The remainder came up in Jess's fist, a wisp of gray smoke no bigger than a thumb, with a face in it.

The door extinguished itself, and the boards were ordinary floorboards again.

Jess sat back on her heels with her fist shut and her arm steaming to the shoulder. The jug was motionless, and upstairs nobody stirred.

"Fucker," said Jess, quietly, to the floor.

Then she moved fast, before the wisp could escape. She set her fist on the threshold and drew a circle around it with the knife-point in one stroke, tight as a noose, and closed it. "Ngaím. Náin." Six more qi left her. The circle flared violet and shrank onto her fist, cracking like pond ice. Frost raced out across the boards from under her knuckles. When she opened her hand the wisp had hardened into a clear, cut stone the size of a hazelnut, still smoking cold. The wisp hung in the middle of the glass, and it had a face.

[ JESS — GLASS-HEART CATCH — SOUL QI −6 ]


The face refused to hold still: Malericha's, small and pinched, the mouth open. Then the nose stretched and the teeth protruded, and it was a rat's. Then it was a woman's again, bare-faced, the eyes too big. It crumbled, the cheek falling away into gray grit, the jaw collapsing, terror in what remained. It rebuilt itself as fast as it fell. Woman, rat, woman. It never finished being either.

[ CATCH — PARTIAL · MALERICHA (FRAGMENT) ]
[ REMAINDER — CLAIMED ]


"Soul gem," said Andy. It came out of him before anything else could. Every RPG he knew had them: a player filled them off a boss and slotted them into his gear. "You got a soul gem off the final boss. That's a legendary drop. That's an actual legendary drop."

"Got a piece. And don't start on the funnel. Funnel's for gear. This is her." Jess held it up to the fire. "The rest went home. The god wanted her more than I did. So it does eat, boss. I watched the bite come out of her." She flexed her free hand, still furred with frost to the wrist. "Tried to take one back off it. Like biting the sea. I need better chalk." She turned the stone in the light, not pleased. Then she touched her thumbnail to it and drew a line across the glass. A single point of qi went into the stroke, and the nail squealed on the glass like a skate on ice. The scratch lit inside the stone and grew splinters, frost ferns branching off it and creeping inward toward the face.

[ JESS — SPLINTER-SCRIPT — SOUL QI −1 ]


The face screamed, continuously, without pausing for breath it no longer possessed.

It was thin and high, distant as a kettle in another house, and it did not stop. There were no words in it. Barely enough of Malericha remained in the stone to scream with, and all of that was screaming.

Jess sat down on the hearthstone with her back to the chimney and set the stone on her knee. She examined it like a knot she was about to pull tight.

"Hello, Miss," she said to it, sweetly. "Class is in. Today's lesson is how loud a dried-up old cunt can scream. Take notes."

She drew her thumbnail across it again, slowly, another sip of qi gone into the line. The scream climbed a note. At the top of the line she stopped the nail and pressed, and violet welled up around it like blood around a thorn. The face in the stone disintegrated into grit, rebuilt itself, and disintegrated again. The scream stayed up there with the nail, higher and thinner, until it cracked in half. Then she lifted the nail, let it fall, and laughed low in her throat.

"Too small to climb on," she said. "Just right to listen to."

"Jess." He had arrived at the hearth without meaning to. "What are you doing to it?"

She glanced up, and her face lit.

"Want to see? Come here. Look." She tipped the stone toward the fire. The wisp hung inside it, lit through, its face going rat and woman and rat. "A circle's got an inside. Everybody forgets that. So I cut circles inside her. Tiny ones. One at a time. One qi a circle. Best fun I've ever had."

Her nail moved. A circle no thicker than a hair ignited deep in the stone around the wisp's throat and pulled shut with a tick like a watch. The stone flashed cold on her knee, and frost leaped across the cloth there. In the glass the face burst into grit from the neck up and rebuilt itself within the circle, smaller, a rat's, screaming. The scream rose into a whistle.

"That's one. She's in it now, every bit of her that's in here, all at once, in a circle the size of a flea. And I closed it. No out." Another circle ignited beside the first. The wisp folded double to escape it, hit the wall of the stone, and had nowhere left to fold. Its face smeared against the glass: a woman's mouth, a rat's teeth, grit, a woman's mouth. "That one's the stalls. Where she kept the nine. I drew it off her own sheet. She's standing in it now with her feet in the ash, and it's her turn."

She held the stone right against her ear and shut her eyes, grinning.

"Listen to her try to say sorry. Sorry about the. Sorry about the. I can't. I literally can't." She hummed along with it. "Can't get to the end, Miss. You're never getting to the end. I've got the end." She rapped the stone twice with her nail, a knock on a door. Each knock sent a pulse of light rippling out through the glass to its edge and back, and the face shattered with it and scrambled itself together again. "Hear that? That's her trying to die. She can't do that either. The god has the rest of her, and it doesn't let go. This bit's mine, and I don't either."

"The rest of her feels it, boss." Her eyes stayed shut. "Down there. Every line, every circle. She's climbing a heap under the world. Every time I do this, she falls off it." She did it: one slow line, violet as a gas flame, and the stone lit from inside until the light came through her fingers. Far off, the scream broke into pieces. A thin gray thread of it rose off the stone and went into her fingertips, and her color came up a shade. Jess let out a long, happy bathwater sigh. "Oh, that's nice. That's the good one. That's a rung."

[ JESS — SOUL PATH · FRAGMENT DRAW · +1 SOUL QI PER CIRCLE (EVEN) · TALLY UNCHANGED ]


Andy looked at the stone: a glass hazelnut with smoke in it, and a face in the smoke that kept falling apart, making a noise.

