Nine gods ruled the world, until the ultimate betrayal resulted in their destruction. Now, the world is dying and only by restoring the Lost Gods can it be saved.
Sealed off from the world for nine hundred years, Schatten is a country of darkness and mystery. The power of Teufel, Shadow of the Lost Licht, keeps the rest of the world out, and his deadly Sentinels keep the people of Schatten in. Their only hope for salvation lies in a single line of ancient prophecy.
Sasha wakes up with no memory of where he is, how he got there—or who he is. All he remembers is his name, and falling to a terrible beast with burning violet eyes. All he possesses are the clothes he wears, the weapons he carries, and a strange ring. All he can do is venture deeper into the land of snow and ice in which he is lost, hoping that eventually he will find answers.
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Chaos
The Lost Gods
Megan Derr
The dark of a moonless night. Anything can happen when nothing can be seen.
"What?"
Friedrich jerked his head up as he heard someone speaking, daring to interrupt him in the middle of a Seeing. Whipping around, he scowled at Karl, the Master Seer and his second in command. "What do you want?"
Karl bowed, but if ever a man could display impudence in a bow, it was Karl. "My pardon, High Seer. I only came to see how you were doing, as we have not seen you all day."
"I am Seeing; it is what Seers do," Friedrich replied.
Do they also drink the way you tend to?
Be quiet.
"High Seer?"
"What?" Friedrich asked, realizing he had been paying too much attention to his own head and missed whatever Karl had said.
"I asked if you were all right. You have been pale these past few days and more distracted than is normal. We worry for you."
Friedrich sneered inwardly at that. The only thing Karl worried about was how much longer he would have to wait before he could usurp Friedrich's place. "There is no need to worry about me," he said and turned back to the altar he had been facing.
Normally, the Altars of Vision held obsidian bowls filled with water. When a penitent sought his future, the Seer added the penitent's blood, the Seer's blood, and Essence of Moon to the bowl. In the glow of the beeswax candles on either side of the bowl, the Seer was able to foretell the penitent's fate.
The bowl in front of Friedrich was empty, however; it had not been used since Friedrich had assumed the mantle of High Seer and the large prayer room had been assigned to him. Unlike the other priests, Friedrich needed no implements to foretell a future. All he needed was to touch someone. Occasionally, all he needed was to stare into the penitent's eyes.
And sometimes, when he was alone and let his mind float, pieces of various fates came to him: wispy images, whispers in the dark, elusive scents, or the softest brush of fingers.
"The dark of a moonless night," he muttered again, eyes going distant as the vision overtook him.
An impression of sadness and a deeply buried rage. The pure, unrelenting dark of a moonless night. Anything can happen when nothing can be seen. A choice must be made: darkness or shadows.
He broke off, head throbbing and hand trembling as he pulled out a handkerchief to mop up the sweat on his face and bare head. Movement caught the corner of his eye, and in the moment before Karl realized he was watching, Friedrich saw the envy and loathing plain upon his face. "You can leave," he said. "Assure our brothers that I am fine, merely busy answering the call of our Lord Teufel."
Karl bowed and deferentially touched his fingers to the black circle on his forehead: the Eye of Seeing, a mark with which all priests were born, making their fate clear even as they drew their first breath. "Yes, High Seer. Please summon us if you have a need."
Friedrich turned away and waited until Karl was gone before sinking to his knees and burying his head in his hands. The vision had started several days ago, faint at first, little more than smoke curling in a breeze. It taunted him, teased him, drove him right to the edge of madness—and still he could make no sense of it. Could not get a feel for whose fate he was Seeing, or why he was Seeing it repeatedly. And he had yet to see the whole of it.
Whatever was going to happen, it was going to be bad. He sensed he knew how the vision would eventually end when the whole of it finally came to him. Teufel displayed rare mercy in the way the vision crept upon him slowly, allowing him to brace for it. He loathed visions of death; they hurt and left him drained for days. Friedrich dreaded the day the penitent whose fate he was reading finally arrived to hear it.
Turning, he sat down on the steps that led up the altar and braced his elbows on his knees. He tilted his head up to stare at the ceiling, which was decorated with an elaborate geometric design in black, gray, and violet. After a few minutes, it added to his dizziness and he dropped his head, closing his eyes to try and make the world hold still.
He heard the footsteps coming in the jangle of spurs and stood up before the knock came at the door. "Enter."
Two men stepped into the room, dressed in black leather and dark violet tunics split up the middle. They wore large swords at the left hip and coiled whips at the right, the metal bits at the end gleaming in the candlelight.
Friedrich drew his hands into the sleeves of his own dark violet robes and stood tall, staring down the sorcerers who regarded him with arrogance. They bowed low, before the bolder of the two said, "High Seer, we apologize for disturbing you. We come with troubling news and hope that you might offer us your wisdom and power."
"It is my duty and honor to assist those who serve our Lord Teufel," Fritz replied. "Tell me of your troubles, sorcerers."
The quieter one reached into a pouch at his waist and pulled something out, holding it out so Friedrich could see it clearly. It took Friedrich a moment to realize what it was: a Sentinel scale. It was the size of his hand and gleamed in the light, black as pitch but with dozens of colors deep within. Friedrich did not touch it. "That is the scale of a Sentinel. How do you come by such a thing?"
"We found it dead, High Seer. Not far from the village of Deer Run, half a day's ride up the Haunted Mountains on the path to Sorrow Cliff."
Dead? A full grown Sentinel? "How was it killed?"
"By blade and magic, though the residue of the magic was nothing like we have felt before," said the first sorcerer. "Men are guarding the body, and we have priests investigating the locals, but so far no clue has been found. It is like it was slain by a ghost."
"Absurd," Friedrich said dismissively. "Come, we'll go to the Hall of Vision." He led the way out of his private prayer room and down the hall of prayer rooms, beckoning to half a dozen priests as he saw them. Though he loathed Karl, the man was a good Seer, so Friedrich beckoned to him as well.
By the time they reached the Hall of Vision, he had collected eight priests in total. He walked down the long hall, which was made from gleaming obsidian heavily spelled to last the ages and resonating with the power of Seeing.
No one should be able to kill a Sentinel, the voice in his head said pensively.
Friedrich flinched inwardly. Well, should does not always mean much. Be quiet. This is not going to be an easy Seeing and your nattering won't help.
Rumbling softly, the voice nevertheless obeyed and subsided. Relieved, Friedrich took his place at the vision pool. It was built in the shape of a crescent moon, the black walls of the pool making the water dark. The eight priests he'd brought with him gathered around the outside of the crescent, from tip to tip, while he stood in the curve.
Drawing the knives kept at their waists, each priest slit his thumb and let their blood drip into the black water. Friedrich slit his own thumb, but let the blood drip into a small crystal bottle in which swirled the silvery, pearlescent Essence of Moon. It turned pink with his blood, and he poured the whole of it into the pool.
It shimmered briefly before it settled into darkness again, but swirled occasionally with red and silver. Closing their eyes, the priests began to pray. Nine priests to lend their powers of Seeing to reach across all the land: eight to anchor, one to See.
The vision, when it came, started out surprisingly gentle. Friedrich wished it hadn't, because what started easy usually ended with him unconscious. But such things were his fate, and so he stared into the depths of the pool and let the vision have him.
Darkness. A natural darkness. It was night and the moon had only just begun to wax. He felt the beast before he saw it, a pool of gleaming black that made the night around it a paltry imitation of darkness. Its breath steamed in the cold air, clawed feet crackling the snow and ice. Its eyes gleamed violet, burning stars fallen to the earth to menace the children of shadows.
Friedrich felt contempt ripple through his mind, but also amusement, as he uncoiled the whip he wore at his right hip. He flicked it with practiced ease, cracking the calm of the night. The Sentinel growled, the sound so deep it vibrated in his chest.
Another crack. Another. Alarming the Sentinel, whose eyes burned but could not see well. With its hearing fractured by the cracking of the whip, it faltered, reared back, slipped in the snow, and then roared in pain and anger as the whip came down and struck a real blow.
It rushed the source of the sound and pain only to strike against an enormous, dying tree. Friedrich struck again with the whip, over and over, keeping it disoriented, angry, and in pain. Then he began to murmur words of magic, the power thrumming through him.
But it felt different. Hot. Almost too hot, as though he had thrust his hand into a fire. Friedrich recoiled from the rush, struggling to break free of the vision, but he was trapped in it, trapped in the past as he witnessed, firsthand, the killing of the Sentinel.
The Sentinel shrieked as the spell struck, a sound like hundreds of nails scraping glass. Friedrich's mind screamed in helpless agony, but the body in which he was trapped showed no reaction. He simply coiled his whip and put it away, then drew his sword and rushed the writhing, suffering beast.
Friedrich plunged the sword into the creature's eye, all the way down to the hilt. The body thrashed and shuddered, then lay still. Bracing his foot on the Sentinel's snout, Friedrich yanked his sword out and cleaned it in the snow. He sheathed it, then checked over the Sentinel, removing a leather glove to place his hand on the beast and assure himself directly that it breathed no more.
Light gleamed in the dark, a small rainbow on the man's right ring finger. Friedrich stared at it and his world exploded in a painful assault of colors and countless fates.
Friedrich screamed in agony. Stumbling back from the pool, he fell over and cracked his head, but still the assault would not stop. He sobbed in agony as the light and colors washed over him, drowned him, threatening to break his mind entirely—
Beloved, hold fast to me.
Drache, Drache, Friedrich said desperately, clinging to that dread voice he could not live without. Save me, Drache.
I will always save you, beloved. Come to me.
Whimpering, sobbing, Friedrich let Drache have his way and slumped unconscious on the obsidian floor of the Hall of Vision.
"Fritz."
Friedrich opened his eyes, shaking with relief when he no longer saw the Hall of Vision or that terrible cascade of endless possibilities. Instead, he saw only the familiar place where he always visited Drache. A dream, only a dream, but more home to him than the walls in which he lived.
It was a temple, or something like that, with beautiful white marble for the floor and roof. Four pillars were all that held it up. There were no walls, just open space allowing him to look down at the ground far below and stare out for miles at the bright, beautiful landscape beyond. A soft breeze carried the sweet scent of flowers and fresh air.
He wore dark violet robes, though they were not the heavy, ornate robes of the High Seer, but a bed robe loosely tied with a silver cord. Friedrich sat up in bed and stared at the man who stood at the far edge of the large room, staring down at something far below.
Like Friedrich, his skin was dark, the rich gold-brown of topaz. But he was taller than Friedrich, more slender, and instead of a smooth, shaved head, he had bright gold hair bound in a braid that fell to the floor. His chest was bare, and he wore a loose wrap around his hips, the rich dusty lavender color of the fabric complimenting his skin.
