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The Priest

 

By Rowan McAllister

Chronicles of the Riftlands: Book Two

 

Brother Tasnerek, one of the infamous Thirty-Six stone bearers, is facing a dangerous crisis of faith after uncovering a secret that could shake the foundations of the Brotherhood of Harot. When Tas is sent to protect a tiny village on the edge of Rassa’s borders from Riftspawn, he struggles to resume his duties, risking his life and the lives of those around him.

Girik has always been an outsider, but to help his sick mother, he agrees to be the village’s offering in a painful ritual deemed necessary by the Brotherhood. But when the priest has a crisis of conscience, Girik offers his help to untangle a web of lies—even if it means getting closer than he ever imagined and committing sacrilege in the process.

With a monster lurking in the forest, a wandering mage mysteriously appearing, and more secrets awakening to unravel the truths of their world, Tas and Girik must make grave decisions. A life without danger seems a far-off hope, but love just might be theirs… if they survive.




To all those who are struggling to find something to believe in these days,

Keep searching.

Sometimes, who we need to have faith in the most is standing right beside us.
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Chapter One

 

 

THE DREAM was always the same. Tas wandered the empty corridors of Blagos Keep. The clack of his booted heels echoed loudly off the bare stone walls, but the sound was not enough to drown out the screams, sobbing, and whimpering coming from beyond dozens of thick wooden doors. The stench of stale sweat, rank with fear and anguish—and other things he’d rather not think about—formed a thick fog, enveloping him as he walked, choking him and blotting out the light from the few lamps mounted to the walls.

He didn’t panic anymore. He recognized the nightmare for what it was. This place was not the home he knew and loved, but some twisted, tainted shadow of it. All he had to do was suppress his fear and discomfort, center himself as he’d been taught, and sing. The stone around his neck would answer his call, as it always did. The drone of the sacred bowls would join in soon after from somewhere above him. And all of the unpleasantness would vanish. When he woke, he would be filled with warmth and a sense of purpose and rightness again.

All he had to do was sing.

Except, finding his center proved more difficult than it should have, and the screams seemed louder than before. Squeezing his eyes tight and clenching his teeth, he tried again and finally locked on to his center.

A flood of relief made him almost weak as he gripped Tasnerek—the crystal pendant that was his constant companion—with both hands. He opened his mouth to begin the most basic of Harotian hymns, and… nothing came out.

Pushing aside the ripple of unease that threatened to knock him from his center, he drew more of the fetid air into his lungs and tried again, concentrating hard. The haze around him had thickened, making his russet robes feel heavy with damp, and no matter how hard he strained, no sound issued from his throat. A twist of real fear tightened his belly as the screams and moans grew louder and the sickly light from the lamps weakened. He sucked in another breath, only to choke on the miasma. Coughing and gagging, he released his death grip on Tasnerek and clamped his hands over his ears as he struggled for air. He was drowning in a flood of fear and pain and misery, and Tasnerek had abandoned him.

Icy fingers clamped painfully around his wrists, trying to wrench his hands from his ears, and he fought against them. A harsh voice hissed at him, but he couldn’t understand it over the screams, cries, and pounding of his heart. The bruising grip on his wrists released, and he thought at least one of his torments had eased until an explosion of pain cracked across his cheek. He was still reeling from the blow when another came hard and fast after it.

“Brother Tasnerek! Wake up, you fool! The entire village will hear you!” a voice hissed angrily.

Tas struggled against the last oily cobwebs of the nightmare, gasping for breath.

“Stop this nonsense at once and get hold of yourself!”

Brother Saldus’s wrinkled and sour face filled his vision, and Tas flinched away from it. Rolling out of bed, he stumbled to the wall and leaned heavily against it while he filled his lungs with cool, clean air.

As reason and calm returned, he could feel Brother Saldus’s mud-brown eyes on him, heavy with judgment and suspicion.

“Are you quite finished?” the brother asked snidely.

Ignoring his burning cheeks, the still-panicked fluttering of his heart, and his shaking limbs, Tas lifted his head and squared his shoulders. “Yes, Brother. My apologies for waking you.”

He must have hidden the tremor in his voice well enough, because Brother Saldus only sniffed. “Good. Then I should like to get back to my bed for what little time we have left before sunrise.”

He spun on his heel and strode toward the door, his coarse gray linen sleeping shirt flapping against his pale, spindly legs. At the door, he stopped and threw a narrow-eyed scowl over his shoulder. “There will be no more outbursts like this. Do you understand? You’re supposed to be the golden child, a favorite of the Inner Circle, the brother village girls and boys swoon over and farmers sing forbidden country ballads about behind our backs. I’d suggest you remember that and act accordingly before Tasnerek is forced to find a new master.”

With that, the aged brother stepped into the shadowed hall and closed the door behind him.

Tas clutched at the crystal pendant whose name he shared and slid down the wall to land in an awkward pile on the rough plank floor. Drawing his knees to his chest, he closed his eyes and waited for his body to stop shaking. Tasnerek was a reassuring weight in his fist, and Tas squeezed it tight enough to leave the imprint of its angled edges in his flesh, adding to the marks that were already there from his dream.

Brother Saldus’s threat was largely empty. The man wasn’t a member of the Thirty-Six and merely served as a secretary, and some said spy, for Brother Vienas, High Brother of the Inner Circle. At his age, he would probably never know what it was to be bonded to a stone. Tas would have to die before Tasnerek could bond with another, and no matter what he’d discovered in those gods-damned journals, he couldn’t believe the Brotherhood capable of that—at least he didn’t want to believe it.

“Quanna protect me,” he whispered.

Quanna was the gentlest and most forgiving of all the gods. Tas could only hope she would hear his prayers and the purity of his intentions over the blasphemy of his recent thoughts.

Feeling a sudden surge of queasiness, he lurched to his feet and hurried to the small plain table across from the bed. Without bothering to search for a cup, he brought the water pitcher to his lips and gulped its contents until he had to break away for air. He set the pitcher aside, wiped his mouth on his sleeve, and stumbled back to the narrow bed. Slumping onto its thin straw mattress, he pulled the thick Rassan wool blanket across his shoulders against the chill and buried his face in his hands.

“What am I going to do?”

In response to his voice, Tasnerek hummed comfortingly against his breast, and Tas wrapped his hands around it again for reassurance, but the crystal could offer no words of advice.

“I wish I’d never found those damned journals,” he whispered harshly to the bare wood walls around him.

The sleeping chambers of this village temple were as spare and unadorned as any holy place in Rassa, much like his own rooms back at the keep. He should have found comfort in that simplicity. But the walls closed in on him, making him feel trapped instead of safe.

I can’t go on like this.