He understood it the only way he had available: the boss was dead. The kill was logged, the drop claimed, the fight concluded, and nothing a player did to a boss after the loot screen counted. It was a soul gem with an idle animation and a scream on loop, a DoT still ticking on a health bar that had already hit zero. It was disgusting, and it was pure Jess. She had a skull on the mantel with a candle in it, and now the skull had a sound system.

"That's messed up," he said. The scream pressed on his dao heart, and he knew the designer would dine on whatever he chose.

"Yeah." She opened one amber eye at him, delighted. "Want a go?"

He did not want a go. She shrugged, shut the eye, cut another circle, frost flashing across the glass, and sighed at the scream it produced, like a rain track on a phone at three in the morning. He put it under Jess, on the shelf that was full.

She gave him the locket at the fire's edge, later, with the stone still screaming thin on her knee.

Up off the hearthstone, she stood beside him with the candle guttering in the skull behind her. She pocketed the stone, pulled a small round object out of her coat, and held it out: a locket hammered from a coin, on a leather cord.

"Open it."

Inside was a thumbnail of silvered mirror, and the face in it was Jess's.

It showed her in a dark wood at night, kneeling in a circle scorched into bare dirt with the anchor points still smoking. She was bare from the waist up, one hand on her knee, her eyes crossed sweetly up and away, the tip of her tongue at the corner of her mouth, two fingers up in a peace sign beside her cheek, for a mirror she had wedged in the fork of a branch. The image held: a sight a mirror had been shown once and taught to keep.

"How—"

"Eleven nights of my soul qi for the fixative. One night to sit. Mine. My own. Nobody's done it. Diana'd call it an appendix. I call it mine." She nodded at the locket in his hand. "That's a night after the well, when I'd done the other sum. That's me at the start of us. I wanted you to have the start. You've had the rest."

He held it open in his palm and did not shut it.

"Not one for the annals," said Jess. "Shut it. Wear it. Don't tell the professor."

He put the cord over his head and the locket under his shirt, against his skin, warm from her coat. She watched him do it, and had no joke ready. Then she laid her hand on his chest over it, once, and withdrew it.

"Keep it, boss," she said, and went up.

She had given the man who held her ring the night she started on him, with a woman's soul screaming in her pocket. He put it under Jess's humor with the rest. They had a stated purpose now, all three, and the stated purpose was his qi. He had watched that work, and it gave him a number he could count.

* * *

H

e took the cold sip and read the sheet last, alone, at the fire. It was the end-of-run character screen, and he read it to the bottom.


[ ANDY CHUNKING · Human · CURSED SUMMONER · Realm E- QI-GATHERING (EARLY) ]
[ BODY F · SPEED F · WORKING F · SIGHT C · WILL D ]
[ HP: 32/32 ASTRAL QI: 32/32 ]
[ TECHNIQUES: BIND E · ASTRAL CHAIN C · RECALL D (WINDOW 30:00:00) · INSPECT E ]
[ GEAR: PEACEMAKER (UNCLASSIFIED) · LOADED 3/6 · ROUNDS 6/24 ]
[ BOUND: THREE OF THREE ]
[ METHOD: RETAINED ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH (TRIBULATION · ASHE) — REALM F- → E- · COLLATERAL 10 ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM E- → ? · ░░░░░░░░░░░░ 0/3 ]
[ SARAFAEL · Realm E- QI-GATHERING (EARLY) · HP 332/332 · QI 258/258 · GOLDEN WING ASCENSION — ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL · Realm E- QI-GATHERING (EARLY) · HP 114/114 · QI 160/160 · DUSK SHACKLE D ]
[ JESSAMINE · Realm E- QI-GATHERING (EARLY) · HP 92/94 · QI 102/255 · ASCENSION · INCOMPLETE · 42 ]
[ WANTS — SARAFAEL — 3: fly once, with nothing chasing — UNMET ]


One line on it was hers, and he wanted it cleared more than the map.

His own body rows stayed where they were, F down the line, and would stay there. The party's realm stood at Qi-Gathering, early stage, one realm out of Mortal, reached through a witch under a farmhouse, four people in a lane and six in a yard. Beneath it the bar sat empty at zero of three, patient, and he knew now what it was patient for. One more death from each of them, each one hurting him, and the sky would come for whoever stood near.

A dash beside Golden Wing Ascension had lit once and gone out. A forty-two stood where his notes had said forty-one before the Hound: the redraw again. He had called a line a bug at a trough once and been wrong, and he let this one go anyway. Method: retained sat under his techniques with no rank and no tooltip, a line he had last seen under Malericha's name on the hillside. A display bug, he decided, copied off the last sheet the System had drawn. And a last line, new to every sheet he had read, stated in flat white what her third want had been. She had kept it unsaid since a door at Harn's Foot, where he had been, and it said unmet.

Fly once. He read the remainder of the line off the character sheet and left it there, untouched.

He sat at the fire with the sheet on his HUD, the skull on the table with the candle out, four pebbles beneath its jaw, and the door on the boards. Three in the cylinder, though Sara had asked him to keep it loaded. He had not, and he knew why: every round he seated was a choice he would have to make again. The shelf had one more place on it, and he put the last line there.

Upstairs a floorboard creaked. Behind one door Diana said, low, "Zzargur," to Jess, and laughed at it. Then, much less low: "Harder, you swamp bitch, I am writing this down." Under the laugh, the stone was still screaming. Behind the other door, Sara's boots came off, one and then two, and then came the quiet of a door left open.