The man turned. His features were beautiful with the barest touch of delicate prettiness to them. He smiled warmly. "You haven't come to see me in a long time, Fritz. I've missed you."
"Pardon me if I prefer to avoid these more detailed conversations with the voice in my head," Fritz groused and moved to the edge of the bed.
"You know I'm more than that," Drache chided.
Fritz shook his head. "I don't know what you are, except a problem. If anyone finds out I hear a voice in my head, they'll throw me out and replace me."
"Would that be such a bad thing? High Seer hardly makes you happy."
"I was born to See," Fritz said stiffly. "I like Seeing." When he didn't have to See someone die, when the visions didn't make him sick, didn't depress him. He wished more happy fates came to his Sight.
Drache wandered over to him and planted his hands on his hips, long braid falling sinuously over one shoulder as he stared down at Fritz. "I said High Seer hardly makes you happy, not that Seeing does."
"I don't hate it, I just hate the sorrow," Fritz said. "So much sorrow should be tempered. But I can only See what fate gives me." He looked up at Drache, drinking in the vision he made, the beauty and the warmth of him.
Whoever, whatever, Drache was, he made the aches and the pains go away. He soothed something in Fritz, made the world bearable again. But only in the recesses of Fritz's mind—recesses so deep that even dreams could not reach.
Though in the waking world Drache drove him mad—someday, he feared it would be quite literally—in the safety of his own mind, Drache soothed away the pain. Drache knelt before him and settled between his legs, arms braced on Fritz's thighs as he tilted his head up. "What did you see, beloved, that almost broke you?"
"Chaos," Fritz said softly, shuddering at the word. "Too much, too many, impossible to see all, impossible to see just one. I didn't know what to do, couldn't stop it, couldn't control it."
"No, chaos cannot be controlled, only guided by fate. Night and day, life and death, chaos and order. One does not exist without the other, and neither should be greater than the other."
Fritz stared at him in horror, fear running through his veins. "Blasphemy."
"Truth," Drache said. "You saw chaos for yourself."
"It was out of control, in need of taming. People need to know—"
"People need to choose," Drache cut him off. "But you did not come to me to argue, beloved. You came here to heal. Let me soothe you, ease you, restore you."
Fritz sighed softly and let his fingers slide into Drache's soft, gold hair as Drache leaned up far enough to bring their mouths together. He smelled like sunshine on one of the rare clear days that Schatten enjoyed and the wildflowers that grew along the bank of an icy brook. He smelled like the home Fritz had not seen in twenty-odd years and tasted like a hundred memories from that same lost place.
He clung to Drache, going easily when Drache rose and pushed him back onto the bed, that warm mouth gliding along his skin with a familiarity that spoke of having done it a thousand times. Drache knew every place to nuzzle, to lick, to bite down hard or to nip lightly. He pushed Fritz's clothes away with the ease of a thought, his own wrap discarded even more quickly.
Their bodies fit together easily as he pressed Fritz deeper into the bedding. His braid tumbled to one side. Fritz wrapped it around his hand, tugging lightly and drawing Drache down into a long kiss that allowed him to explore every crevice of Drache's mouth, losing himself in the feel and flavor of his imagined lover.
It was for the best that being a priest generally meant a lonely life and that being High Seer guaranteed it. What real lover could ever compare to Drache, who was everything he needed and craved.
Fritz slid his mouth from Drache's delectable lips, tasting the skin of his jaw, his throat, before Drache pulled away to put his own mouth to work down the length of Fritz's broad body. "Relax," he whispered against Fritz's chest, looking up at him through lashes as golden as his hair, his eyes a rich, royal purple. "I said I would take care of you. Let me."
"I don't think it's possible to relax when you're doing that," Fritz said, but he lay back on the bed, hands resting on the blankets on either side of his head, and gave up doing anything beyond surrendering all the noises and pleading words that Drache wanted, groaning loudly when that hot, knowing mouth slid over his cock and took him deep, rendering him incapable of doing anything, but losing himself to Drache.
No matter how hard he tried to ignore it, no matter how much he drank to drown it out, the voice that had whispered to him since he was a child got through to him, pulled him under over and over. An invisible friend as a child, a dream lover once he was old enough for such things.
He could not live with Drache in his head, but he would rather die than go a day without him.
Fritz thrust up into Drache's mouth, crying Drache's name as he came. He whimpered softly when Drache took his mouth and pushed slick fingers inside him. When Drache finally pushed inside him, the fear and panic that had driven Fritz into the dark of his mind in search of peace finally washed completely away. His world narrowed to the soft bedding stuck to his back with sweat, the warmth of the skin beneath his fingers, and the fluid movement of the muscles beneath. They smelled of wildflowers and sex, and nothing felt more natural than the way he rose to meet every thrust, the way Drache pushed in deep, the sting of his biting kiss as Drache came and drove Fritz over the edge once more.
He woke with a cry, choking on a name he dare not speak lest someone ask questions. Friedrich lay in bed, cold, trembling, aching. His hand was bandaged and the uncomfortable fog of medicine clouded his mind.
The room was dark, but thin beams of light snuck in through the edges of the tapestry over the window. The smell of wax and smoke was sharp: a candle must have recently gone out. Friedrich threw back the blankets, damp with his sweat, and strode to the tapestry, pulling it away to let in dull, gray morning light. At least, it seemed like morning, but he supposed it might be evening. Without the sun and Citadel bells, it was hard to say.
Leaving the window, he went to his wardrobe and pulled out fresh clothes. Someone had filled the pitcher at his wash stand, and Friedrich poured the water into the bowl along with a sliver of rough, gray-ish colored soap.
When he was scrubbed clean and felt reasonably awake and aware, he dressed: small clothes followed by a black wool under robe over which he pulled the heavier, dark purple robe embroidered with geometric designs in white, silver, gold, and light purple thread at the cuffs, along the bottom, and around the edge of the hood.
He folded the right flap of the robe over the left, small, hidden hooks holding the fabric in place. He cinched it with a belt of heavy purple and gold fabric. Into a hidden pocket went the master keys and around his neck went a circle of prayer beads carved from amethyst and onyx. Pulling on sturdy black ankle-boots, he finally felt ready to face the questions he knew were waiting. The visions that caused him to pass out never failed to garner interest and cause his priests concern, even if it was a not uncommon occurrence.
He opened his door and was not surprised to find his way blocked by a guard—one of about thirty sorcerers kept at the temple for security reasons since not everyone was able to hear and accept their fates with grace. Every priest bore the scars of the anguished and enraged. Friedrich had been punched, kicked, bitten, shoved, and on three occasions, stabbed or slashed with his own knife. People could be alarmingly quick when they were in a panic.
"High Seer," the guard greeted, turning to face him. He sheathed his sword and bowed, deferentially touching his forehead, which bore a black diamond. The mark of sorcerers; it appeared when a person came of age and had the strength to wield magic. "I am happy to see you are well."
"Thank you," Friedrich said. "Where are the men who came to see me?"
"They were given quarters and await your summons."
"Summon them, then, and bid them come to me in the library. The Master Seer, as well," Fritz said and walked off after the guard had bowed.
The great library of Unheilvol was enormous, taking up the entire back half of the temple, with the archives extending into special rooms below the temple. He trailed through the stacks until he came to the section he wanted, touching the mark on his forehead and then the symbol carved into the archway that prevented any but he from passing.
With a soft shimmer of permission, the protective seal let him pass, and Friedrich wandered the shelves of restricted religious texts. Only the High Seer, the High Sorcerer, and those of greatest and deepest devotion could read the blasphemous texts upon the shelves. Books written by nonbelievers, by those corrupted by the whispers and lies of chaos.
Chaos led only to tragedy, for people were not capable of shaping their own lives. Fate was necessary for the good of all, and fate was a matter for the gods. Anyone who said otherwise was blasphemous and not to be tolerated.
Fate should be tempered by chaos, and chaos should be tempered by fate, Drache said.
If you cannot say something reasonable then be quiet.
It is not that I need to watch what I say; it is that you need to learn to listen.
Shut it. Friedrich yanked a book from one of the shelves, an old book of Seeing that had some useful points despite its flaws.
Agreeing with me is never a flaw.
Yes, it is, Friedrich retorted.
He read through the chapter he sought, then read sections of five other books before he gave up, resigned that he had seen exactly what he feared. The sound of footsteps followed by that of someone clearing his throat drew his attention, and Friedrich slowly left the restricted area to join the sorcerers and Karl.
"High Seer," Karl greeted. "I am glad you are all right. You slept a day and a night. We feared you would not recover."
"I've slept longer," Friedrich dismissed, though those instances had been when he was still an acolyte. "Unfortunately, I have no good news to share. You will take my words to the High Sorcerer at once. A stranger in our land slew the Sentinel and I Sense he will continue to kill them, though I did not See why. What I did see was chaos—"
He stopped as they all gasped and made signs of protection. Karl frowned. "That is not possible. We are a land of fate and dread chaos holds no sway here."
"It has breached the walls and entered Schatten," Friedrich said. "The visions I saw were true. Too many possibilities, too many fates—chaos that leads to madness which eventually will lead to destruction. Tell all to the High Sorcerer and tell him to come to me at once, that we might plan against this threat. I must pray and hear all that Lord Teufel cares to tell me about the matter. Do not disturb me."
They bowed, and Friedrich left. He could feel Karl's eyes on him, but did not care. He was far more concerned about the presence of chaos in Schatten.
And Drache's dangerous, rebellious whispers.
"Two for a nick!"
David jumped at the voice, which bellowed practically in his ear and sent him crashing into Killian, who squawked in surprise and shoved him back. Barely keeping himself from careening into someone else, David regained his balance and scowled. "I hate these creeping markets."
Killian made a noise of agreement as he dodged a fat woman herding half-starved goats down the street. "I can't wait until we can head home. What's our first stop?"
"We're supposed to pick up the wool, then we have to fetch the tea, then spices, and then—"
"I won't remember further than wool, so you may as well stop," Killian said cheerfully, then dodged a man hauling rolls of tanned hide. He wrinkled his nose at the smell and looped an arm through David's as they continued to fight their way through the throngs of people. "Suppose we have time to stop for a nip?"
David rolled his eyes. "No. Your father will murder us both if we return smelling like a tavern."
"Only out of jealousy," Killian replied. "That's the wool merchant we want, right?"
Peering through the crowd at the place Killian pointed, David gave a hesitant nod. "I think so, but we went so many places yesterday I'm not sure."
Killian rolled his eyes. "We'll know soon enough, come on." He dragged David along, shoving his way through people and leaving David to flush and stutter apologies. Eventually they reached the stall they sought, which was run by a husband and wife who watched their goods and the people perusing them with sharp eyes.