His hand shook as he released Tasnerek and rubbed his eyes. That dream had been the most terrifying yet, but they’d been getting steadily worse with each passing day. He hadn’t slept a full night in all the weeks since he’d discovered the hidden journals. His nerves were beyond ragged.

The “golden boy.”

He laughed bitterly. Like any brother outside the Thirty-Six, Brother Saldus was jealous. The fact that Tas had risen through the ranks and been bonded to a stone so young had a great many of his brothers bitter and eager for him to fail. Tas had always been able to ignore the glares and muttering among the rank and file. He’d been so focused on climbing the ladder to the Inner Circle, so puffed up by his successes and acclaim, it had been easy to lift his nose above the envious.

Not anymore.

Drawing in a shuddering breath, he forced himself to stretch out on the bed. He needed to sleep. He’d never get through the next several days, exhausted as he was.

Sing.

The thought whispered through his mind, and Tasnerek hummed louder on his chest.

After taking another trembling breath, he opened his mouth, half-afraid no sound would come. But this time it did. His voice cracked on the first notes of the hymn he’d tried in his dream, but it strengthened and warmed to his smooth baritone after a few lines. Tasnerek hummed a little louder, but the response was lackluster at best.

Sing.

The thought had a melodic quality this time, and the notes struck a chord in his memory that made his chest ache.

Nearly delirious with exhaustion and willing to try anything, he cleared his throat, centered himself, and tried again. But this time, instead of a hymn, the strains of the wordless tune he’d sung at his choosing ceremony shivered in the air. The melody was from a lullaby his mother used to sing. The words were lost to him now, much like her face, but he still remembered the tune. Such secular music was ostensibly forbidden, but only the most severe in the Brotherhood ever attempted to enforce that, and the country songs still persisted, even hundreds of years after the prophet Harot’s ascension.

Tas sang quietly, in case Brother Saldus should overhear, but the more he sang, the more the tightness in his chest eased. Tasnerek hummed louder against his chest and began to emit a soft light like it did during rituals. A tide of warmth and calm washed away the remnants of Tas’s dream and weighted his limbs.

Among the thirty-six shards of Anchor Stone Harot had brought back with him from the Riftlands five hundred years ago, Tasnerek was the smallest and had always been considered a bit of an oddity. Tas had never heard of any of the other stones reacting to a folk song like this. Although, he supposed none of the other brothers would admit it if they did, since it went counter to the teachings of the Brotherhood. The Brother Tasnerek who’d come before him had been the butt of many jokes behind his back for his strangeness, and Tas had been forced to work that much harder to counter that stigma and make a name for himself.

Now all that was probably lost.

Shifting uneasily on the scratchy mattress, he concentrated harder on his song. He couldn’t fix anything tonight, and he’d be in no shape to deal with tomorrow if he didn’t sleep. Clearing his mind of all those wandering thoughts and pushing away the flood of conflicting emotions they conjured, he created a space where only the song and Tasnerek existed. He didn’t know how long they hummed in harmony together before the soothing vibration and warmth on his chest drew him into unconsciousness.

 

 

DAWN CAME far too soon. But despite all his doubts, fears, and exhaustion, Tas drew on the same will and determination that had catapulted him up the ranks of the Brotherhood, dragged himself out of bed, and was washed and belted into his robes well before Brother Saldus pounded on his door. The sour little man swept in without being bid and glared around the simple chamber. He sniffed loudly when he couldn’t find anything to complain about, turned, and headed toward the stairs, trailed by a young servant girl carrying his travel bag.

Tas sighed and twisted his neck a few times to relieve the tension building there.

“It’s going to be a long few weeks,” he grumbled before grabbing his own bag and following.

Brother Freel—a mousy, anxious little man, who’d slept in his temple so Brother Saldus could have his bed while Tas had taken the only spare—waited for them at the base of the stairs. Pressed for time and eager to get on the road, the three of them sang their morning hymns quickly and without much ceremony before Brother Saldus led the way out of the temple.

Tas paused just inside the doors to the courtyard and took a fortifying breath. Nearly every inhabitant of the small village of Vecin waited in the square outside, all plainly dressed in drab browns and muddy grays, as was proper. Only a few weeks ago, he’d have proudly strode down the steps and into that crowd, soaking in the awed looks and smiles of gratitude and admiration.

That seemed like a lifetime ago.

Now all he saw as he stepped into the dreary overcast dawn and searched their faces was the fear veiled beneath their thin, tense smiles, compliments, and solicitous overtures.

Brother Saldus marched before them, nose held high, accepting the attention and reverence as his due. Tas felt sick.

Brother Saldus’s narrowed eyes landed on him, and Tas quickly lifted his chin, swallowed his nausea, and strode forward to join him by their horses.

“Is there any other service we may provide you, Brothers, before you leave?”

The chief elder of Vecin was a round, obsequious little man. His cheeks were flushed and his smile broad as he stepped in front of Brother Freel and bobbed his head at the both of them. If Tas hadn’t seen the beads of sweat at his temples, he might’ve believed the poor man’s pleasure at addressing them to be genuine. But the elder was afraid, like everyone else who had gathered to see them off.

They should be. We’re the real monsters.

Tas’s mask nearly slipped, but one sharp sideways glance from Brother Saldus made him catch himself before anything showed on his face.

“No, Elderman, we have all we require. Your humble, worthy hospitality will be included in the record,” Brother Saldus replied without much feeling. Brother Saldus probably hadn’t been on a circuit in decades, and it showed in how he’d dealt with most of the villagers they’d encountered so far on their journey north.

“Thank you, Brother.” The elder bobbed his balding head again, glanced at the assembled crowd, and swallowed. “May we be so bold as to send our best wishes to our neighbors in Comun along with you. The tales of their recent hardships have brought us to the temple often. For many weeks now, we’ve raised our voices in the sacred hymns on their behalf.”

And on your own as well.

If the Spawn wasn’t stopped, it would eventually attack their village too, as they certainly knew.

Brother Saldus’s mouth stretched in the closest approximation of a smile his thin lips had managed in all of the years Tas had known him, and he dipped his head. “As you can see, your efforts have not gone unanswered. The gods have heard you. Brother Tasnerek and I are their answer, as the Brotherhood has been since blessed Harot was chosen as their messenger,” he intoned.

“Praise be,” all the villagers and Brother Freel droned in unison.

“Pwaise be,” a small voice chirped belatedly.

Turning his head in that direction, Tas spotted the little girl just as she squeaked and hid behind her mother’s skirts. The woman paled at his look and ducked her head, shielding the child from view.

In the past, Tas might’ve given her a smile or dared a wink to ease her fears, but he was on shaky ground as it was, so he simply returned his attention to the men closest to him and forced his face to remain blank.