He got up, kicked the fire's last log apart, and banked it. He stood at the foot of the stair with his hand on the rail, looked at the empty bar once more, and shut it.

"Sara," said Andy, up the stair, in the plain voice. "When's Wednesday?"


CHAPTER 72 — Enlightenment Tea

J

ess cut the circle at three in the afternoon on the floorboards of Diana's room, with rain drumming the slates overhead. She cut it deosil with the athame, every stroke starting where the last one ended, a circle as wide as a cartwheel. Eight anchor-marks went in around the rim like the hours on a clock. Diana sat in the middle on a milking stool from the yard, stripped to her shift, her left arm bare to the shoulder.


The arm was hard to look at, and Andy looked anyway. The grave-bound's grip had left the meat between wrist and elbow a dead blue-gray, the color of a drowned man's lips. Black seams ran through it where her own fire had sealed what it could on the causeway, and frost furred the seams. A thin smoke came off it even beside the grate and crept across the boards toward him, the warmest body in the room. He sat on the bed with his boots drawn up, since the room had nowhere else to sit. The boar-spear leaned in the corner by the door.

It was a cleanse. In a game, a cleanse was a button with a cooldown: the healer pressed it, and the debuff icon went gray. Here the healer was the patient, and the button was a demon holding her own arm in her own fire for as long as she could stand it. Nobody had printed the channel time.

"Corpse-hold," said Jess, sitting back on her heels. "It's what cellars cut for the dead when the ground's too hard to dig. Whatever comes out of you stays in here with you, professor, and doesn't go looking for the boss." She laid her palm flat on the groove and said, "Fuarrinn." A shudder went through her from her hat to her boots, and the breath went out of her. Frost raced around the groove behind her hand as fast as a lit fuse, and under it the circle went violet. The warmth of the room shrank back from it into the corners.

[ JESS — CAST: CORPSE-HOLD CIRCLE (FUARRINN · CARVED) — SOUL QI −24 (−3 PER ANCHOR ×8) · JESS QI 136/255 ]


Sara knelt outside the line with Jess's ink bowl in both hands, the black clay one from the tin, washed twice. She set it inside the circle by Diana's bare foot.

"My blood is not a quarry, dear," she said to Jess. "Today it is a gift. Tell me when, please."

She called the sword to her right hand in a thread of gold, a breath of her qi going out with it. Then she drew the edge across her own left palm without looking, and her blood came out gold. It always did, and it still yanked at his eyes like a legendary drop on a raid floor. It ran off the heel of her hand into the bowl, thick as warm honey, and hissed where it struck the clay. The black glaze went bright to the rim.

"More," said Jess. "Grave-cold hates you, angel. Like, personally. It's giving jealous ex."

Sara closed her fist over the bowl and squeezed, and gold ran out between her knuckles in bright threads.

Diana had her eyes on Sara's fist, and her lip had curled back off one fang. "Look at that," she said. "A disobedient flesh sheath, opening on command at last. I have waited a long and godless while for this sight, belower, and it is every bit as wet as I dreamed."

"You are very welcome, Diana," said Sara, and went on bleeding.

Jess snickered into her sleeve. "She's so mean. It's cute."

"When," said Jess, a moment later. Sara opened her hand and let the last of it drip, calm as a hostess. Jess dipped the point of the athame in the bowl and came up with a bead of gold on it. "Arm out, professor. This bit's gross."

Diana held the arm out level over the bowl by herself, with no hand under it, and kept it there. Jess laid the point in the first black seam at the wrist and drew it up to the elbow, opening it. Diana's black blood rose to meet the gold, and the gold went into the seam like rain into dry ground. The frost on that seam made a thin, tooth-aching sound, a fingernail on slate, and drew back down under the skin. Jess opened the second seam, then the third, and with each one the blue-gray shrank inward, toward the bone, like a stain wicking backward into the cloth.

Diana made a fist of the bad hand through it, slowly. Sweat ran out of her hairline and down past the horns, and the knuckles went white one at a time.

"In the technical literature," she said, through her teeth, "this is called the retreat. Cold runs from holy blood the way a dwarf runs from a dry cellar: downward, toward the deepest hole it can find. Drunken mug huggers, every one. The literature has no case of grave-cold taking a dwarf. It cannot find the warm meat under the beer."

"It's in the bone now," said Jess. "Cornered. Your go."

Diana turned her head and found Andy on the bed. "Look at me while I do this," she said, "and want me while you look. It is the only anesthetic in the room, and I refuse to burn my own marrow sober."

He looked. It was the easiest order anyone had given him in this world. She was a demon in a sweat-soaked shift gone transparent at the breasts, horns gleaming, teeth bared over a bowl of angel's blood. He wanted her so badly the bed creaked under him. Rose light spread across her collarbones as she drank it in.

"Good boy," said Diana. "Hold that, and hold it hard." Then she said, "Ugbrakh." Across the room Sara's hands went white on the bowl, and opened again.

The fire lit inside her arm.

It lit black, black flame with light behind it, as her fire always came, except that this time it came from the inside. It moved under the skin, in the veins first, black wire lit from behind, climbing from the wrist toward the elbow. The skin over it blistered from underneath. The smell reached him a second later, pork fat on a too-hot griddle, and under it an older, colder smell, wet graveyard clay. Her fingers splayed. The nail on her smallest finger lifted off its bed, curled black, and dropped smoking into the bowl.

She kept the arm out and never brought it in to her chest, with the fire walking up inside it and her mouth open on a sound that never came out. Her tail locked rigid around the leg of the stool, and her eyes stayed on his.