The woman's eyes landed on him and she jerked her head inquisitively. David stumbled forward, jostled by the crowd, and said, "I'm here to retrieve the wool Master Reimund ordered yesterday." He fumbled in the purse at his waist and pulled out the chipped wooden token Reimund had given him.
He held it out, and the woman took it with a grunt, jerking her head again, signaling for them to follow. She led them to the back of the stall, where several bundles of wool had been neatly wrapped and bound. She indicated the one that belonged to them and Killian knelt to check it over thoroughly, ignoring the offended, angry look the woman shot him.
"All right, then," Killian said when he was finally done, standing up and slinging the bundle over one shoulder. He nodded to the woman, then led the way back out to the throng of people. "What's next?"
"Tea," David said. "That's not in the market, though, it's at the shop—"
"At the end of Spice Row, on the corner, I know," Killian cut in. "I think it's stupid we buy tea when we already have—" He broke off as a man who had rounded the corner in front of them knocked into him. Turning around as the man continued on his way without comment Killian bellowed, "Watch it there, scale-belly!"
The man whipped around, hand going to the sword at his hip, and sudden fear churned David's gut. Not just anyone was allowed a sword—only city guards, patrols, and sorcerers. The man before them was dressed in heavy leather armor, under which was a dark purple tunic that was split up the middle. He had a whip at his right hip, and the black diamond on his forehead only confirmed the obvious: Sorcerer.
David didn't wait for Killian's smart mouth to get them in trouble, just grabbed his wrist and bolted, knocking and shoving people in a desperate bid to get away from the sorcerer. No one would stop the sorcerer if he decided they needed their tongues removed—or their heads.
"What is your problem?" he burst out once they were well away, tucked into an alley, and bent double gasping for breath. "Why would you do that?"
Killian scowled at him, an effect not as ominous as he probably thought; he struggled constantly to prove he was the same as David, but the four year difference in their age mattered more than Killian ever liked to admit. Fourteen and eighteen were very different things, no matter how Killian tried to prove otherwise. "He's the one who was wrong!"
"He's a sorcerer," David hissed and cuffed him upside the head. "He can do whatever he wants, and there's nothing we can do about it. You're lucky he didn't cast a spell that left your body twitching in the streets! If he finds out who we are, he'll come down on Reimund and your father."
"He don't know us from anyone else," Killian scoffed. "I'm not afraid of a stupid, scale-belly sorcerer."
"You should be!" David snapped and cuffed him again.
Killian shoved him. "Stop it! You're not my shading father!"
David shoved him back. "Watch that wool! Stop taking the light and act like an adult! Come on, now we're behind schedule. If you hadn't been a brat, we might have had time for that nip you wanted so badly." He stormed off, angry and scared. They'd narrowly escaped terrible punishment, but Killian was too young and bratty to realize it. If the sorcerer really wanted to find them …
He stepped warily out of the alleyway and started heading back to the main parts of the city where they needed to be. Killian reached out to grab his arm a couple of times, but David jerked away, ignoring him.
When they finally reached the tea shop without incident, he sighed faintly in relief. The smell of tea, pungent, sharp, and comforting, washed over him as he slipped inside. A bell over the door alerted the shopkeeper to visitors, and he came out of a backroom. "Ah, there you are boys. I was starting to wonder; he said yesterday you'd be along much sooner in the day."
"Apologies, good sir," David said. "The market is crowded and we got a bit turned around."
The man nodded, smiling, and motioned for them to wait. A few minutes later he reappeared with several boxes and tins arranged neatly into a small crate. "Here you are, then," he said and took the token David gave him with another smile.
Thanking him, David lifted the crate and led the way out of the teashop and across the street to the spice merchant.
Two hours later, finally finished with their errands, they hauled their piles of goods and wares back to the inn room they'd rented for the length of their stay at the market. David's stomach finally began to unknot as it seemed that the sorcerer really would leave them in peace. All the stories he'd heard, the things he had seen in his previous trips, he had feared they would become one of those stories.
Setting everything down in neat piles against one wall, he stood up and double checked it all one last time. Killian grabbed his arm, and David started to jerk away again, but Killian held fast with both hands. "David, I'm sorry. Don't keep being mad."
"You never watch your mouth, Killian," David said, glaring at him. "You never watch your mouth and one day it's really going to get someone hurt."
Killian nodded. "I really am sorry. I'll be careful."
"I doubt it," David said, but he relented with a sigh. "Come on, Reimund and your dad aren't back yet and I have some purse money left. I'll buy you a nip."
"Really?" Killian's face lit up, and it was impossible to stay angry with him. He surged up and kissed David's cheek, making him flush with embarrassment.
David gave him a shove. "Quit that." He led the way out of the room, making triple certain it was locked, then followed an eager Killian out of the inn and across the street to a tavern. He let Killian's chatter wash over him, let himself begin to relax. One more night, and in the morning they would head back home and everything would be—
"Well, well," said a slithering voice, a rough hand grabbing the back of David's threadbare jacket, yanking him back so he nearly choked. He half-twisted, swallowing the bile in his throat as he stared into the faintly glowing eyes of the sorcerer. "Hello again, wyrms." He grabbed Killian by the throat and dragged him close, eyes glowing brighter. "I believe you're late for your whipping."
Killian's face paled. Fear ran cold through David's blood, far more chilling than the icy winter wind around them. He fought the bile that rose in his throat again, the tears of panic that threatened. He had seen men whipped before, saw the marks left on their backs and chests from the brutal metal bits at the end of the sorcerers' whips.
There was no way Killian, young and thin as he was, would ever survive even a minimal beating. David swallowed and said, "It was my fault, Lord Sorcerer, please. I was not paying attention to my surroundings as I should have and jostled him into you. He spoke out of turn to protect me. The beating is mine to take, and I shall. Please."
He could tell the sorcerer knew he was lying and held his breath—and wept with a mixture of emotions when the sorcerer nodded and shoved Killian roughly away. "You're old enough to journey to Unheilvol, boy."
"Yes, Lord," David whispered in reply. Once a citizen turned fifteen, they were old enough to hear their fate. According to the laws of Teufel, anyone who did not hear their fate by the age of twenty was accused of rebelling against the church and Teufel and hunted down and forcefully dragged to Unheilvol. Those like David, who lived so far away, usually waited until the penitents were older and better able to make the difficult journey. "I leave at the end of the month to make the journey. I am grateful for the opportunity to hear my Lord Teufel's plans for me."
"As you should be. Hope that your fate is not to die because of disrespect and stupidity," the sorcerer said.
David said nothing, just fought back tears as he was dragged to the city square and up to the stone dais where announcements were made—and punishments administered. A man currently rattling off city notices fled as quickly as he could when he saw them, leaving the dais empty. The people in the square slowed to a stop as they realized a punishment was about to take place, and the sudden lack of movement drew even more people to the square until it was quickly filled. The sorcerer cuffed him hard enough his ears rang, and David began to strip off his clothes, throwing them in a pile well away from the post to which he was promptly chained. The cold metal bit into his skin, the combination of chilly winter air and fear making him shake.
He'd been whipped once before, when he was a little younger than Killian, young enough the whip had not had barbs. It had been a token whipping administered by the village chief. Looking back, he knew it had been for his own safety, to make him fear breaking the laws about leaving the barrier without permission.
The beating he was about to suffer was being administered just because the sorcerer could, because they all could. Nobody crossed a sorcerer, except Killian and his light-stealing mouth.
David screamed in agony as the first blow landed, painfully aware that there was silence all around them despite the people who had filled the square to watch him be punished. The second blow was worse, and by the fourth, his screams were constant. The leather burned as it struck his skin, and the metal bits sliced through his skin as though it were little more than cheap cloth, pain on top of unbearable pain as metal and leather and blood mingled.
The law said lashings could only carry on so long, never more strokes than the victim could handle, but David also knew sorcerers were as happy to disregard that law as they did so many others. He had lost count of the number of strikes by the time he passed out.
His world was nothing but alternating flashes of agony and blissful darkness until he finally woke to the sound of someone softly crooning a song he vaguely remembered his mother singing when he was a boy. He licked his lips, then tried to ask, "Where … "
"Shh," the stranger said. "You're in the temple; your companions brought you here after the sorcerer finished with you. I've cleaned and numbed your wounds, but they'll probably start to hurt again pretty soon. Lay there, don't move. The cuts are deep and many, and they won't heal properly if you don't let them."
Tears stung David's eyes. He was alive. He hurt, despite what the priest had given him. He couldn't move, couldn't work—couldn't do anything. How was he going to get home? What was he going to do if he couldn't earn his keep? Reimund wouldn't keep him on if he couldn't work.
The priest said something, but David didn't catch it as unconsciousness mercifully took him away once more.
When he woke again, dingy gray light spilled in through one papered window. He could just see Reimund and Sigmund, Killian's father, standing with their hats in their hands, murmuring quietly with the priest.
Reimund saw that he was awake and approached him, kneeling down beside him. "David, I know you're in pain and we don't want to move you, but the guard is ready to go …"
David nodded, understanding. Travel between the villages and cities had to be done under special escort so that people were not wrongfully attacked by the Sentinels that roamed the land. But guards were limited. Once a journey was scheduled, changing it was nearly impossible. If he did not go with them, he would be left behind in Two Mill to fend for himself. "I can handle it."
"We'll be careful," Sigmund said as he finished speaking with the priest and handed off coin. He shoved his hat on his head, then crouched down. "Swallow this, boy. It'll keep you out. We've made up a place for you in the cart; you can sleep through most of the trip. Once we have you back, Maja will fix you right up. I can't—Killian told me—you're a good boy, David. Thank you. I'll see that you heal up proper and don't have to worry about anything. Now, swallow."
Obediently swallowing the bitter medicine pushed into his mouth, David slumped back down and waited for it to take effect. "How bad?" he asked, voice hoarse.
No one answered him, but the grim set to their faces was all the reply needed. David closed his eyes against the fear that washed over him. How long until he could work again? Would he still be in time to make his journey to Unheilvol?
Before the thoughts could get the better of him, he succumbed to the medicine and slipped gratefully back into oblivion.
The journey home was three weeks of long, hard travel. Two Mill was closer to the middle of the country, where the land was flat and smooth. Black Hill, where David lived, was in the foothills of the Haunted Mountain. It was hard going and crawling with Sentinels.
After the first week, David could sit up and manage food and drink on his own. The wounds still bled and had to be treated frequently, but at least they were healing. Hopefully once he was home and able to get real rest, they would heal faster. Maja would make it better; she always did. He would be able to get back to work.
"Here," Killian said and thrust a cup of hot tea into his hands before sitting down next to him with a cup of his own. "Feeling any better?"
"A little," David replied and sipped the tea, grateful for the warmth of it, even more so for the medicine he could taste that would ease the pain already climbing back up to unbearable levels. He nodded at the group of men on the far side of the camp. "What are they whispering about? They look scared."