Brother Saldus’s expression soured, but he didn’t bother addressing the child’s mistake. “We will convey your message to the elders of Comun. I’m sure they will be pleased to know they can call upon you, as well as the Brotherhood, in times of travail.”

The elder winced a little but ducked his head again. “Of course, Brother. Thank you.”

“You will receive word when we’ve accomplished our task and intend to return,” Brother Saldus continued as he moved to his horse and waited for another villager to give him a leg up into the saddle. He smothered a grimace as he settled into his seat and took the reins.

Tas didn’t need any more encouragement than that. He moved quickly to his own horse and swung into the saddle, unaided and with a sigh of relief. Brother Saldus might not be the easiest companion, but Tas could handle one unpleasant judgmental old brother far better than the fearful and searching gazes of dozens of villagers who reminded him of everything he was struggling to forget.

They rode in silence for several miles before Brother Saldus unfortunately chose to break it.

“You didn’t speak much before the villagers.”

“You didn’t appear to need me to,” Tas countered as lightly as he could manage.

“This is not my task. I am only here to… accompany you and provide guidance should you need it.”

Accompany.

Tas had to suppress an angry snort. He had done more circuits in the last five years than this man had done in thirty. He hadn’t needed any “guidance” in a very long time. Brother Saldus was there because High Brother Vienas and the Inner Circle trusted the man more than anyone else at Blagos Keep. Brother Saldus’s sole purpose on this trip was to scrutinize Tas’s every move and report back.

Swallowing his bitterness, Tas gave him a bland look. “I certainly appreciate any guidance you would like to give, Brother. I have merely deferred to your experience until now. I will of course take the lead in Comun, if that is your wish.”

Saldus compressed his lips and cast Tas a sideways glance before turning his attention to the road ahead again. “This is Brother Lijen’s flock. Both of us will defer to her in village matters. But, the villagers are expecting to see a member of the Thirty-Six come to save them from utter ruin and death… and not just any member, but the great and powerful Brother Tasnerek. Perhaps you should show them that.”

“You know it is not our way to elevate one brother above the rest,” Tas murmured piously.

Brother Saldus snorted. “As if that ever stopped any of you.”

Tas gaped at him. They’d been on the road together for two weeks. Brother Saldus had been snide, suspicious, and generally unpleasant, but this was the first time he’d actually come right out and admitted to the bitterness and jealousy everyone knew existed within the Brotherhood but never acknowledged.

After a quick glance in Tas’s direction, Brother Saldus scowled and urged his horse a few paces ahead. That was fine. The man’s company wasn’t enjoyable even at the best of times, and as brittle as Tas was now, he couldn’t handle any more probing questions or censure. They were less than a day’s ride away from the village of Comun, where he had a job to do. People’s lives depended on him. His life as he knew it depended on his performance. He needed every spare second he could get to calm and prepare himself, and even then, a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach told him he might not be able to do it.




Chapter Two

 

 

GIRIK JERKED awake and nearly fell off the tiny, hard wooden chair.

“Sorry,” Elderwoman Shaum whispered from the doorway.

They both glanced at the frail, sleeping figure in the bed, but she didn’t stir. After blowing out a relieved breath, he returned his attention to the small round elderwoman poking her head around the door.

She gave him a sad smile as she stepped into the room, wiping her hands on her coarse gray apron. “I thought you might like t’ know the brothers have been spotted on the road. My Fen ran all the way from Tellok’s fields to tell us. They’ll be here soon.”

Girik grimaced and nodded. “Thank you, Elderwoman.”

She nodded in return and started to close the door behind her, but stopped and whispered, “We’ll take good care o’ her. Don’t you worry.”

He ducked his head. “I know.”

After she’d closed the door again, Girik stared at his mother’s prone form. In the weak gray light coming from the one small window high in the wall, she looked ethereal, almost ghostly. Her long, prematurely white hair fanned across the pillow in thin wisps, and her skin was as pale as milk.

Clenching his jaw against a flood of emotion, he closed his eyes, rested his forehead on the edge of the mattress, and exhaled a long breath through his nose.

“Giri?”

Thin fingers threaded through his coarse, unruly blond hair. He lifted his head and captured the tiny hand in his clumsy paw. Her skin was so cold all the time now—he didn’t understand how she wasn’t constantly shivering. “Mama.”

She smiled sweetly at him. “You know your mama is always happiest when your face is the first thing she sees, but you look so tired, my love. You must rest too. You work too hard.”

“I rest.”

She frowned. “Did you sleep in this chair?”

He ducked his head and gave the hand he held a gentle kiss. Her thin fingers clasped his with more strength than he thought her capable of. “Giri, do not do this thing… not for me. I am old. I have lived my life.”

He clenched his jaw again and shook his head, too choked with emotion to form a verbal denial.

“You have given this village too much already. They cannot ask more of you,” she continued before a spate of coughing cut her short.

He dropped her hand and slid his arm beneath her shoulders to prop her up. “Don’t, Mama. It is done. I promised to take care of you, and I keep my promises, like you taught me.”

“I cannot bear to think of you suffering that again,” she wheezed between gasping breaths.

“Shhhhh. Shhhhh. I’m strong, Mama. I’ll be fine. Don’t make yourself sick.”

This was the reason he’d put off telling her until the night he’d planned to move her to her new home. But he should have known better. Even bedridden, living in their tiny cabin on the very edge of the village lands, the news had reached her long before he’d had a chance to prepare her.

Damned gossips.

When her coughing abated and she could breathe with as much ease as her sickly lungs were able, he lowered her to the mattress again and tugged her blankets up. The brazier in the corner of the room made the room hot and stuffy, but she needed it. She’d weighed next to nothing in his arms. She was wasting away before his eyes.

“Are you hungry?”

Her sweet face was pinched with worry, but she said nothing. She was too weak to argue anymore, and that made his stomach clench with anguish he couldn’t let her see.

“Rest, Mama. Everything will be okay. I promise.”

He stroked a thumb over the family mark on the inside of her wrist and tried not to notice how translucent her skin was beneath the triple fence post design, how black the faded ink looked in comparison to her pallor, and how vibrant the green vines appeared against the sallowness of her complexion.

She was the only family he had. Without her, he had no purpose.

Unable to face her quiet, reproachful regard any longer, he stood and headed for the door. “I’ll send someone up to take care of you. I must go. I love you.”

“Giri,” his mother whispered plaintively, but he closed the door gently behind him and descended the stairs.

Built for someone much closer to normal-sized than Girik’s great clumsy bulk, the ceilings and walls of Elderwoman Shaum’s family house closed in on him. He couldn’t breathe, nor could he move without bashing into something. He needed to get out in the open air, but first he made certain the elderwoman sent one of her half a dozen children or legion of grandchildren up to tend to his mother.