"Fuck," said Diana, quietly, "me."

The grave-cold came out of the seams.

It boiled out of the gold-lined cuts as gray frost, like steam off a quenched blade, and it had shapes in it. They were faces: a long jaw, a woman's mouth stretched open on the same scream Diana was not letting out, the round, chapped face of a farm wife with her eyes frozen shut, the parish dead from the causeway, what cold of theirs had stayed in her when she burned the rest. They poured off her arm toward the warmest body in the room, and they hit the violet line a foot from his boots.

The circle held them, and the frost piled against the inside of the line like snow against a window, faces flattening on it, mouths working.

Jess was already on her knees at the line with an empty jar and the stopper in her teeth. She scraped the frost off the inside of the line with the flat of the athame, faces and all. It went into the jar with a sound like a choir trying to scream through a pillow. She took her time over the farm wife, and when the jar was full she stoppered it. Frost skinned the lid shut with violet glowing under the rime, her qi dipping for it. She held the jar up to the firelight and tapped the glass with her nail, to make them flinch.

"Ew," she said, delighted. "They're so mad."

[ DIANA — CAST: HELLFIRE PURGE (VÛR · UGBRAKH) — HP −9 (WORD) −11 (UPKEEP, HELD) −22 (BURN) · DIANA HP 72/114 · QI 160/160 ]
[ GRAVE-COLD — PURGED · GRAVE QI (REALM E) — HELD: CORPSE-HOLD CIRCLE → BOTTLED (JESSAMINE) ]


The fire went out of the arm at once. It left the forearm raw and shining pink, blistered in three lines where the seams had been, the smallest fingernail gone. Steam came off it into the air of the circle, ordinary steam, like a man's after a run. It was warm.

Diana flexed the hand. The wince went all the way up into her horns, but the fingers closed anyway, all of them, into a fist that opened again.

"Warm," she said. Her voice cracked on it. She studied the hand like a book she had been told was lost. "Recorded."

Jess walked the line widdershins and scuffed it open with the side of her boot. Diana stood, stepped over the bowl and out of the circle, and laid the burned hand flat on the front of Andy's pants. He made a noise. The palm was blistered and hot through the cloth.

"Field test," said Diana. "The hand is restored, and I mean to test its grip on the first suitable handle. You were wanting me. I can feel that you still are."

"Godd Howard did this," said Andy, to the rafters, going red. It came out of him whole, both halves, for the first time since the taproom under this floor had broken it in his mouth.

Sara looked at the hand on him, and then at her own palm, crusted gold. "I should like it noted," she said, "that it was my blood."

"Noted," said Diana, and squeezed. "Under methods that have worked."

* * *

J

ess came down the stair at midnight with the inn's biggest pot in one hand, a sack of tins under her arm, and a stone screaming on her hat.


Andy had occupied the taproom since supper, because there was nowhere else to be. Rain had hammered Foxwell all day, and the river road had dissolved into soup. He had read his sheet until the letters swam, lingering on the new realm like a tongue returning to a missing tooth. Qi-Gathering. He had counted the rafters overhead, then the nails in the rafters, then raced three raindrops down the window; his pick, the middle one, came in last. It was a downtime day, server maintenance, except that the world was the server.

He had studied the notice by the door until he could recite it. The reeve's man had nailed it up that afternoon: a fresh Crown paper with a crowned wheel pressed into red wax gone soft in the damp. It was the identical bill Ruthe had waved at a toll line weeks ago. Jessamine. The chalk witch. Alive. The sum at the bottom was unchanged, but beneath the sum the clerk had ruled a second line and left it blank.

A blank line on a wanted poster was, in any game, a slot for the next patch.

At dusk the reeve had arrived in person, a thin gray man called Aldric Nokes with rain streaming off his hat. He stood in front of the notice and read it, then looked across the room at the four of them at their supper, his eyes going to CURSED SUMMONER over Andy's head, and to WITCH, PLEASURE SOLDIER, and ARCHANGEL OF JUDGEMENT over the women's. A county reeve could arrest none of them, and he departed without a word. Afterward the innkeeper, his hands unsteady on the jug, gave them the taproom for the night and would not take a copper for the fire.

"A stubble-fire with wrists like that," Diana had said, audibly, before the door closed behind the reeve, "wants tying to a bedpost and fucking, not a desk." The taproom had gone quiet.

Andy had counted the people at supper, too, without meaning to. Seven in the taproom, one of them a drover who had hummed the same tune all through the meal, a verse about children singing at a mill, which Andy caught half of and lost. The innkeeper's family of five in the cottage behind the kitchen, and perhaps three hundred souls in the village beyond the inn wall. The bar on his HUD sat empty at zero of three. He had counted everyone within a long throw of the table, and then he had made himself stop counting.

Upstairs, everyone else was sleeping. Sara would have been asleep since dark, in an instant, as always, flat on her back with her hands folded. Diana had gone up after eating, Jess after her. An hour ago a shriek had shaken dust out of the rafters onto his sheet. Since then, quiet.

Jess wore her boots and her coat, hanging open over bare shoulders, her hair demolished and her ears red. The stone now hung beside her ear on a short chain she had begged off the innkeeper, rotating as she walked. Thin, high, and distant, it screamed, and he had nearly grown used to it.

"Boss," said Jess. "You're up."

"It's raining."