Killian shifted, looking anxious himself. "They found a dead Sentinel yesterday. You were asleep, and they don't want to talk about it much because they're scared."
"Sentinels die, though it's rare to find the bodies, I admit."
"No," Killian said, shaking his head and then looking up at David with fearful eyes. "It was killed. Someone used a sword, thrust it right through the eye into the brain. Magic was used, too. It's like a rogue sorcerer killed it. Someone said something about another being found the same way up close to Oak Hill."
"Two? Someone killed two? I don't believe it. I think someone is telling tales," David said dismissively. Oak Hill was roughly five days travel from Black Hill, and they'd stop there before making the last part of the journey home. "No one would kill a Sentinel. Lord Teufel would never permit such a fate. The Sentinels watch for intruders and keep them from tainting Schatten." They also ensured that people stayed where they were meant and did not travel more than strictly necessary. They were Teufel's faithful, terrible beasts. Like the sorcerers, they were meant to be guards but in reality were monsters. "He would never tolerate a fate that included killing them."
Killian nodded, but did not look convinced. "What else could kill a Sentinel and leave something resembling a sword wound, though? And two of them—that many people would not make the same mistake about the Sentinels being killed by a person."
"Sure they would," David said and finished his tea, already beginning to feel the effects of the medicine. "It's like that time three years ago when everyone swore old Rufus had been murdered. Remember? Because he had been fighting with most of the town, and he looked all blue-ish? One person said it was murder and everyone else picked that up, and it took that priest coming in and saying no, he'd died all natural."
"I suppose, but it still seems strange to me." Killian finished his own tea and took their cups back to the campfire to wash out and put away. By the time he returned to David's side, it was getting difficult for David to keep his eyes open. Killian laughed at him, but was careful as he helped David lie back down in his little nest. "You'll get better soon."
David just grunted.
"Thank you," Killian said quietly, and he kissed David's cheek as he slipped into sleep again.
When he woke, it was to the sound of shouting—frightened shouting from most, though there were a couple voices trying to get people calmed down and under control. David whimpered as he forced himself to sit up and crawl to the edge of the cart. It sounded like something bad had happened.
Then he saw it: a dead Sentinel. Not a small one either, but a full grown bull with horns and wings. He shivered just looking at and hastily made the sign of protection, touching fingertips to his forehead, lips, and heart.
He saw why everyone believed a person had killed it. The air still reeked of magic, and the Sentinel showed not just signs of having a sword plunged through its eye, but the telling marks of a whip across its snout and remaining eye. One of its horns had been broken, and the dark violet membranes of its enormous wings had been burned in several places.
Who could possibly kill a Sentinel? But it was just as Killian had said before: only a sorcerer had all of those abilities. They were the only ones allowed to carry sword and whip, and possessed magic. But sorcerers knew their fate the moment the black diamond appeared on their foreheads. They were destined to serve Teufel, to protect the children of shadows, maintain justice, and guard the land. No sorcerer would be fated to slaughter Sentinels—but then how and why would he?
A word rose up in David's mind then, and he shuddered, ashamed and afraid to even think it. Chaos. It was impossible. Lord Teufel had cast out chaos centuries ago for the good of his people, to honor Lost Licht who had died for them, died fighting the chaos that sought to destroy them.
Gritting his teeth, David slid from the cart. He bent over in agony as his back protested the movement, but he couldn't sit around useless in the face of such a problem. He slowly made his way across camp to where the men were all shouting and arguing, stopping close to Reimund. "What's going on?"
Reimund turned and scowled at him. "You shouldn't be moving about, you'll just make your injuries worse and be stuck abed longer."
David drew himself up, biting back whimpers of pain. "I'm fine. It's healing well enough. I think whatever is going on is more important. Shouldn't we be leaving?"
"Can't," Reimund said, scrubbing a hand through his stiff, gray hair then scratching at his beard. "One of the sorcerers just left to fetch help from Deer Run and send a message to the High Sorcerer in Unheilvol. We have to remain to help guard the body and vouch for what we've seen, especially the magic, since in a couple of days all residue of that will be gone. Also don't want nothing eating the corpse. They'll send better sorcerers, probably men to start hunting the blasphemer committing these atrocities."
"Good," David whispered. "It shouldn't be happening."
He ignored the treacherous part of his mind that hated the Sentinels, was terrified of them, and was tired of the way they made everything more difficult and dangerous. "Where's Killian?"
"Went hunting with his father," Reimund said with a grunt. "It'll take days, even weeks, for someone to come see us, take our accounts, and finally send us on our way." He heaved a long sigh. "Hopefully, we do not have to wait for someone to arrive from Raven Knoll. But whatever Lord Teufel wills, so shall it be, and we are grateful. Enough of that for now. Would you like some tea, a bit of medicine to help the pain, but not so much it'll put you to sleep."
David nodded. "Tea would be good, thank you. I'll try not to be a burden—I'm sorry, I know—"
"Och, boy," Reimund said and gave his shoulder a light, awkward pat. "I'm a grump, it's true, but if not for you that brat Killian would be dead. Think seeing you all bloody and close to never waking again shook him good, finally put some sense in that fool head of his. I'll not be tossing you out for taking someone else's beating, boy. Hm, I suppose it's not much fair to call you that anymore, is it? Killian is a boy; you're well into being a man. Good lad. Have a sit, I'll get that tea."
Trembling with relief, David sat down before the fire, pulling his heavy wool cloak more tightly around him. The snow was piled high on either side of the rode and all around the small clearing where they'd made camp. High above, the clouds were heavy and almost black, foretelling still more snow.
It made him think of his parents, as it always did. He'd been twelve when he lost them to Sentinels after they left Black Hill without permission. Maja, Reimund, and Sigmund—they'd always said that his parents had gone out in search of food during an especially lean year, but David had heard too many other whispers around the village to believe that.
His parents had been trying to escape, to make it up the Haunted Mountains and escape to the other side, to the Lost Lands that Licht had sealed off so that his people could be safe in Schatten. David had wondered a thousand times what fate they'd heard that made them so desperate to defy Teufel and try to escape it.
Mostly, he wondered why they had not taken him. He would rather be alive, but … why hadn't his parents wanted him with them?
David tried to shake the thoughts off and mustered a smile of thanks when Reimund handed him a cup of tea. He sipped at it slowly, surprised when Reimund sat down next to him. "You're looking gloomy, but you always do this time of year."
"I'm fine," David said with a shrug. "I just hate the cold."
"They knew you were better off here," Reimund said. "Whatever drove them, they knew it wouldn't work. Stop dwelling on it." He gently ruffled David's hair. "Faithful as you are, I just know Lord Teufel's fate for you will be a generous one. Maybe … " Reimund trailed off when they heard the sound of several horses racing toward them.
A moment later, five horses came around the bend in the road and entered the camp. Five sorcerers … David's breath lodged in his throat as he stared at the man in the center of the group. He had pale hair—a rarity, and a high blessing, to be so marked in the Lost Licht's color. David had only ever heard of one sorcerer had such pale hair: High Sorcerer Torben.
How had the High Sorcerer arrived so quickly when he resided in Raven Knoll, the holy city where the temple of Unheilvol was located. It was a two month journey from Black Hill, but the Sentinel killings had only started a few weeks ago according to Killian—not even a full month had passed since the first if the whispers were to be believed.
David looked hastily away when the High Sorcerer caught his eyes, bowing his head low. Magic. If the High Sorcerer had travelled so far, so quickly, then he must have used powerful magic. David had not seen much magic in his life, only the warding and fire spells used by the sorcerer guards who protected them from the Sentinels, but whispers ever murmured of the might and power that the sorcerers and priests could wield when the situation arose. It was said the High Sorcerer could cast black curses that destroyed a man in a moment or made him suffer a long, agonizing nine-day death.
The only man more powerful than the High Sorcerer was the High Seer, and whispers said that he spent his days lost in visions that would break the mind of an ordinary man.
David hunched down and focused on his tea, wishing that he were home safe and warm and praying that everything quickly returned to normal.
He woke with a groan, his head feeling as though someone had attempted to bash it in with a rock. Gingerly reaching up to touch the source of the pain, he was relieved to feel only a massive knot—annoying and painful, but unlikely to be a real problem.
Dropping his hand, he forced himself up, making it to his hands and knees before the world starting spinning a bit too much for his taste. He felt weaker than a newborn kitten. What had happened to him?
A chill ran through him when he realized he didn't know. Well, 'what' he could probably figure out if he could provide 'where,' but that too came up blank. He tamped down on the panic that tried to rise up and tried an easy question: who.
Sasha, his mind supplied.
Relief poured through him, and Sasha forced himself to his feet. He looked around his surroundings and took in almost too much information at once: he was in a small cave, the entrance mostly covered by snow. It was bitterly cold. The smells of blood, magic, and death were thick on the air. He moved closer to the cave entrance, kicked away the frozen wall of snow, and clambered out.
Bodies—there were bodies everywhere. Sasha stood staring at them, trying to put memories to them. He hadn't just magically appeared in the cave; the state of his head said he'd been involved in something. In proper light, his clothes only confirmed that he'd been involved, somehow, in whatever had killed the men before him. His clothes were torn and stained with blood. He was battered and bruised and exhausted.
He was also missing his weapons. Sasha didn't know where that thought came from, or how he knew it, but his hands moved of their own volition to his hips, and as suddenly as that he could see the missing weapons in his mind: a black whip supple from use, the grip worn to his hand. A sword given to him as a gift from … someone who made him feel happy and sad all at once. It was set with a piece of amber in the pommel, a flower petal caught in its depths.
Looking around, not immediately seeing them, he began to pick his way through the bodies. He found the whip by a man with a dagger through his throat and realized that belonged to him as well. Pulling it free, he cleaned it in the snow, and slipped it back into its sheath at the small of his back. He retrieved the whip and cleaned it as best he could, looking it over for damage. Flicked once, twice, thrice, each crack echoing through the surrounding mountains and somehow steadying his nerves. He coiled it with easy motions, secured it at his right hip, and continued on to find his sword.
Images flickered through his mind:
Violet eyes.
He was tired. The third beast killed in as many weeks—he thought. Time was hard to track, the days bled together and became a blur of snow and hiding and fighting.
The sound of horses alerted him, and he whipped around—
Sasha cried out as pain shot through his head, driving him to his knees. His chest ached with a deep, throbbing pain. He fumbled at his cloak, tore it off, then fought with the buttons of his heavy wool jacket and the laces of the linen shirt beneath, pulling all away to reveal a black-violet spider web inked into his chest.
No, not ink … magic. He touched it gingerly, but withdrew his hand immediately when that only caused the pain to flare.