In exchange for his sacrifice, the village elders had agreed to pay the Shaums handsomely to take care of his mother, and Girik fully intended to make sure they earned that coin.

As soon as Girik stepped outside, Bayor let out a joyful bark and bounded toward him, his tongue lolling and broomstick tail wagging wildly. The enormous hunting hound’s shaggy head barely reached Girik’s waist, but he could easily rest his paws on Elderwoman Shaum’s shoulders… which was why he was now banned from entering the Shaum household. Bayor wasn’t used to being kept from his master’s side, and it left the hound clingy and anxious for hours after every night Girik spent with his mother, since the bargain was struck.

“Come on. I need some air.”

He broke into a jog as soon as he cleared the Shaum’s garden gate, and Bayor kept pace easily. Girik was too big to be much of a runner, but his long legs ate up the ground at a lope, and soon he stood in the quiet of the forest’s edge, the only place he’d ever felt at home. Breathing heavily, he strode to the nearest tree and punched it, hard enough to scrape and bruise his knuckles. He welcomed the pain as he pressed his forehead to the trunk and closed his eyes. Bayor let out a small whine beside him, but Girik barely heard it.

For a long time, he stood like that, just listening to his breath heave in and out of his lungs. He wanted to scream and rail against the gods, but he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to stop once he started. He wanted to pound the tree until his fists were bloody, hoping some sort of peace might follow, but he needed his hands to work, and the brothers would likely be displeased if the village’s Offering came to them damaged.

That was their job, after all.

Blowing out a breath, he twisted and slid to the ground at the base of the tree. Propping his back against it, he tried to calm himself as Bayor lay down beside him and rested his head on Girik’s lap. Girik threaded his fingers through Bayor’s coarse fur to comfort both of them.

The brothers would be in the village soon, if they weren’t there already. As the Offering, Girik wouldn’t be expected to show himself until the ritual the next day. The brothers certainly didn’t want to sit down for a meal and pleasant conversation with the person they’d be beating bloody on the morrow. No one would expect him to be there for the official arrival and greetings, but he could admit to a little morbid curiosity.

What would the brother be like this time? Would he be the kind of man who truly enjoyed his work, like the last one?

He shivered and drew his knees to his chest. He was a grown man now at eight-and-twenty years. He wasn’t the fifteen-year-old boy he’d been the last time he’d stupidly chosen to become an Offering. He hadn’t any idea of what he was getting himself into back then.

He knew now… and he was afraid.

He’d have to be a fool not to be. Some of the villagers might consider him a bit slow in the thinking department, but he wasn’t that slow. He knew full well what he’d gotten himself into… better than most. But he’d do it again a thousand times over if it meant his mother would be taken care of.

With a gusty sigh, he nudged Bayor’s heavy head from his lap, stood, brushed the dirt off his coarse wool trousers, and wiped the sweat from his forehead onto his sleeve. Fall teetered on the edge of winter, and most of the villagers had already taken their cold-weather robes out of storage. Girik had always hated all those smothering layers of drab heavy cloth. Perhaps because of his size, he rarely felt the cold and preferred only his plain brown shirt and trousers, except in the harshest of winters—less wool to get weighed down with the constant damp that defined Rassa’s climate.

The crack of a branch breaking and falling to the ground nearby made him jump and search the shadows around him. The coarse mottled gray-and-gold fur along Bayor’s spine bristled as he too searched their surroundings. With the Spawn still roaming the area, it was stupid for him to venture out on his own, particularly as preoccupied as he was. While he and Bayor might be a match for most natural predators coming down from the mountains, the thing haunting their forest was anything but natural, and it had ruined crops and killed livestock this close to the village before.

He wouldn’t be much of an Offering if the Spawn got him first.

What would happen to his mama then?

Wary now, he hurried out of the woods. With Bayor at his heels, he circled around and climbed a small hill that overlooked the village, being sure to keep to the shadow of the few sparse trees that grew atop it. Someone had erected a shrine to Quanna on the spot, ages ago, before the village temple had been built, and Girik sent a prayer to her as he searched the square below. A crowd had already gathered, but the brothers were easy to spot in their traditional russet robes, like three great blots of dried blood on a Rassan weaver’s fine cloth of browns and grays.

He shuddered and clenched his jaw again as Bayor pressed against his leg. Pushing up the rough, heavily patched linen of his sleeve, he traced the pattern inked into his wrist with his fingertips. Identical to his mama’s, the three fence posts linked by interwoven vines always gave him courage. She’d told him once that the posts signified strength, a bulwark, a barrier against harm. That was the blood he came from, farmers and protectors. Even if her family had turned their backs on her, she was still proud of the lineage she’d come from, and she’d instilled that pride in her son.

He straightened his shoulders and set his jaw. He’d faced one of the pain priests before and survived, just for the privilege of bearing that mark… for selfish reasons. Bastards were rarely allowed family marks, especially without anyone else from the family to second. But apparently, such rules could be bent if a bastard proved himself useful and took on a task no one else would, like becoming an Offering. He was a full-grown man now. He could certainly take whatever the brother dealt this time too, and for a far greater cause. Those people gathered below him to fawn over the new arrivals had never been particularly kind to him or his mama, but they would be kind to her now. He could be strong enough for both of them this time to make sure of it.




Chapter Three

 

 

TAS FORCED his unease down as far as he could manage and slammed a heavy mental door on it. Plastering on a fake smile for the gathered flock, he nodded his greetings to the brother in charge of this temple and the assembled village elders while his stomach twisted sourly around the cold meat, bread, and cheese they’d eaten hours earlier.

“Brother Lijen,” Brother Saldus murmured with a nod.

Brother Lijen, a tall, lean woman with short-cropped mouse-brown hair, appeared to have some difficulty tearing her gaze from the crystal on Tas’s chest as she said, “Welcome, Brothers. I’m sure I speak for everyone when I say how grateful and relieved we are that you arrived safely.”

Not everyone, Tas thought as he glanced furtively around them, wondering which of the wary, strained faces belonged to the Offering or the Offering’s loved ones.

Poor fools.

His stomach twisted again, and he swallowed thickly as the official party finished their prepared greetings and led the way to the temple.

“Unfortunately, with Comun being on the edge of the kingdom and rarely receiving visitors from Blagos Keep, the temple doesn’t have sleeping chambers beyond my small cell at the back,” Brother Lijen explained apologetically. “I would have gladly given up my bed, of course, but there isn’t room for two, so Elderman Servil has graciously offered more comfortable lodgings for you at his home. After we’ve made our prayers to the gods, we will adjourn there for refreshment and rest. I’m sure your journey from the keep has been long and tiring.”