"Noticed." She filled the pot from the rain barrel by the door, hung it on the hook over the fire, and stacked three split logs beneath it until the fire roared. Then she crouched and chalked a circle on the hearthstone around the pot's shadow, small and fast, and said, "Tes." A shiver went down her for it. The circle lit violet, and its heart went cherry-red like iron in a forge. Under the pot the flames stood straight up, stiff as bristles. The water reached a boil in under a minute and stayed there, rolling hard.

[ JESS — CAST: WITCH-BRAND (TES · HELD) · SUSTAINED ]


"What's that for?"

"Keeps it at the boil." She sat on the hearth and began opening tins. "Won't drop. Not for hours. I need hours."

"For tea."

"For tea." She lined the tins up on the hearthstone. "White. Black. Hops. Mugwort. Catmint. Lemon balm. That one's lettuce, the wild kind. That one I got off a woman at the fair, and I'm not saying what's in it." She looked at him sidelong. "I just put the professor through the mattress, boss. Had her tail in my fist and her face in the pillow, swearing at me in that tongue of hers. Twice, and once more for manners. After I fuck, I practice. Hands are warm, head's quiet, qi's settled, cutting's clean. Only I want a buzz for it. Not drunk. Loose in the fingers, sharp in the eyes. There's a blend that does it. I haven't found it yet. Find it, and I cut faster. Cut faster, and next time the sky comes I've got a circle up before it lands."

He flushed red to the collar, and she watched it spread, satisfied.

"You asked," said Jess.

"I didn't."

"You were going to." She unhooked the chain from her hat brim. The stone dangled from her fingers, a glass hazelnut with the wisp inside it and the face alternating rat and woman and rat. "She stirs."

She lowered it into the pot.

The water hissed where the stone entered, a hot iron on wet cloth, and a cloud of steam billowed up, white shot through with gray like smoke off wet leaves. Down there the face flew to pieces. The scream came up through the glass, the water, and the steam, louder than he had ever heard it, and it was a kettle. For once, the kettle in another house was in this one.

Jess stirred, three slow revolutions on the chain, like a tea ball on a string. Every pass left a band of violet light in the water behind the stone, and each band spread to the rim and broke there in a spit of steam. The face crumbled to grit and rebuilt itself, over and over, a blur. The grit rose off it in small gray bubbles that burst at the surface and screamed as they burst.

"Is that—" He had to attempt it twice. "Are you boiling her?"

"Steeping." Jess pinched white tea out of a tin with two fingers, dropped it in, and dipped the stone after it. "She's in boiling water. What's left of a Spirit-Severing soul, the size of my thumbnail. The heat goes right through the glass and right through her, and it doesn't stop, because the circle won't let it drop. She doesn't cook. Can't cook. Can't finish. Just boils." She put her ear to the steam and shut her eyes. "Listen. That's the one I like. Hear the break in it? That's her trying to get out of the heat by being a rat. Rat's smaller. She thinks smaller will help. Delulu."

"Does it?"

"No." Jess smiled. "I made sure."

She ladled out a cupful, blew across it, drank, and held it in her mouth, considering.

"Too white. Too clean. No bite." She tipped the remainder into the ashes, where it spat, and dropped two pinches of black in after the stone. The scream sank low and ragged, like a body dragged over gravel.

It went on for hours, recipe after recipe, pot after pot.

He had intended to go to bed, and he stayed, watching it like a crafting stream: a streamer grinding a recipe while the chat slept. Jess tasted, spat, supplemented, and stirred, keeping a tally in charcoal from the grate on the hearthstone, a row of marks with a word beneath each. Black: flat. Black and hops: sleepy. White and mugwort: close. White, mugwort, catmint: closer, giggly. She laughed at that last one herself.

"Why her?" he said, past one. "You've got a spoon."

"Spoon doesn't care." Jess regarded him as though he had asked why she used a knife on a knot. "And she does a thing to the tea. She goes in bitter and some salt comes out. Good with black." She held out the cup. "Try."

"I'm not drinking her."

"Not her. The tea she's been in." She pushed it at him. "It's good, boss. I'm good at this. Best cultivation I've done all week."

He drank it because it was one in the morning and she would not stop pushing. It was good: dark and smooth, with a pinch of coarse salt at the back, and a slow warmth climbed his neck and loosened it. Whatever else the soul in it carried slid off him like rain off a coat. He got the tea and nothing more, and set the cup down.

"That's so wrong," he said. He had just drunk tea steeped in a screaming woman, it was excellent, and he wanted a second cup.

"You finished it." Jess showed him every tooth she had.

He had. He stared into the empty cup, and the game logic held him steady. A potion was a potion. Once a player drank a consumable, the ingredient list stopped mattering, buff or no buff, so he hard-saved it with the rest.

"The paper by the door," he said. "The line at the bottom. Whose name goes there?"

Jess took a mouthful, rolled it, and pulled a face. "Too many hops. Sleepy." She reached for the white.

"Jess. What did you do to the Queen?"

"Lived in her city." She dropped a pinch in and stirred, and the pot screamed. "Vanorinal's nice, boss. Big lake. Big wall. There's a circle of mine in the cellar under it." Her voice dropped two notes and went flat. "It's still there."

"What does it do?"

"Ask me when we're standing on it." And the grin came back.

He logged it. A questgiver who dodged the question offered a quest worth taking, and he left it in the log, grayed out, awaiting the unlock.

Toward three, she discovered it.

Three pinches of white, one of black, two leaves of mugwort, one of catmint, and a curl of hops, with none of the fair woman's mystery ingredient. She stirred it with the stone for a count of forty, and the face in the glass disintegrated and reassembled forty times while the pot sang and the rain drummed the roof. Then she ladled a cup and drank it slowly; her shoulders dropped and her eyes sharpened. Her hands relaxed on the cup, and she breathed out long through her nose.