Cursed …
How had he wound up cursed? Where was his sword?
Violet eyes. They glowed with magic. They reminded him of the beast he'd just killed, but somehow seemed much worse. He radiated power, the first real threat he'd encountered since beginning his quest. Unlike the others, his hair was pale, falling around his shoulders, thick and smooth.
"So you are the source of the chaos."
He didn't reply to the question, just struck. He was met with magic that actually worried him a little bit. But he'd faced worse and would not be beaten down. He went for his whip even as he summoned his own magic, the ring on his finger flashing a hundred colors in the shreds of sunlight slipping through the heavy clouds above—
The men screamed as the ring flashed, recoiling, and he used his chance to strike. He killed the first two easily, plunging a dagger into the throat of the first and pulling his sword to attack the second, but he slipped in the ice and snow and dropped his whip.
After that, the fight grew more difficult, a riot of steel, magic, and cracking whips—and the ones they used were tipped with bits of metal. But the real threat held back, watching, waiting on his horse. Rounding on the bastard as he killed the last of the lackeys, he switched his sword to his left hand and held his right hand up, balling it into a fist as he summoned the magic contained in the rainbow ring.
Ring of chaos …
They struck at the same time, magic clashing with magic, a killing curse countered at the last moment, an explosion of painful light. His head felt as though someone had driven a spike through it.
He landed with a grunt, the bastard on top of him. What was going on? Where was he? Acting on instinct, he managed to grab the bastard, shift enough to throw him off, then snatched up his sword and plunged it into the bastard's throat.
Stumbling to his feet, he wandered blankly amongst the corpses, stumbled, and cracked his head against the edge of a cave. Regaining his feet, he stumbled some more until he banged into the back of the cave and everything went black.
He looked down at his hand, realizing his right hand was indeed missing its glove. Where had he put it? The ring shimmered in the weak evening light, and he could feel its power.
Ring of chaos …
Pain jolted through his head again. He was forgetting something important. Many things that were important. Who was he? Who was Sasha?
Nothing answered his question; no reply came from his own mind, just silence.
He resumed walking, desperate to get away from the fear that threatened to turn into panic. Looking through the snow, over the bodies, he finally spied the one he sought just past a rise in the snow. His sword was still buried in the body, the amber pommel shining. It took effort to yank the sword from the frozen body and more energy than he feared he possessed to get it sufficiently cleaned before he sheathed it.
Where was he? Where was he supposed to go? He looked down at the man he had killed, eyes lingering on the black diamond on his forehead. Kneeling, Sasha touched his fingers to the mark. Like the spider web on his chest, it had been put there magically. The mark stirred an image of a book, and words drifted out of the fog of his mind.
Shadow Sorcerers, so legend and a few more credible sources say, bore a mark on their foreheads: a black diamond, similar and yet quite different from the circles borne by the Seers. According to some accounts, the circles were called 'Licht's Eye' and the diamonds 'Licht's Blade'. Some historians postulate that the diamond is, in fact, a combination of sun and moon, the crescent moon being the traditional symbol of Lord Teufel, the Shadow of Licht. Diamonds are the 'eclipse' where sun and moon join—that is, sorcerers serve both Licht and Teufel, and yet neither of them, standing as a neutral between the two temples. This is of course …
The words faded off, leaving Sasha with his head throbbing at his temples, painful enough it was making him nauseous. So the mark identified the man as a magic user, or perhaps a special level or type of magic user. Something flickered in his mind, but was gone again in a moment like candle smoke in a strong wind.
He looked the man over further, noting his clothes, noting the clothes of all of them, then at his own. A fully functioning mind wasn't necessary to tell him that, despite the fact he wore all black, his clothes stood out. Perhaps he needed to relieve his unsuccessful attackers of a few things. Going to their horses, which were clustered together in a grove of trees for warmth, he rifled through saddlebags until he cobbled together a full set of clothes.
Taking the pile, he carried it back to his cave so he could dress without the freezing wind blowing where he preferred it didn't. Stripping off his clothes, he quickly pulled on the foreign gear, though it took some fumbling to adjust the heavy, center-split tunic and to lace everything up properly. When he was done with that, he pulled his own boots back on and resettled his weapons. He hesitated over his whip, which was quite different from the barbed ones used by the dead men, but it fit his hand, and he knew it well, and he had no desire to use something as vile as the metal-tipped whips of the dead men.
Finished changing, he ventured back out into the snow to go through the corpses and relieve them of anything useful, pleased when he found food, a fire starting kit, and even a small bag of candy. A search through their saddlebags turned up a map, which almost made everything that had happened to him worth it, as it was much better than the one in his own bags. He also found a mirror and a small bag of bathing supplies, which made him even happier than the food—if he could ever find somewhere warm enough to use it all. Last, he pulled out small sacks of horse feed. All in all, he was feeling remarkably prepared for a man who had no answers for the questions: who, what, where, when, and why.
When he was finished with poking around for supplies, he sent all but one of the horses off, hoping they would find their way home. He secured the remaining horse just outside his cave and got it settled for the night, rubbing its nose in reassurance. The horse whinnied at him and seemed content with the food he gave it.
Sasha gathered up the saddlebags and saddle and hauled them along with everything else he'd collected into the cave, somehow knowing that his bag was hidden behind a rock there.
A good place to rest for a couple of days. He'd restore his magic, get his bearings, then try to find the Great Wall.
What was the Great Wall? He tried to remember, but his head just hurt too much. Food, some real rest, then maybe he would have the fortitude to battle the curse.
Lighting a fire proved a difficult task, as it took some time to find usable wood, and he was so dizzy and exhausted by the end he could barely stand. But he pushed on, getting the fire started and melting snow—lots of snow—to have enough for tea and travel soup.
As the soup cooked, he sipped his tea and looked over the map he spread across his lap. He pulled his compass out of his bag to get his bearings, but then realized he didn't know where he was so he hardly knew where to go.
But … he was definitely in the mountains, the landscape told him that much. The men had horses and enough feed for a few days only, which meant they had expected to be back somewhere they could replenish their supplies soon. So if he was in the mountains, he could not be too far into them.
He ran his finger along the map, over the marks of civilization, until the name of one abruptly struck something in his mind. Deer Run. Is that where he had been heading? It was definitely further into the mountains than the next nearest town, which was Black Hill. Everything else on the map looked close to the mountains, but definitely not in them and not as close as Black Hill or Deer Run. If the landmarks on the map were to be trusted, he might be able to figure out his way. At worst, he would just get himself lost. Eventually, if he stumbled around enough, he would get un-lost. Or dead, at which point he would cease to care. Ideally, he would find a way.
Course somewhat decided, he tucked the map and compass away. His fingers brushed along the mirror, a smallish circle of polished silver that just let him see his reflection. He frowned, reaching up to touch his hair—long, black … wrong. But why was it wrong?
I could run my fingers through your hair all day.
Sasha dropped the mirror, startled by the voice, the memory—but it was only a whisper in the dark. He sighed and retrieved the mirror, frowning thoughtfully. His eyes were a dark, muddy sort of purple, though that could be because the light was so poor.
He looked like everyone else, so why had he been so certain he was a foreigner? He was a foreigner, he was certain. Frowning into the mirror, he lightly ran a finger along his forehead. If he was going to pass as one of their sanctioned magic users, then he would need the black diamond on his forehead.
Deception …
Shadows moved in his mind like a hand struggling toward his, but always just a breadth out of reach.
His body did not require his mind, however. He moved the mirror to his left hand and pressed the tips of the first two fingers of his right hand to his forehead. "Shifting, shaping, moving, changing. Nothing deceives better than something desperate to live. The best place to hide is in plain sight. Disguise me so, gods of life who know best how to deceive."
As he finished whispering the words, heat filled his body, then began to move, coalescing in the center of his forehead. It burned, sharp, bright, and hot—then stopped. Sasha opened eyes he did not realize he had closed and stared in satisfaction at the black diamond on his forehead.
The smell of the soup made his stomach growl and he poured a large portion of it into his empty cup and gingerly sipped it while he went through his own bag, pulling everything out so he could repack everything between the bag and the saddlebags on the horse.
Unfortunately, nothing in the bag gave any indication as to who he was or what he was doing. Aside from killing the beasts called Sentinels and looking for some Great Wall, none of which meant anything to him. Finishing his cup of soup, he poured the rest from the pot into it, then dragged the saddlebags close and pulled out the few things remaining it, spreading it all out on the cave floor—a spare tunic, a knife, and little packets of something he'd missed before. A delicate taste from one of the packets resulted in something sharp and bitter. Medicine, would be his guess. Couldn't hurt to hold onto it, he supposed, though he had no idea what the various packets did.
When everything was laid out, he slowly began to repack it and store it in the saddlebags, folding up his own bag and storing it in them as well.
All in all, he supposed his situation could have been worse.
Loneliness washed over him then, cutting so deep his eyes stung, though he had no idea why. Given all the dangers he had apparently faced just hours ago, surely he was traveling alone because it was safer? But that made no sense; it was always better to travel in company. If he had not woken in the cave, where he was relatively warm and safe, what would have happened to him? What if his wounds had been more than he could handle alone?
Why would he venture into such a dangerous place alone, especially when he was clearly foreign and therefore easily marked?
His head throbbed and staying awake was suddenly to difficult a thing to manage. Sasha set the saddlebags behind the rock where he had first hidden his bag, then put out the fire and cleaned up his cooking utensils. Tucking those away in the bags, he piled up snow as much as he could manage at the cave entrance to help keep in warmth, then pulled out his bedroll. Settling down, he wrapped up in his cloak and finally let sleep have him.
He looked up when he heard footsteps, feeling a prickle of awareness.
"I wanted to discuss something with you."
The weight of the words made his shoulders tense, but he only nodded and rose. "What did you want to discuss?"
"Have you ever heard of a child of chaos?"
"We normally call them the children of storms, children of the sea, but children of chaos would be another name for the people of Kundou."
"It has been used that way, but in this case I mean a very specific child of chaos. A true child of chaos is extremely rare, and for almost nine hundred years the world did not have one."
"But one has been born now and this is important?"
"A child of chaos is someone completely immune to fate. Wherever he goes, whomever he touches or interacts with, he changes that person's fate—or rather, adds chaos so that they are not bound to one fate. He gives them choices."
He frowned. "All right. And?"
"And there are ways to mark a child of chaos … You are the only one."
"So what am I meant to do, then?"
Sasha twisted, turned, and jerked in his sleep, murmured to himself, then settled once more.
"You're a man of great kindness," a soft voice said.
"Is that another trait of a child of chaos?"
"No. Merely a bonus."
He sighed. "You need not keep pressing. I hear what you're saying … I'm no hero."
"No?"
"Doing one's duty does not make a man a hero. All it makes him is lonely."