“Thank you, Brother Lijen,” Tas said with unfeigned relief.

Moving past the silent gawking villagers, they climbed the stone steps of the temple and passed through large wooden double doors almost as wide as the building itself. The lamps had already been lit against the rapidly encroaching dark, so Tas and Brother Saldus had no difficulty navigating the crowded rows of empty benches as they followed Brother Lijen to the first row in front of the altar.

Like all village temples, the building was square and squat. Inside, simple, plain sanded wood floors, walls, and benches filled the space. As dictated by tradition and propriety, the only ornament was the carved wooden reredos that stretched up to the ceiling beyond the altar, and Tas smiled for the first time in what felt like months at the familiar faces gazing down on them.

As always, Quanna, Moc, and Chytel were depicted in the center, with the lesser gods carved in an arch around them. Blessed Harot, founder of their order, knelt at the feet of the gods, facing the room with the three greater gods’ hands on his shoulders and the top of his head, symbolizing his role as chosen servant and mouthpiece for all of them.

But unlike at many of the poorer remote villages Tas had been to, the craftsman who had carved this scene had been surprisingly skilled. They had snuck in details Tas hadn’t seen before, even in the great hall of Blagos Keep itself. Quanna’s hair was as primly bound as always, but the artist had put a wave in the strands that seemed to almost dance as Tas watched. Hints of what might be considered flowers peeked out between them. Her face was as somber as the Brotherhood dictated, but if he glanced at her sideways, he could almost see the ghost of a smile at the corners of her lips, and her oiled and waxed wooden eyes seemed to sparkle in the flickering lamplight.

Of course, the strain and exhaustion could be getting to him. He might be imagining things. Still, he’d made a hobby of studying the carvings in every village he’d ever visited, and delusion or not, this was a work the craftsman should be proud of.

Who was the artist? Did he or she still live in the village?

Tas itched to study the unique shapes hidden in Moc’s beard and the hint of mischief in Chytel’s traditionally androgynous scholarly mien. If he only had the time, he’d lay odds he’d even find a depiction of Ryarth the Leveler hidden somewhere among the lesser gods or peeking out from the twisting vine border.

Branded anathema by the other gods for his part in the creation of the Rift—unleashing the very Spawn Tas was tasked with hunting—there were still superstitious farmers and herders who feared Ryarth’s wrath if they failed to show their gratitude for all he had done to turn Rassa’s rocky, unusable landscape into something fit for cultivation and habitation. Many of these villages would never have existed, let alone thrived, without Ryarth’s intervention. Tas had always turned a blind eye whenever he found any proscribed carvings, paintings, or hidden shrines—though other brothers weren’t always so generous. It hurt Tas’s heart every time gorgeous works like this were irrevocably damaged removing such blasphemous depictions. He hoped this artist had hidden Ryarth well.

Brother Lijen stood and took one of the sacred brass bowls from the altar, dragging Tas’s attention back to the present before Brother Saldus caught him woolgathering. She returned to the bench next to them, and without preamble, she began rotating the wooden mallet along its rim, filling the temple with a sweet, pure note. All three of them joined it, humming the tone before Brother Lijen nodded for them to begin the traditional evening hymn.

As Tas had learned on their journey, Brother Saldus’s voice was a little rough and thready with age, but not terrible. Brother Lijen, on the other hand, could carry the tune, but just barely, which might have been one of the reasons she’d been relegated to a village at the base of the Great Barrier Mountains, on the very edge of the kingdom. Still, the woman didn’t seem particularly bitter with her lot—at least not from what Tas had seen so far—and she had that beautiful reredos to look at every day. Tas could think of worse places to live out his remaining years, even if only a few short weeks ago the thought would have appalled him.

How the mighty have fallen. He hid a sardonic smile.

As they lifted their voices in prayer and thanks, Tasnerek hummed on his chest, and Tas closed his eyes and willed himself to surrender to the comforting embrace of the familiar melody. The music wove its spell, and he could almost forget for a time. These rituals, the ones sung with gratitude and love for all that the gods represented, were mostly unsullied by what he’d found in those journals. The songs and faith brought communities together and gave them a sense of rightness and belonging.

Why couldn’t all of it be like this?

Luckily, Tas had sung this hymn enough times he could have probably done it in his sleep, so his momentary lapse in concentration wasn’t noticed, and they finished the last verse before he knew it. Brother Lijen returned the bowl to the altar, and they all moved swiftly toward their promised meal and rest.

Outside the temple, many of the villagers had already left, presumably returned to their own homes and hearths. Tas sucked in a relieved breath of clean, cool air as the few who were left led the way out of the square. One duty discharged, now all he had to do was survive the next few days and conquer all his doubts long enough to vanquish a monster.

What could be simpler?

Elderman Servil’s home boasted two stories and was larger than any other in the village. Still, the man had kept its rooms and furnishings piously plain and serviceable. If he possessed any unseemly or vainglorious ornaments, he’d hidden them well in preparation for their arrival.

Dinner was a strained, uncomfortable affair. Elderman Servil, his wife, and Brother Lijen all attempted to make polite conversation, but Brother Saldus was tired and therefore even less charming than usual. Ordinarily, Tas could have carried the conversation all on his own. In all his years of traveling the kingdom, he’d charmed his way into many a village elder’s heart, but nothing was ordinary anymore. With impending doom breathing down the back of his neck, he barely had the strength to give one-word answers when spoken to, despite Brother Saldus staring daggers at him.

Thankfully, Brother Lijen took his terseness for the fatigue it partly was and did not linger over the meal. As soon as her plate was empty, she cleared her throat and said, “Well, we all have much to do tomorrow, so I think I should bid you good night, Elder, Brothers.” She nodded at each of them in turn and pushed away from the table. “I shall see you at morning prayers, Brothers, and we can discuss the ritual and any of your needs in detail then. The villagers have been preparing since we received word from the keep, so I believe all should go smoothly. Gods’ blessings on you, good night.”

With relief, Tas stood as she did and filed out of the room with everyone else. Elderman Servil directed a timid young girl in a modest brown wool dress and starched apron and cap to lead them up the stairs to their rooms. The girl said nothing and kept her eyes so far downcast, Tas was surprised she could see where she was going, but she didn’t stumble or pause as she opened a door for Brother Saldus and another for Tas farther down the hall before bobbing a curtsy and hurrying off.

With only a brief nod and a mumbled good night to Brother Saldus, Tas stepped into his room and closed the door behind him. Brother Saldus would no doubt make a record of his behavior, but Tas was too tired and anxious to care. He needed every second of solitude he could manage before tomorrow.