"That's it," said Jess. "That's the one."

She wrote it on the hearthstone in charcoal, the complete recipe, and beneath it one word: After.

She fished the stone out on its chain. It came out steaming, clouded gray, too hot to touch, and the face inside it had shrunk small and ragged, crumbling and rebuilding so fast it blurred. She blew on it and hooked the chain back onto her hat brim. It hung beside her ear, hissing as it cooled, and screamed.

Then she knelt on the boards, produced her chalk, and began her practice.

She cut circles, small ones and then smaller, rapid and closed clean, one nested inside the next. Each one clicked shut, and the beads of light they spat hung over the boards in a small crooked constellation before they popped. She bent lower with each one, cutting them closer and closer to the stone at her ear. The scream inside the stone jumped at every click. Her hands never shook, and he credited the tea. She hummed the two-note tally hum under her breath. Whenever she bent to a circle the stone swung, and the scream swung with it, near and far, near and far.

[ JESS — WITCH'S TALLY ×40 · FRAGMENT DRAW (EVEN) · JESS QI 127/255 · COFFIN FORMATION C — CUT TIME 11:00 → 10:20 ]


Andy watched until his eyelids grew heavy as coins.

Down the lane the mill-race had been roaring since dark. At supper the innkeeper had said the Culm was higher than he had seen it in twenty winters, with ice coming down it, and that the old grate on the race was rotten through. If the river ever carried anything up the race, he had said, it would come straight into the square. Andy had heard that line in a hundred games. The NPC in the first town always delivered it, right before the tutorial boss.


CHAPTER 73 — Epilogue: Spectator Mode

The Water

A

she valley lay deserted after the living went north. It remained deserted. It was watched. The heap lay in the circle, gray, the size of a barn, with an orchard entombed in it. The circle lay violet around it with forty anchors, and would lie there until the stone wore away. Nine cairns stood in the ash along the east wall. Diana had inscribed nine names recovered from nine sheets, and beneath each, in the careful hand, the single word held.


Four more stood in the lane beside a burned byre. Three were blank. The fourth said Hester, and a line about crows. On the northern hillside stood one final cairn, a skull short, with three lines inscribed, her own coin on the top stone, a shawl beneath the stones, and a folded note in a round, neat hand tucked into the shawl. The chair on the wall walk was unoccupied. The crows lay where they had fallen along the foot of the wall walk, a black drift the frost had whitened.

Over all of it, in the gray morning, the frost lifted off fed fields that would stay barren for a lifetime. The presence that had been reading lay in the last pool in the dead river's bed, an inch of old water over old mud. It read the valley once more, end to end, as it had read Malericha every morning for three decades, and closed it.

ONE READER, THEN.

SHE WAS A GOOD ONE. THIRTY-ONE YEARS IN THIS VALLEY AND A REALM. I SHALL MISS THE JARS.

The pool lay still. Then a ripple crossed it toward the lane, a head turning.

AND THE SKY GAVE HIM ALL OF IT, AS IT ALWAYS GIVES. TEN STONES FOR ONE REALM. HE THINKS THAT IS A GREAT MANY. HE HAS NOT SEEN WHAT THE SECOND TAKES.

Then the regard withdrew from the pool. It traveled north, up the drove road the cart had taken and over the ridge into the green country beyond, and back along every road the four of them had walked. It had been fixed on one reader for a lifetime, briefly divided between two, and it was whole now, and pointed. Every trough they had passed felt it go by. The farm trough below the ridge held an inch of rain. The stone trough stood below a mountain where a man had waited half the night for it and been left to wait. There was the way-station trough at Corse, the horse trough at a fair, and the Wellbrook trough where twelve children had washed. Every one of them trembled once on the surface as it passed, and stilled.

On Thursday evening, at Foxwell, a jug of water on an inn table beside a candlelit skull shivered. On the floor by the hearth, a witch had her arm thrust down a chalk door to the shoulder and a small gray woman by the hair, halfway up.

MINE, I THINK.

"Oh, there you are," said the witch. She looked down the door and saw it, because it let her. She reached for it with two fingers, spoke her little eating word, and tried to eat it. It let her try. Nobody had bitten at it in a very long time, and it found that it liked her for it.

The regard descended the door past the witch's arm and reclaimed the woman. It left the witch the wisp her fist had closed on. An appetite that young grows on what it is fed, and it meant to come back for hers. The jug gave one more small shiver, like a laugh, and lay flat.

I HAVE SO MUCH TO SHOW YOU.

Beneath the bedrock there was a heap. It lay in bruise-colored light, in a skyless place, composed of everything the water took frankly. It only ever grew, because the water was always hungry. The taken climbed it, because climbing was what remained to them, and the summit was where the light was. The summit stayed one climb away, always.

A gleaner-shaped creature climbed it. Small and gray, it was shaped like the vermin that visited a threshed floor after the grain was up, low and long in the back, with a ragged notch torn out of one ear. It hauled itself up the heap in the bruise light, unhurried, taking the air in its own garden. Near the top of the climb it stopped, sat up on its haunches, and cleaned its face. It brought both forepaws up together and drew them down over its eyes, once, twice. The motion was hers: round wire glasses polished on a shawl on ten thousand mornings. It sat on the heap with its face clean and contemplated the unreachable light, a schoolmistress before an empty room. Then it died.