Loneliness washed over him, the ache of a life where he went through the motions but did not really live. What reason did he have to live? He pinched the bridge of his noise, willing away the pain.
"… Don't despair …"
"Despair? I don't despair. I have never once in my life despaired anything. I make a point not to go further than resignation; it wastes too much energy. Is this a trip from which I might return, or should I plan never to come back?"
"You have no previous lives, being a child of chaos, so I cannot see the past to gauge the myriad possibilities of your future."
It was a better answer than he had expected.
Sasha woke up with tears drying on his cheeks, remembering loneliness, the sorrow, the deep resignation of knowing he would not return alive.
He was meant to save the land he was in, but he could not remember its name or what he was saving it from. Shoving aside his cloak, he fumbled with stiff, cold fingers at his clothes until he parted them enough to get at the mark on his chest. The black-violet spider web gleamed wetly in the morning light. He ran his fingers over it gingerly, but the sharp pain from the previous day had eased to a dull ache. The curse had settled in.
Shaking off the ominous thought, he stood up and packed up his bedroll, then gathered the saddle and bags and trudged out of the cave. The horse stood patiently waiting for him, shaking its head and greeting him with a soft snort. Sasha petted its nose, patted its side, then saddled up and settled his belongings.
More snow had fallen in the night, enough to obscure the bodies, but not enough to impede travel. Swinging up into the saddle, Sasha urged the horse forward and rode away from the cave. He let the horse have its head, and realized he might not wind up wandering aimlessly around the mountains as he feared if the horse knew where it was going.
The smell of snow and evergreen trees was sharp on the air, the gray, hazy light indicative of morning. His head ached slightly, but nothing like it had the previous day. Sasha thought back to the men he had killed, wondering if they would be missed, and how long it would take if so.
If the fractured remains of his memories were to be trusted, the men had been there explicitly for him, which meant there were others out there searching. Hopefully the stolen clothes and the false black diamond would pass muster and he would go largely unnoticed.
Well, there was nothing he could do about it until he was somewhere it mattered, so best to tuck the problem away until it actually became a problem. He did so and let his mind simply drift, settling on nothing, giving his overtaxed head more time to recover.
He had been travelling perhaps two hours when he heard the screams: a woman and child. Kneeing the horse to a faster pace, he veered off the faint trail they'd been following and plunged up a sharp hill. At the top, he looked down on where the woman and child were huddled before an immense tree as a gigantic black serpent bore down on them.
Sasha dismounted, ordered his horse to stay with a touch to its side, and raced down the hill. He moved to stand between the snake and its prey and uncoiled his whip. He flicked it, over and over, the sharp crack of it throwing the serpent off, making it pause. Sasha paused just long enough in flicking the whip to throw a knife, catching the serpent between the eyes.
It hissed in fury, reared up, and he struck with the whip at the soft, vulnerable portion of its bared throat. That drove it back further, made it panic. Dropping his whip, Sasha drew his sword and ran at it, slashing up and slitting open the soft underbelly. As the serpent came down, he brought the sword down on its throat, almost entirely severing the head.
Moving several steps back, out of the range of its death throes, Sasha turned to the woman and child. "Are you all right?"
The woman shoved her child behind her, staring at him with wide, fearful eyes. She dropped to her knees in the snow, apparently unheeding of the way the snow soaked into her skirts, and bowed her head. "Lord Sorcerer—I don't know what to say—I don't understand—"
Sasha wiped his sword and sheathed it, then retrieved his whip and returned it to its place before finally replying, "I am happy that I could help and that you're both safe. Whatever is the matter?"
"It's only—I know I break the law by leaving the village barriers without permission—and years ago the Seers of Unheilvol foretold of this very demise from which you have spared me. Forgive me, Lord Sorcerer, but I do not understand why you saved me from my fate."
"I see," Sasha said and approached her slowly. He held out his hands, and when she cautiously took them, tugged her to her feet. He lightly touched her forehead with the first two fingers of his right hand. "Take your child and return home, madam."
Her mouth dropped open and tears streamed down her face. Sasha did not wait for her to reply, simply returned to his horse and rode off. Only when he was well away did he draw a deep breath and let it out slowly, calming the faint trembling of his hands.
Child of chaos … meant to bear the ring of chaos … immune to the threads of fate … stop him.
Sasha sighed. So he was meant to stop someone, stop something, free people like the woman and child he had just saved. But the men he'd killed had nearly prevented that—very nearly. Whatever had happened up in the mountains had almost cost him his life and had cost him his memories. If he was going to save people, he needed those memories back.
He had absolutely no idea how to do that, however, so for the present, he would simply have to push on and stubbornly wander around in the dark.
Friedrich dropped the goblet of wine he'd been holding. It crashed to the marble floor, the sound reverberating through the hall. Dark red-black wine splashed across the floor, nearly invisible against the black marble tile. All around him, priests gawked.
Karl rose from his place at one of the long benches in the dining hall and strode toward him with a poor imitation of concern. "High Seer, are you well?"
"The High Sorcerer is dead," Friedrich said flatly, rubbing at his chest, willing away the bone-deep ache there. His head throbbed from the force of the vision that had slammed into him. He rubbed his eyes with his fingertips and repeated into the stark silence, "The High Sorcerer is dead. Summon the Master Sorcerer to me at once."
Karl gestured sharply to two priests, who obediently ran off to carry out his orders.
"To my prayer room," Friedrich said, and he turned sharply on his heel. He left the dining hall without another word, Karl barely keeping pace as they headed for the opposite end of the temple where the prayer rooms were located.
Candles sparked to life with a mere thought as he stepped into his prayer room, the smell of beeswax and lingering incense soothing his disarray. He stood facing the Altar of Vision and the empty bowl that he never used, focusing on the light, the smells, the power that lingered in the very walls of Unheilvol. The power of the Seers was to foretell the future, see the fates of the children of shadows.
But when and where he must, past, present, and future were also his to see. Not without difficulty, and not without price, but he was High Seer. Hopefully he would not need the pool in the Hall of Vision; he was not quite ready to face that again, not given what had happened to him last time.
Gradually the world around him faded away, even Karl's impatient shifting. He focused on the threads that connected him to the High Sorcerer: threads of power, threads of fate, threads of the Seeing he had once performed for the man.
It had been the first Seeing he had done after being made High Seer. He'd been young, far too young, but too powerful to be anything else. His predecessor had remained close to help him learn the more mundane aspects of overseeing Unheilvol, but Friedrich had overtaken the Seeing completely.
The first had been a boy of nineteen, already marked with the diamond of sorcery, with a cruel glint to his eye and bruises on his face testifying to how he preferred to handle problems. He'd intimidated everyone around them, even the former High Seer, but all the challenge had faded from his eyes when he'd met Friedrich's.
He had, to Friedrich's surprise, met his fate with grace.
Born by power and death, you will live the same, you will die the same. On the day when the moon hides the sun, you will stand on High. Forty years to the day, you will die by the hand of your own son, made as you were made.
Friedrich could still see that future, that image, but it was cracked and faded and soon would be gone. Only his memory of it remained, the man meant to live it already dead in a place and time never foretold.
Letting the lost fate go, he reached for the vision that had struck him in the dining hall, head throbbing as it came to him.
Violet eyes. They glowed with magic. They reminded him of the beast he'd just killed, but somehow seemed much worse. He radiated power, the first real threat he'd encountered since beginning his quest. Unlike the others, his hair was pale and fell around his shoulders, thick and smooth.
"So you are the source of the chaos."
He didn't reply to the question, just struck and was met with magic that actually worried him a little bit. But he'd faced worse and would not be beaten down. He went for his whip even as he summoned his own magic, the ring on his finger flashing a hundred colors in the shreds of sunlight slipping through the heavy clouds above—
Friedrich broke away from the vision, opening his eyes and throwing out his arms to catch himself on the altar when his balance suddenly felt uncertain. Not the ring again. Not the chaos. He trembled just thinking about that moment, the way it had driven him all the way down to hide with Drache.
I won't let it harm you again, beloved. I'm braced for it. I cannot do much, but I can do this.
How?
You know better than to ask me to explain things, Drache said, the words holding a hint of a growl and frustration.
Fine. Do it then, because I must see what happened to the High Sorcerer.
Use the pool in the Hall of Vision. It will help.
Making a face, Friedrich turned to Karl and said, "If I am to pursue this, I need the Hall of Vision again. Come, I would prefer to confine what I learn to you and me, and of course, the Master Sorcerer when he arrives. Whatever is happening in Schatten, I do not want it passed around the temple and all the rest of the country."
"Of course, High Seer," Karl said and shadowed his heels as they made their way to the Hall of Vision.
He stood in the curve of the crescent moon pool with Karl opposite him. They both slit their palms, let the blood drip, and Friedrich used his good hand to add the Essence of Moon. Closing his eyes, he reached out to Drache. Are you certain?
I promise I will take care of you. I always do, beloved.
I suppose it would be foolish if I created an imaginary voice that was out to destroy me.
Drache's sigh brushed over his mind like a heavy summer breeze. I'm not imaginary.
But you never tell me what—who—you are.
I cannot.
Whatever. Shoving away pointless bitterness, Friedrich drew upon his magic and reached into the threads of fate, casting out for the High Sorcerer's threads holding fast to them, willing close those that had already gone dark and dead.
Before, he had seen the High Sorcerer from the outside. This time, he wanted to see what happened from the High Sorcerer's point of view. Steeling himself, trusting Drache, he fell into the vision of the High Sorcerer's last moments.
Violet eyes and black hair, but something about them seemed wrong. The man's skin was too fair to be a real child of shadows. He radiated magical power that seemed to burn and an aura of countless colors surrounded him. Torben finally had to close off his ability to read auras, or risk being overwhelmed by flood of colors. But he'd seen enough to confirm what he'd already strongly suspected. "So you are the source of the chaos."
The man did not reply, simply attacked. Torben hung back, let his men face him. They wouldn't live, but it would allow him to gauge and read the man, get a better idea of what he faced. He was forced to look away when a brilliant cascade of rainbow light suddenly filled the clearing, only barely noting the crack crack of a striking whip.
His men screamed and tried to retreat, but the intruder was too fast for them. He killed the nearest two with such ease that Torben was disgusted by the lack of skill in men he had hand-picked for the venture. He did not move to help when the man plunged a dagger into the throat of one and drew his sword to attack the second.
He slipped in the snow, dropped his guard, and the others were upon him. The fight became harder to follow after that, a wild rush of steel, magic, and cracking whips. Torben continued watching, waiting. Then all of his men were dead, and the intruder rounded on him, moving his sword to his left hand and holding aloft his right.
But that was more than enough time for Torben to summon his own magic and weave a curse that would leave the man alive, but harmless—allow them to pick through the pieces of his mind at leisure.