After throwing the bolt on his door, he glanced longingly at the clean, soft-looking linens that had already been turned down for him. Even with the lingering threat of his nightmares, the bed called to him with promises of a few moments’ respite from the furor inside his head, but the dark lumps of his saddlebags resting in the corner of the room reminded him of his duty. He had to prepare. His ceremonial robe needed to be hung up and brushed clean, and his sacred implements needed to be polished and organized.

The robe was easy. Despite what it symbolized, it was just a bundle of unornamented fine dark scarlet wool. Tightly packed in oilcloth and untouched since they’d left Blagos Keep, it was still clean, if a little wrinkled from sitting at the bottom of his bags for so long. In the damp Rassan air, it should hang out nicely overnight.

The tools of his trade were another story altogether, and Tas’s stomach lurched as he reached for the leather cases and small wooden boxes. He began to regret his meal.

With clenched teeth, he set one of the leather cases and a box on top of the simple wooden chest of drawers along one wall. He slowly untied and unrolled the case. Bronze and steel clamps, rods, blades, and needles reflected the light from the single lantern mounted on the wall as each was revealed. He shivered and closed his eyes. Most of these implements were still as bright and unmarred as the day they’d been given to him, because he’d never actually used them on an Offering. They were for show, to set the mood and increase the fear response of the Offering. But telling himself that didn’t make it any easier. Without looking, he pushed the case to the back of the dresser top and returned to his bags for the other two cases and a second, smaller wooden box.

He opened this box and poured a small measure of its contents into his palm. One-handed, he flipped open the larger box on the dresser and dumped the writhing mass of barley meal and worms inside before slamming the lid closed again. He grimaced as the clicking noises within the box increased briefly and then fell silent again. Many of the Thirty-Six refused to work with the dagger beetle. The insects were rare, notoriously difficult to keep alive in captivity, and would lash out at their masters as often as at an Offering. Tas had been bitten more than once. But the dagger beetle’s bite was extremely painful without causing any lasting harm to its victims, so it was more than worth the extra effort and suffering, to Tas’s way of thinking. At least the beetles wouldn’t need to be fed again until after the ritual. They were at their most potent and aggressive when they were hungry.

Going back to his bags, he set to unpacking the rest as swiftly as possible, working hard to keep his mind blank and his heart like stone. But despite his best efforts, the walls seemed to close in on him and the air became thicker with each case he opened and each implement he inspected. He’d never really loved the tools of his trade, but there had been a time when he took a certain satisfaction in cleaning and preparing them. The ritual was not meant to be pleasant, but all parties agreed a sacrifice was necessary and went into it with open eyes and a belief they were ultimately doing something good and meaningful—something Brother and Offering alike could be proud of. The journals had taken that from him. Now all he felt was sick.

His hands shook as he lifted them to wipe beads of sweat from his brow. Moving to the bed, he sat on the edge and put his face in his palms.

How am I ever going to survive tomorrow? I can’t even prepare without falling apart.




Chapter Four

 

 

GIRIK SPLASHED icy water on his face in a vain attempt to wash away the cobwebs of a mostly sleepless night. Bayor lifted his head but settled again when Girik made no move for the door. The cream-colored Offering Robe hung from a peg on the wall of his small cabin, jarring and out of place against the rough wood planks.

It was just a robe, fine wool, but a simple cut and unadorned as was seemly. Panels had been added to every seam to make it big enough for him—the last time it had been used, he was only fifteen—but the seamstress had worked hard to make it look like part of the original design. Someone had done their duty by the gods and then some.

Probably Elderwoman Thayer or Mistress Pruvan. Other than Mama, they’re the best in the village with needle and thread.

Girik rolled his eyes and dunked his face in the basin, splashing some water onto the table and down to the stone floor at his feet. Why was he ruminating on fine tailoring and needlework?

He was stalling.

Avoiding glancing at his mama’s empty bed, he moved to the hearth and stirred up the coals from his supper fire the night before. Birds sang loudly in the brittle early-morning sunlight, but the silence inside the cabin was almost deafening. He stayed inside only long enough to put a kettle over the fire before throwing open the door and marching outside. He didn’t have much time before the bells would ring, announcing the gathering for the procession to the temple.

His chest tightened at the thought, but he didn’t slow his stride as he headed for the creek behind their cabin. After pulling off his boots, he clambered over the rock-strewn bank until he reached the pool he’d hollowed out years before. He tore his clothes off with more force than necessary before sucking in a quick breath and submerging himself in the frigid mountain runoff. First, he scrubbed his clothes with grit from the bottom. Then he set to scouring every inch of himself with the same vigor. He might not feel the cold like others seemed to, but even his lips were blue and his teeth chattering by the time he surged out of the water, grabbed his wet clothes, and scrabbled for the bank.

His lower body was numb, but unfortunately it wouldn’t last through the ritual. Feeling would return soon enough. Shaking his head to dislodge some of the water and ignoring the twist in his gut, he pushed on.

Bayor waited for him at the water’s edge, his tongue lolling and his head cocked to the side, and Girik cracked a smile despite the day that lay ahead of him.

“I know, boy. Your world is changing too fast for you. First Mama is gone, and now I’m doing strange things instead of our morning routine. I hate to say it, but you’re going to be even more confused when I shut you inside for the day without me. Just do me a favor and don’t break too much of our—my stuff before I can get back to you. Okay?”

The water in the kettle was hot by the time he returned home, and he made himself some tea and cooked half the eggs he’d gathered from the henhouse before cracking the rest into a bowl for Bayor. After breakfast, he hung his damp clothes on a line strung in front of the hearth to dry. Ordinarily he would’ve simply put them back on damp, but he wouldn’t be needing them the rest of that day. He threw a scowl at the robe on his wall and turned his back on it.

After rubbing a cloth through the damp dirty-blond thatch on his head and attempting to tame it with a comb, he plopped naked onto one of the sturdy wooden chairs he’d built for him and his mama and set to work wiping his bare feet clean. The air was a bit cool on his slightly damp skin, but he’d rather be naked than wear the ritual robe any longer than absolutely necessary. Resting his elbows on his knees, he hung his head and tried not to think of anything at all.

Bayor whined and nuzzled his head into Girik’s lap, and Girik cracked another small smile.

“It’s okay. We’re gonna be just fine,” he murmured as he scratched the big shaggy head. He pressed his face into the wiry fur and closed his eyes, but the faint chiming of bells from the village cut the moment short.

Girik jerked to his feet, dislodging Bayor from his lap. Bayor gave him a reproachful look that Girik barely registered. Trying not to think about what he was rushing toward, he quickly pulled on the boots he’d left by the door and tugged the robe over his head. He couldn’t meet Bayor’s soft golden eyes without losing his nerve, so he rushed out the door without a backward glance and slammed it behind him. He was halfway across Elderman Whyle’s back fields before he heard Bayor’s mournful howl. He broke into a jog, trying to outrun the sound and the fear inside him, but he failed on both counts. Whether real or imagined, Bayor’s cries still echoed in his ears as he reached the edge of the crowd assembled in the village square.