It died on schedule: quietly, unwounded, a candle snuffed in a skull. A moment later, farther down, it re-formed, small and gray, looked up at the light, and climbed again, a realmless cultivator on a ladder she had burned herself. Partway up it stopped and shuddered all over, and cried out, thin and high, like a kettle in another house. Far above, in an inn at Foxwell, a witch had drawn her thumbnail across a stone. The creature on the heap waited for the agony to pass. Then it resumed climbing. Higher up, it was yanked sideways, violently, then back, then sideways again, like a weight on the end of a string. It clung to the heap with all four feet until the swinging stopped.

[ GLEANED — MALERICHA / suffering, distilled +1 ]
[ PROGRESSION — [not yours to read] ]


I HAVE SO MUCH TO SHOW YOU, said the light, kindly, to the creature on the heap. It kept its promise. The creature climbed.

When the rain lifted, far above on the river road below Foxwell, a man in a dead man's red brigandine walked between three women in the first light, his coat open over the plates. He had a locket under his shirt and the Peacemaker on his hip. A boar-spear rode one shoulder and the Hound's crossbow the other. Jess had the skull in a flour sack and the gray jar from Ashe in her other hand, and the whetstone and four pebbles rattled in her tin, with her jars clinking in her coat.

"It is four days off," said the archangel, serene, in the voice she used for reset day. "Four is the correct number. I chose it. And Wednesday is the temples' fast day. I like the priests hungry while I am not."

"It's Saturday," said the man. "Four days is a lockout. Cultivators wait decades in caves for less. I once waited four days on hold with Spectrum."

"Then Wednesday is four days off, and you may count them, since you like a count."

"I'll count them," said the man. "I count everything now." He glanced back at the village's smoke rising from its chimneys, then ahead toward the next. "Everything."

"I want it recorded," said the demon, rolling her stiff left wrist and wincing, "that he asked. And the glossary. Forty-one deductions the first month, two since Harn's Foot, none since the valley. Recorded, under fluent." A pause, and then, to the road, quieter: "And that I have Thursday." She looked him up and down, fondly. "He walks like a stubble-fire who expects to be kicked in the ass. I find it very appealing."

"Recorded," said the witch, in Diana's voice. A clouded stone was chained to her hat brim, by her ear, and screamed thin and high at her. Its small gray face crumbled and rebuilt, rat and woman by turns. She wiggled her head to set it swinging and smiled at nothing.

"Next village, boss?" she said. "Hope it's ugly. I want to feel pretty." She said it loud enough for a drover passing with his oxen, who read CURSED SUMMONER over the man beside her and WITCH over her, made the sign against both, and kept going.

"Next village," said the man. Every trough they passed lay still, and read them.

IT IS GETTING FUNNIER.


Thanks for Reading

If the ford got to you, or the barn, the causeway, the shelf above the drop, or the yard at Ashe, please leave an honest review.

Your review tells the next reader whether to take the road with Andy, Sara, Diana, and Jess.


Keep Up with Jax A. River

Follow Jax A. River on Amazon for new releases. Scan the code to explore more books from Centuria Books.

Follow Jax A. River on Amazon

[image: Scan to explore Centuria Books]


Next in the Series

My E-Tier Summons Keep Dying for Me

The party is out of Mortal at last. Behind them lie a valley that is watched and a heap in a witch's circle. Ahead runs the road south to the lake, where every trough is awake and reading them.

Andy still grows only when the women he loves die for him. They have all come back. Every one of them has to die again.

And the water says it is getting funnier.


Bonus Character Sheets

End-of-book builds. Full spoilers for My F-Tier Summons Keep Dying for Me. HP and QI show maximum pools; attribute grades exclude temporary boosts.


Andy Chunking

Human · Cursed Summoner · Astral qi

[image: Andy Chunking in red brigandine and an open dark travel coat with both sleeves down to his wrists, holding an iron-crossguard boar spear on the river road below Foxwell.]
Andy Chunking


Background
Andy was an Austin gamer who died protecting two children and woke in another world. His Cursed Summoner class grows through the deaths of his bound companions, while he uses his raid-leader instincts to keep them alive.


Base Stats
Realm
Party: E- (Qi-Gathering, early) · Own body: Mortal
Max HP
32
Max QI
32
BODY
F
SPEED
F
WORKING
F
SIGHT
C
WILL
D


Major Skills
BIND (E)
Binds a summon to his party.
ASTRAL CHAIN (C)
Pours astral qi into a bound ally for a brief power boost.
RECALL (D)
Brings a dead bound companion back after the recall window opens.
INSPECT (E)
Reads the System’s information about a target.



Sarafael (Sara)

Archangel · Archangel of Judgement · Heavenly qi

[image: Sara in her white linen dress and gray drover cloak with her conjured sword on the river road below Foxwell.]
Sarafael (Sara)


Background
Sara was an archangel awaiting execution when Andy bound her and brought her into his party. Formal and resolute, she holds the front line with her conjured sword and puts herself between Andy and danger.


Base Stats
Attribute grades: true / expressed.
Realm
E- (Qi-Gathering, early)
Max HP
332
Max QI
258
BODY
SSS / E-
SPEED
SSS / E-
WORKING
SS / E-
SIGHT
B / E-
WILL
SS- / E-


Major Skills
Judgement (SSS / E-)
Conjures her sword and burns gold judgement through her strikes.
HEAVEN-GATE FORMATION (D)
Closes the routes through a position she holds.
VIGIL-LAMP SUTRA (F)
Keeps vigil with a gold flame cupped in her hands.