Rainbow light flashed again as the man summoned whatever magic it contained, throwing it at Torben at the same time he released his Web of Madness. Light exploded, and Torben felt his spell fracture and falter even as it struck. His horse spooked, threw him, and he landed on top of the bastard he was trying to kill.
They grappled in the snow, desperate and confused and angry. Then the intruder somehow got the upper hand, threw Torben off, and before he could get his bearings and recover, he saw the sword—
Friedrich broke free of the vision with a gasp, falling to his knees and bending double, sucking in deep, slow breaths and hoping fervently that he did not throw up in the vision pool. He fumbled for a kerchief and mopped sweat from his brow.
When he finally felt that he could move with retching, he stood and looked at Karl. "Were you able to follow in the pool?"
The pallor to Karl's skin was answer enough, really, but he nodded and said, "Who in the name of Lord Teufel is strong enough to counter one of the Black Curses? No one can fight the Web of Madness, but he broke it as if it was a mere candle-lighting trick."
Pursing his lips thoughtfully, running the handkerchief over his damp head, Friedrich replied, "I don't think he broke it so much as cracked it. Whatever happened, it still hit him, but how it ultimately affected him, I could not say. Anything could have happened: he could be mad, he could have no mind at all, he could be missing parts. There is no way to know, but without knowing, I cannot track him. It was definitely the same man who killed those Sentinels, though. I suppose that is something."
Karl nodded. "So what do we do?"
Friedrich was prevented from replying by the loud arrival of the Master Sorcerer and four others. "High Seer. I am informed that his excellency the High Sorcerer is dead."
"Yes, I felt it," Friedrich said coolly, not liking the man's tone. "Do you question me, Master Sorcerer Boris?"
Boris seemed to withdraw slightly, clearly aware he had overstepped. "No, High Seer. I am only—"
Friedrich cut him off with a gesture, and then nodded curtly at the other sorcerers. "You may wait in the dining hall until you are called."
"Yes, High Seer," the men chorused and, turning neatly around, strode out of the Hall of Vision.
"What we say here is confidential, Master Sorcerer. You should already be aware of that. If you are to take up the mantle of High Sorcerer, you had better learn it quickly."
Boris nodded stiffly, a spark of anger in his eyes. "Of course, High Seer. I do appreciate that and apologize for my slip. I am confused, I confess. No man should share his fate, but my understanding was that High Sorcerer Torben had many years left to serve in his noble capacity."
"He did," Friedrich replied, drawing his hands into his voluminous sleeves and staring down into the vision pool as he said. "Unfortunately, a man of chaos is wreaking havoc across Schatten. He has killed at least three adult Sentinels and now has slain the High Sorcerer and those who accompanied him. But we may have a chance to stop him—the High Sorcerer cast a Web of Madness. It did not work as it should have, but it still struck the man. He will not be acting right, though what manner of wrong he will be acting I cannot say."
"A curse should be an easy thing to feel out, even if it is corrupted or fractured," Boris replied.
"Do not underestimate a man, even damaged, who was strong enough to counter that curse and then slay the High Sorcerer," Friedrich said sharply. "The High Sorcerer underestimated the power of a man who walks in chaos and now he is a frozen corpse in the snow somewhere. I would wager they were in the Haunted Mountains; that is where all reports of slain Sentinels have thus far originated and where his last missive said he was headed. You will travel to Oak Hill, his last point of communication, and you will retrace his steps. You will find the man responsible for all this chaos and you will kill him unless Lord Teufel bids you do otherwise."
Turning to Karl, he said, "You will go with them. The powers of a Master Seer will prove useful, I sense, in tracking down this intruder."
Karl stiffened. "Seers do not leave Unheilvol, High Seer, not until age Blinds them."
Fury poured through Friedrich. Jerking his head at Boris, he said, "Leave us."
Boris immediately obeyed, and in mere seconds Friedrich and Karl were alone. "How dare you question my orders, and in front of others no less!"
"But it is Lord Teufel's will that we—"
"You obey me!" Friedrich said. "If I command that you leave the temple to accompany the sorcerers, then you do it. Lord Teufel speaks through me, and by his hand I am always guided. You question me, you question him. Is that what you are doing?"
Karl paled, having at least enough sense to realize his possible transgression. "N-no, High Seer. I—forgive me—I only fear what effect this chaotic element will have and whether the Seers can handle—"
Friedrich cut him off with a sharp gesture, sneering. "No, you fear that if I send you out, you will die and lose your chance to usurp my position."
"High Seer, I would never presume—"
"Oh, you presume," Friedrich cut in, laughing, feeling tired and bitter. "Do you think you hide it, Karl? That glint in your eye that says you are just waiting for the day when the visions break me? We both know you long for that day when you will step into my shoes and order me killed out of mercy. But be careful what you wish for Karl, because all too often we get it—and live to regret it."
Karl's mouth tightened. "You're not special just because you See without implements."
"Your tone says you do think I'm special, and you resent it, think it should be you," Friedrich said. "Stop fretting because someday it will be."
"You can't know that," Karl said. "The Seers are the only ones in Schatten not privy to their own fates. We sacrifice that knowledge of ourselves to give knowledge to others. It is a price we pay willingly, happily."
It is not a gift, not when Lord Teufel arranges it before they are even born. Once, it was an honor, but a choice to be accepted or rejected.
Friedrich scowled inwardly. Shut it. Now is not the time for your blasphemy.
Teufel is the blasphemous one.
Enough!
Karl was giving him an odd look, and Friedrich determinedly took back control of the conversation. "A Seer cannot look into his own fate, that is true. But should I desire it, I could know the fate of every man here. I knew yours the day I looked into your eyes and declared you my Master Sorcerer."
"That is forbidden!" Karl bellowed, but Friedrich saw the hunger burning in his eyes, the need to know. It was often a bitter reality for the Seers, to know they could see all but their own fates, that they must live in darkness to bring that light to others.
Friedrich stepped toward him. Karl stepped back once, twice, then froze. He trembled slightly as Friedrich reached out to press his fingertips to the circle in Karl's forehead. Karl drew a sharp breath and started to jerk away, but then fell still. His breath was sour, skin clammy, but Friedrich ignored it all as he reached out for the fate he had looked at nine years ago.
"Born last, the smallest of nine, but blessed with the mark of the Seers. Your family relieved to be able to get rid of a mouth they could not feed. Affection is useless. Family is nothing. Power is the key to stability, to being someone who matters. Seer to Master Seer, there to pause. But madness grows, two voices war, and despair will make you High Seer."
He broke away, panting softly. Karl stood still, taking in the words, losing himself in them, myriad emotions rippling across his face. Finally he seemed to shake himself and stared at Friedrich. "You shouldn't be able to do that," he said quietly. "It's more than just each priest not being permitted his own fate—we shouldn't be able to foretell each other's. Otherwise the rule would be too easy to break. Why are you an exception? You're an exception to everything."
"I am High Seer," Friedrich said. "In this life, in every life, over and over again. I am the power of centuries, the power of many lives. That's all I know."
"Two voices. Despair. You are going to go mad," Karl said, and for a single moment there was something like sympathy in his eyes. Then it was gone, replaced by the more familiar ambition and contempt. "Soon, I think."
Friedrich nodded. "Yes, probably."
It doesn't have to be that way.
What other way could it possibly be? I am High Seer. We all die the same. It is the price we pay—
It was not always that way! The Seers of Schatten were once revered, honored, and well-cared for so that we—
The words broke off on a scream of pain that drove Friedrich to his knees with a scream of his own.
"High Seer!"
Friedrich panted for breath, feeling nauseous again, part of him hoping his breaking point had finally been reached. He was tired of it all: the visions, the weakness, the pain, the envy of his peers, and the constant presence of Drache.
Who had gone terrifyingly silent in his head, and the realization sparked a panic. Drache? Drache? Drache!
He stood up hastily, forcing himself to shut the fear away until present matters were attended, but inwardly he could not stop panicking. He had not meant it, he did not really want Drache to go away!
"Recall the Master Sorcerer," he said curtly.
Karl gave him a look, but with a soft, derisive noise, obeyed. When they both returned, Friedrich said, "Locate the fallen High Sorcerer and hunt down his killer by any means necessary. He looks like one of us, save his skin is too fair and he bears no diamond upon his brow. Show the man no mercy, give him no quarter. Bring me his head unless Lord Teufel wills otherwise. Stay on your guard and work together. The powers of chaos are treacherous and, by their nature, unpredictable. Go."
The men bowed, then left, and Friedrich quickly retreated to his own rooms. He sat down on his bed and covered his face with his hands, tears falling hot as he tried in vain to get Drache to come back to him.
Throughout everything, Drache had been there. Mysterious, blasphemous, frustrating, and at times infuriating—but also faithful, reliable, and the only one who had never turned away from him. Friedrich didn't care if Drache was purely of his own imagination, he was something. When he went to sleep, sank into the only place where he could see and touch Drache, he was beautiful and breathtaking and the only thing Friedrich really needed.
And now he was gone, silent in a way he had never been; there was a hole instead, cold and dark and deep.
Why had he gone? What had Friedrich done? He played the whole conversation over again, trying to figure it out. Drache's last words replayed the loudest: It was not always that way! The Seers of Schatten were once revered, honored, and well-cared for so that we—
We
That was what had done it. We. Drache had never given anything about himself away before, often claimed he could not. Friedrich tended to take it as proof that Drache was pure imagination, since it seemed like him to want to keep such details vague. But that word … so Drache had been or was a Seer? But if he was a current Seer, he would be in Unheilvol. There was no such thing as a rogue Seer; Lord Teufel would never permit it.
So likely he had been a Seer at one point, perhaps he lived Blinded somewhere and somehow managed to live through Friedrich's mind. Was that possible? He thought he would have heard of it before if that was the case. Even if it was possible, it didn't seem likely a Blinded could manage it. They were old, too weak to See, sent off to smaller temples to guide and teach the children of shadows how to love and worship Lord Teufel.
He would have to do research—late at night, when everyone else slept and no one would take it as overly strange that he was too restless to sleep. Given the toll his recent visions were taking, he was certain the temple was rife with gossip about his time being up soon. But he had lived in Unheilvol since he was a child, turned dutifully over at the age of ten. By fifteen he was Seeing for those who most often had simple fates: farmers, shop clerks, and other mild peasants. At nineteen, his power was too great to ignore and he'd been granted the position of High Seer.
That had been twenty-one years ago. Most High Seers made it to fifty, but he knew for a fact that the last High Seer with his power had lived a hundred years ago—and he had died at the age of forty.
It amused Friedrich, in a tired, bitter way, that Karl and the others thought that it was impossible for them to learn their own fates. If they ever bothered to go down into the archives and read through the records of all the previous Seers, they would see their own lives repeated breath for breath over the last nine hundred years.