All eyes turned in his direction at his awkward and unseemly arrival, but Girik didn’t give them a second thought. His attention was riveted on the trio of scarlet-robed figures near the center of the milling throng—or more specifically on the man with the glowing holy relic strung around his neck. He’d been too far away to truly get a good look the day before. That wasn’t a problem now.

The man was beautiful, but in the way a fine blade was beautiful, dangerous. Taller than everyone around him, his sharp black eyes and air of authority commanded attention despite the lean frame only partly obscured by the scarlet robes. Girik couldn’t take his eyes off him as he forced his legs to carry him forward through the crowd. The brother’s eyes bored into him in return, though his angular face remained haughtily blank and unreadable.

Girik’s feet brought him within a few yards of the brothers before he stopped and couldn’t budge another inch. That close, he realized the priest’s eyes were a dark brown rather than black, and the stone around his neck didn’t glow, it merely caught and reflected the sunlight. Beads of sweat had formed at the brother’s temples as well, darkening his close-cropped brown hair to black in places. That single sign of humanity, of nerves, despite the man’s otherwise unruffled demeanor, caused something to unknot in Girik’s stomach.

The pain priest was human. He was young too, probably younger than Girik. Perhaps he hadn’t been a member of the Thirty-Six long. Perhaps he hadn’t gotten a taste for the job yet.

Of course, inexperience could be a bad thing too. He could be clumsy or careless. He could do more damage rather than less.

Before his imagination could take him too far down that road, Girik clamped down on it and broke eye contact with the man.

What will be, will be.

He just had to endure the next few hours and his part would be done. He didn’t have to think at all. All he had to do was go where he was led and do as he was bid.

Dropping his gaze to his feet, he sent a silent prayer to Vodi, god of farmers and livestock—seeing as how he was a lamb to the slaughter—and clasped his hands in front of him.

“Good, the Offering is present. We may begin,” Brother Lijen intoned.

All the quiet murmuring behind Girik abruptly stopped at the brother’s words, and Girik could feel the crowd shuffling to take their proper positions around him. As the chosen village elders began strumming their singing bowls in front of him, memories of that day nearly thirteen years ago tried to flood his mind, but he ruthlessly shoved them away. The ritual might be the same, but he wasn’t. He had to hold on to that.

The brothers took their positions at the head of the procession, in front of the chosen elders, and Girik could feel the rest of the village fall in line, like an enormous rope and anchor, at his back. Brother Lijen began the Offering Ritual Hymn, and the two other brothers joined her for the first verse as the procession began to move. Girik kept his head down and followed silently as they took the first of the three circuits around the village square.

All three priests sang to the gods above the humming of the bowls, asking for their presence and blessings for the ritual, but the only voice Girik could hear was the tall brother’s. It was as beautiful as his face, smooth like honey or a ray of warm sunlight, flowing over Girik’s raw nerves. Under any other circumstances, he would’ve gladly succumbed to that voice and done anything it asked of him, but each passing note brought him closer to the part of the ritual that all this pageantry was meant to distract from.

The villagers at his back began the second verse right on cue with the beginning of the second circuit around the square. Their voices nearly overwhelmed the priests and the bowls, singing their praises to the gods and then to the Offering, thanking him for his sacrifice. Girik was tempted to scowl and roll his eyes. The same people who barely acknowledged his and his mama’s existence, who barely tolerated their presence and had treated them like outsiders his entire life, were now singing his praises.

The third and final verse was devoted to Harot for bringing them the wisdom of the gods and the power to protect them from the monsters of the Rift. At the mention of the sacred stones blessed Harot brought back with him to Rassa, Girik lifted his head and fixed his gaze on the tall brother’s back. Girik could catch glimpses of the holy relic swinging from the man’s neck as they climbed the steps to the temple. The stone really was glowing now, a soft light that actually reassured him. This man had the power of the gods around his neck, the power to destroy monsters. Girik’s sacrifice wouldn’t just help his mama, it would protect the old and the young too. It would keep the few who had been kind to him safe, and many others besides—people beyond this little village, people he’d never met.

For one day, he would be a part of something greater than himself, something magical. All he remembered from his first time had been pain and nightmares. He’d been too young to think much beyond himself. If he could only hold on to that feeling of connectedness and wonder this time, it might help with the rest.

At least this brother was a hell of a lot prettier to look at than the one who’d come last time. Girik could admit to being shallow enough that it helped.

Before he realized it, the flow of the procession had taken him into the temple, and he stood before the dais as the rest of the village filed into the benches behind him. The priests had arranged themselves behind the altar table on the dais and regarded the room solemnly. The tall brother’s face remained unreadable, but this close, he looked paler than before. Girik still wasn’t sure if he should find that reassuring or not, but at least the man didn’t look as eager to get to the next part of the ritual as the one thirteen years ago had. That bastard had seemed positively giddy at the prospect of tearing young Girik apart.

Suppressing a shudder, Girik lifted his chin and tried to mirror the blank expressions of the brothers in front of him as the humming of the bowls faded with the last words of the hymn.

“The three turns of the wheel have been completed. The Gods have blessed our undertaking,” Brother Lijen intoned from the dais. “Is the Offering prepared?”

“He is,” Girik croaked on cue.

“Then step forward and follow Brother Tasnerek to the sacred space. Praise be.”

“Praise be!” the village replied as Girik stepped onto the dais.

With his stomach attempting a somersault in his belly, Girik drew in a shaking breath, cast a quick prayer to Quanna, Moc, and Chytel as he passed by their carved likenesses on the screen, and followed the brother to the concealed stairway behind it.

Though almost never used, the trapdoor and stone steps leading down into the earth were polished and gleaming, without a speck of dust to mar their surfaces. Enough lamps had been lit in the chamber below that the stairwell glowed warmly even in the bright morning light streaming through the windows high in the temple walls, but the sight wasn’t at all reassuring.

This was it. The waiting and worrying was over.

Only a few hours of pain and Mama will be taken care of for the rest of her days, he reminded himself.

After one last deep breath, he followed the priest down into the earth.




Chapter Five

 

 

TAS COULDN’T look at the man behind him as he moved to the single table in the room and began arranging his implements. The trapdoor above them closed with a heavy thud, cutting off the beginnings of a new hymn that would be sung in shifts by the villagers until Tas reemerged from the chamber. Ostensibly, the hymn was a continuation of the sentiments from the procession, a chance for the entire village to contribute and “sacrifice” for the cause, not just the Offering. But in reality, the music was designed to mask the screams of the Offering. The ritual chamber was lined in stone, and heavy rugs were placed over the trapdoor for the same reason. Air holes had been bored through the earth, emerging some distance from the chamber, so fresh air could come in but sound could not escape. Even so, it behooved the brother in charge to be swift in his work, before the air became too close and the stench of fear and other things too overwhelming.