Dianizobilal (Diana)

Greater Succubus · Pleasure Soldier · Hellfire qi

[image: Slender Diana in a purple coat slipped from one shoulder over a low-cut scarlet-laced purple dress with a high thigh slit, gold glasses and gold-chased horns, carrying a field-book on the river road below Foxwell.]
Dianizobilal (Diana)


Background
Diana left her post as head librarian to the Prince of Damnation when she accepted Andy’s summons. The First Pleasure Soldier of the Army brings black fire, a scholar’s curiosity, and outspoken desire to the party.


Base Stats
Attribute grades: true / expressed.
Realm
E- (Qi-Gathering, early)
Max HP
114
Max QI
160
BODY
A / E-
SPEED
A / E-
WORKING
A / E-
SIGHT
A / E-
WILL
A / E-


Major Skills
Hellfire casting (A / E-)
Shapes black fire into bolts, barriers, and burning claws.
UN-EYE VEIL
Conceals the party behind a laid veil.
GATE-VOICE
Gives a spoken lie force at a gate or a line.
DUSK SHACKLE (D)
Locks a limb inside a cuff of dusk.



Jessamine (Jess)

Human (Ascendant) · Witch · Soul qi

[image: Jess, a slender petite nineteen-year-old adult witch in belted short shorts, a knotted shirt, long coat and crystal-banded hat, carrying a flour sack and gray jar near Foxwell.]
Jessamine (Jess)


Background
Jess is a witch whose soul qi powers traps and healing circles. She pursues an unfinished ascension while serving as the party’s sharp-tongued trapmaker and healer.


Base Stats
Attribute grades: true / expressed.
Realm
E- (Qi-Gathering, early) · WILL uncapped
Max HP
94
Max QI
255
BODY
C / E-
SPEED
C / E-
WORKING
S / E-
SIGHT
B / E-
WILL
S / S


Major Skills
THORN-KNOT SNARE (D)
Catches enemies in snares made from prepared charms or spoken workings.
COFFIN FORMATION (C)
Closes a prepared nine-anchor circle around its target.
MARROW-SIPHON
Draws qi from a victim.
WEAVER’S SUTURE
Restores injured flesh with soul qi.
WITCH’S TALLY
Practices small circles to refine her workings.



Bonus Languages Guide
A short guide to the four languages of the world: how they sound, how their words fit together, and what speaking them means.
Common — Mortal Peasant Common
The sound. You already know this one. Common is English, the shared language of mortal trade, roads, and towns. Andy understands it because it matches his native tongue. The System translates terms that have no Earth word.
Speaking it. Use ordinary English grammar: the person acts on the thing. Common carries no built-in rank markers. A title may show respect, but the grammar does not force the speaker to stand above or below anyone. Ordinary speech costs no qi.
Demonic — Zzarkrag, the Marrow-Bite
The sound. Strike the first syllable hard and bite off the end of the word. Use rough throat sounds for kh and gh. Doubled consonants such as zz, gg, and bb carry a low buzz. Keep that buzz under the spoken sound; it should feel as though it reaches the back teeth.
Building a verb. Stack its pieces in this order: root, class, tense, object, scope. The class ending -ash marks hunger or desire; -org marks ruin or destruction. A bare tense is present, -ûd is past, and -ra marks intent or future action. Objects attach to the verb: -ka means me, -zu means you, and -ûm means him, her, or it. Add -ghal for all or utterly.
Speaking with rank. The particle vo places the speaker above the listener; khe places the speaker below; za addresses an equal at war. Leaving the expected marker out makes a statement about that rank. A verb at the front gives an order. A verb at the end makes a statement. Speak every ending when you want the meaning to stay clear.
durn
stone
vûr
fire or hearth
krag
mouth, bite, or speak
ûzz
yes; so it is
Seraphic — Lirenilua, the Sky-River
The sound. Let l, r, n, and m carry the words. Stress the second-to-last syllable. An acute accent marks a long vowel. Let neighboring vowels flow together instead of putting a hard break between words. Formal speech falls into breath-lines of seven syllables.
Speaking with standing. A verb ending tells the listener where the speaker stands. Use -ael for a ruling from above, -eth for a witness speaking as a peer, and -im for a plea directed upward. Changing the ending changes the force of the sentence, even when the action stays the same.
Naming a relation. The ending -ien means of, -en means to or for, and -lith means in or at. The ending -iel joins judgment and blessing: judged-and-beloved. Use -i for a plural and -u for a paired two, such as eyes, wings, or scale-pans.
selu
water
vaeya
light
liren
song or river
sarai
dawn or verdict
Divan — the Poem-Tongue
The sound. Divan has four vowels: a, e, i, and u. An acute accent lengthens a vowel. There is no o. The letter pairs bh, mh, th, and ch sound roughly like v, w, h, and a throat-made kh. Keep the vowels around a consonant intact; their broad or slender shape helps mark whether power is released or bound.
Putting the act first. Divan begins with the verb. The maker takes -ur, the payer’s case. A source being drained may change b to mb, d to nd, or g to ng. A receiver may change b to bh, d to dh, or m to mh. Those changes show where the power comes from and where it goes.
Completing the working. Divan has no word for not and no separate yes or no. Name what is present: cold, hollow, or still. Answer by echoing the verb. A full working has nine clauses, and the ninth signs the payer.
Paying for speech. Every spoken Divan word draws strength from its speaker. Qi pays first; when it runs out, the body pays. Carving or laying a working pays at setup, and releasing prepared work takes a small amount of qi. Divan belongs to carvings, vows, and rites; even naming a word aloud has a price.
rinn
carved glyph or rune
scáil
raw magic; the mist
lasú
to kindle
náin
nine; completion
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