The patterns weren't hard to find, not when he knew his Seers, knew fate. Knew there was no point in resisting.
Except someone was resisting. Someone he had to destroy at all costs because absolute chaos would be no better than absolute fate.
His hands trembled when he realized where his thoughts were going, what he was risking. He was the High Seer, appointed by Teufel. He was the very last person who should have been entertaining thoughts that went against everything he had been taught—everything he knew.
At least, everything he thought he knew. But without Drache there to whisper blasphemous thoughts, it was suddenly far too easy to listen to his own.
What was the point, though? His fate was sealed, no matter what happened. Eventually, they would kill the chaotic intruder who had invaded Schatten, and Teufel would reassert his will. There was absolutely no point in doing anything other than obeying.
Obedience is well and good, but defiance has always had its place.
Hot tears stung Friedrich's eyes. Drache.
Of course. Who else.
I thought you were gone. You went so abruptly, and there was nothing but cold silence …
Defiance has a price, but I am back and shall have more care. I would never leave you, beloved. I couldn't, even if I wanted, which I don't.
You said 'we'.
Yes.
You are, or were, a Seer.
What I was, what I am, I cannot say. It little matters anyway. I am as bound by fate as the rest of Schatten.
Despair crawled through Friedrich's gut, and he tried to fight it—but knew it was futile. What he wanted didn't matter. Eventually, despair would conquer him, and like all his previous incarnations, he would die of madness and alcohol and freezing cold.
That may not be true, Drache whispered, the words a soft caress across his mind. Chaos walks the land, and with his every action, he breaks another thread.
Friedrich ignored him, refusing to get his hopes up, and slowly stood to return to the dining hall. He had Seers to reassure and wine to drink.
David cried as he stood at the edge of the cliff, unable to sing the hymns along with everyone else as the priest cast Reimund's ashes into the wind. Reimund had been strict, at times even downright hard with him, but he'd taken care of David when the rest of the village would have left him to die as a lesson on why it was foolish to act as his parents had.
But fate was fate, and Reimund had said it was his fate to see to David, though he would not tolerate a boy who did not work hard and earn his place. David had done his best, every step of the way. They were not father and son, but he always thought they were as close to that as they could be. Reimund had taken care of him, not thrown him out, even when David had been scared he would.
And he was dead. David cried harder, lowering his head as the last of the ashes were thrown over the cliff. What was he going to do? He wasn't Reimund, he had still been learning Reimund's duties, learning the tricks and nuances of being the village supplier. It took years of experience to get the hang of what and how much to buy so the village did not suffer in between the months when he was able to make the journey to buy more supplies.
Killian's father always helped with the transporting and the hauling, but the real work fell to Reimund. David knew much, but he didn't know enough. The village would suffer if he did not master the duties quickly. He wondered if they were simply going to search for a replacement, and then wondered fearfully what would happen to him if he was cast out.
Surely, they wouldn't. He'd been good, he'd worked hard. He had earned a place in the village and overcome the stigma of his parents, the whispers he overheard because nobody except Reimund had ever admitted to him what they'd done.
The priest finished the ceremony and led the way back down the cliff, trudging through the snow, the sound of his bell casting notes of finality across the mountains, which echoed the sad refrain. Back in the village, David quickly retreated to the house he'd shared with Reimund in the center of the village, slipping in the back way to avoid the front half where the goods were stored.
It still smelled like tea and the stew that Maja had brought them a couple of days before, enough to last them a full week. Bowls of it, along with bread and Elza's herb butter, still sat on the table. David's quiet tears turned into full sobs as he sank to the floor and drew his knees up against his chest.
Reimund deserved a better fate, deserved something better than to be slain in seconds by the venom of a newborn Sentinel that had somehow slipped past the barrier and crept into the village in search of warmth and food. Was that really the fate Lord Teufel had intended for such a good man? For the only person who actually cared enough not to let David die?
He was alone again. Well, except for Killian, but it wasn't the same. Killian had a family: father, mother, aunts, uncles, cousins. All David had was Reimund and their little set of worn, but cared for rooms. Trips to the market every three months. It was a simple life, a hard one, but it was his and he'd enjoyed it well enough. Had looked forward to someday taking over the bulk of the duties and taking care of the man who had cared for him.
Eventually he grew too exhausted to continue crying, and the chill of the room forced him to act. He grabbed logs from the pile stacked neatly against one wall and carried them over to the stove in the middle of the room. Once the fire was going strong again, he fed the logs in one by one until all was set. Warmth slowly began to permeate the room and drive back the cold. David filled a battered kettle with water and set it on the stove, and while it heated, he began to clear off the table.
The tears resumed halfway through the chore as he realized he would never again make dinner for two, never have it ready and waiting when Reimund walked through the door looking cold and tired, but breaking into a smile and greeting him in that gruff way.
Reimund might not have been his father, but every now and then it had been easy for David to forget that.
David went to the old, chipped wash basin in one corner of the room. He broke the thin layer of ice over the top, and carried the bowl to the table. He poured in some warmed water, then set the kettle back on the stove. With a cloth and some soap, he cleaned up his face and hands and felt the slightest bit better for it by the time he was done.
When the kettle began to whistle, he added some tea leaves to a cup—almost crying again when he started to grab two cups—and then poured hot water over them. Sitting at the table, he bowed his head and drank tea while trying to ignore the quiet of the room, the fact that there would never be anyone else in it with him. The tea was dark, but faintly sweet. It had been a present from Reimund on his birthday. It reminded David of his gift for Reimund's birthday, still hidden beneath his mattress.
He had no idea what to do with it. Reimund would probably have told him to use it and not waste it. But thinking about it just provoked fresh tears.
A sudden knocking at the door made him jump and spill his tea. David huffed at himself, then went to answer the door. An old woman, almost completely hidden by a heavy fur cloak, stood holding a bundle of paper-wrapped parcels. Just behind her was Killian, holding a heavy iron pot—very heavy, to judge by the expression on his face.
"Maja?"
She clucked at him, smiled gently. "Let us inside, boy."
David stepped back to let them inside, closing the door behind them. He hastened to add more wood to the fire and fetched a cloth to clean up the spilled tea. Refilling the kettle, he set it on the stove and put the iron pot Maja handed him in the remaining space.
Maja pulled off her heavy cloak and left it on the bed in the corner—Reimund's bed. David had always slept on a pallet by the fire. That the bed was suddenly his was too much for him, and he shoved the thought to the back of his mind with all the others he did not want to face.
"There, there," Maja said, and she cupped his face, crooning softly. "Reimund would not want you to be so sad, my dear. It was his time, and all things happen for a reason. He would hate to see you grieve hard and long for him. Such things were not his way."
"I-I know," David said, but hearing it just made everything worse somehow. He wanted Reimund back, wanted the only man he had to call family to walk through the door and tell him there had been some horrible misunderstanding.
But he was dead, his ashes returned to the land and shadows, until he was fated to be reborn.
Maja patted his cheek gently, then moved briskly about to make them all tea and serve up the soup she had brought. "Spicy potato and sausage," she said, though the smell made it clear. "Your favorite. Sit, sit."
David sat, and though he had absolutely no desire for food, under Maja's sharp eye he forced it down, bite after bite, until the soup was finally gone.
Throughout the meal, no one said anything—not even Killian, which was strange, because Killian only stopped talking when he fell asleep. According to his mother, even then he still muttered and grumbled and snorted.
"Everything will be all right," Maja said into the silence. "I know you're worried David, but all will be well."
David nodded, words stuck in his throat. He drank the last of his tea, then finally managed, "I don't know how to do everything yet, Maja. Rei—Rei—he taught me a lot and I can do some of it, but not all of it and not the way he could. If I can't do my job—"
"Shhh," Maja said softly, reaching across the table to cover his hand with her own gnarled one, eyes so dark a purple but so warm. "The village will give you time and help you. It was Reimund's time to go, which means it is your time to become a man. You already are, really. This is just one of your final steps. Now, there is soup enough for the week, and someone else will bring you food for next week. Killian will stay to keep you company. Tomorrow: rest and mourn. The day after that, we will begin to move forward."
He nodded again, because that seemed the easiest thing to do. Maja stood up, and Killian went to fetch her fur cloak. She hugged David tightly and kissed his cheeks, then said, "All will be well, David. There is a purpose to everything, a picture we cannot see, and all will be well in the end. Get some rest, David. Everything will be a little more bearable in the morning.
"Yes, Maja," he said and hugged her one last time. She smiled at him, then let Killian help her into her cloak. She patted his cheek and said, "You take care of him, boy. None of your foolishness, understand me?"
Killian nodded and when she narrowed her eyes, hastily added, "Yes, Maja."
She sniffed, unimpressed, and patted his cheek again, this time much more firmly. "See that you do. Your biggest problem, boy, is your tongue. It wags when it should hold still. See you keep it still." A last warning look, a smile for David, and she left. The wind whistled through the village, clattering the door and knocking snow against the house, the bits of ice in it rapping against the old wood.
When he was certain Maja was well out of range, Killian said, "It wasn't his time to die, you know."
David froze. Stared. Fervently wished that Killian had just listened and kept his mouth shut. Some things, people just didn't want to know. "That's stupid," he finally replied. "It doesn't even make sense. What do you mean, it wasn't his time to die? How would you know?"
"I listen to'em when they get drunk," Killian said. "They sit around the fire in my house when they think me, my mom, and my aunt are asleep. They drink and drink and start to talk about things. Lots of things. But mostly their fates."
"That's not allowed!" David snapped. "Reimund would never—"
"Yes, he did!" Killian interjected hotly, drawing himself up. "I'm not lying. Why would I? Reimund said he was fated to die of illness when he was an old man. He was happy cause that meant he'd get to see you grow up and settle down and all. I remember. Now everyone is whispering about it and scared because what's it mean when a man dies in a way not fated?"
David made the signs of warding, remembering all over again the sorcerers, their extra days on the road, and the dead Sentinels. That forbidden word he should not say, should not even think. "That's absurd."
"Well, you tell that to the village, 'cause they're whispering a lot, and most of it ain't good. They're scared. Mostly of you, 'cause first your parents tried to fight fate, and now Reimund died against fate, and all those Sentinels dead—"
"It's not my fault!" David snapped, but sharp, sudden fear made his hands trembled. He fisted them to make it stop, not really succeeding. He whispered again, "It's not my fault. We were eating dinner. Talking about letting me try to hand out everything myself at the end of the week. Laughing. He-he-he was laughing when it bit him. Didn't even know what happened until too late. His blood turned black, and he said my n-n-n—" He broke down sobbing again, dropping to his knees on the floor and wrapping his arms around himself.
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