With the noise above deadened, every breath the Offering took and every movement he made echoed in the small chamber. Tas’s hands shook as he unrolled his leather cases and placed them prominently on the table. His very first lessons in performing the ritual had stressed the need to set the mood. The Offering’s fear heightened all of his or her responses a hundredfold. Simply seeing the tools that might or might not be used did half a brother’s job for him and lessened the amount of damage the brother had to inflict to get the same result.

The man stood silent as Tas worked, only shifting slightly from foot to foot. With little to distract him, Tas finished his display long before he really wanted to. He couldn’t put it off any longer. This was it, the point he’d been dreading for weeks, the final test.

Closing his eyes, Tas sent a prayer to Chytel for guidance and Moc for strength before he turned to face the village’s Offering. Now that they were up close and on level ground with each other, Tas had to tip his head back to take all of the man in. He could honestly say he’d never seen a man this big in his entire life. The ceiling of the chamber was less than a foot above his head.

Swallowing bile, Tas lifted a hand to indicate the giant stone slab in the center of the room. “Please remove your robe and kneel facing the altar.”

As the giant of a man tugged the robe over his head, Tas had to stop himself from sucking in a loud breath. The man was built as solidly as the stone slab he moved to kneel in front of. His broad shoulders and chest were corded with muscle, and not muscle for show, like the whores he’d seen in Rassat, but solid from a lifetime of hard work.

When the man turned his back and knelt on the stone floor, Tas couldn’t stifle the gasp this time. Crisscrossing the giant’s broad back were dozens of lash and burn scars. The Offering threw a glance over his shoulder, his tawny eyebrows raised and his deep blue eyes questioning.

Licking suddenly dry lips, Tas asked, “You’ve been an Offering before?”

“Aye,” the giant rumbled.

“That’s… unusual.”

The giant’s hard lips curved slightly. “Aye.”

The man wasn’t what Tas would have called traditionally handsome, but when he smiled—even a humorless one—he had a certain magnetism. It was a strange thought to be having only moments before Tas needed to begin extracting pain energy from him, but these were strange times. And honestly, Tas was looking for any excuse to put the inevitable off even one more second.

Quanna aid me and guide my hands.

Tas turned back to his worktable and fussed with his instruments unnecessarily. The dagger beetles chittered and clicked in their box, somehow sensing their time was near. Grimacing as the sound echoed off the stone walls, Tas reached for the box, but a sudden dizziness swept over him, forcing him to grab the edges of the table to hold himself up. Digging his fingernails into the table, he righted himself and lifted his chin. Breathing heavily to quell his nausea, he picked up one of the lit candles from the instrument table and turned back to the Offering. The man had obviously been watching him, but the confused V between his eyes disappeared and his expression blanked before he turned back to face the altar.

Tasnerek’s glow had dampened considerably as soon as they’d closed out the drone of the bowls and the villagers’ hymn, but when Tas began to sing the Offering Ritual Hymn, the stone’s glow put the light from the lamps to shame.

I can do this. I just need to take the first steps and the rest will flow as naturally as always.

He’d chosen one of the least damaging and least painful of his tools for his own sake as much as the Offering’s. The hymn issued from his throat, filling the chamber with sound as Tasnerek hummed in harmony. Tas attempted to center himself, to make himself the conduit through which the energy would flow into the stone around his neck, charging it. This ritual had been performed by thousands of brothers over hundreds of years. He only had to do as he’d been taught.

He stood over the Offering. As he sang, he saw the man’s back muscles twitch and quiver beneath the patchwork of scars… and he froze.

This is wrong! A voice screamed inside his head.

His song faltered as bile rose in his throat. He choked on it, and waves of heat and cold rushed over his skin. His bloodred robes were suddenly stifling. Dropping the candle on the stone floor, Tas clawed at the collar of his robe, trying to ease its stranglehold on his neck.

“Brother?”

Tas heard the Offering’s voice, but he couldn’t respond. He rushed to a corner of the room and fell to his knees before vomiting the entirety of the meager breakfast he’d been able to stomach. Crouched on the stone floor and shaking, he heaved until nothing more came out. When he finally sat back on his heels and opened his eyes, he found a cup of water held out to him.

“Drink.”

Tas took the cup gratefully and downed its contents in a single gulp. Humiliation kept him rooted to the spot and unable to speak, but the Offering said nothing more as he took the cup and refilled it from the pitcher he held before handing it back to Tas.

Tas lingered over the second cup, not wanting to face what happened next, but he couldn’t put it off forever.

“What’s your name?” he asked the giant of a man crouched next to him on the cold stone floor.

The man blinked at him in surprise for a moment before answering, “Girik.”

Tas moved to stand, and Girik offered his hand, but Tas shook his head. He needed to hold on to some of his dignity. After wiping a shaking palm across the clammy sweat beaded on his forehead, Tas cleared his throat and said, “Well, Girik, it appears we have a bit of a problem.”

“Is this your first time?” Girik asked, his voice dripping sympathy Tas didn’t want or deserve.

Tas’s shoulders stiffened, and he was on the verge of saying something biting, but before he could form the reprimand, the wind left his sails and he slumped against the wall. “No, not my first, not even my twenty-first, I’m afraid.”

“Oh.”

Girik seemed surprised, but Tas really couldn’t blame him. Tas looked younger than most of the Thirty-Six, although the stones didn’t discriminate based on age. But it was most likely Tas’s mortifying performance thus far that had given the impression he was a novice.

“Brother, are you ill? Should I call above?”

“No!” Struggling for calm, Tas tried again at a little more reasonable volume. “Forgive me. No, that won’t be necessary. I’m not ill in the manner you think.”

Girik raised a skeptical eyebrow, and Tas almost smiled. The man displayed none of the usual fear and reverence Tas had come to expect from the common folk. But then, Tas hadn’t done anything yet worthy of that reverence.

With a gusty sigh, he pushed away from the wall and moved to the far side of the room, as far as he could get from the stench of his own vomit. Otherwise, he feared a repeat performance, despite the fact that there was nothing left in his stomach to eject. With nothing to sit on beyond the altar, and being unwilling to commit any more sacrilege than he already had, Tas slid to the floor with his back propped against the wall and pulled his knees to his chest. He was fairly certain the picture he presented was neither dignified not confidence-inspiring, but he was too drained to care.

Giving up all pretense whatsoever, he closed his eyes and said, “I’m sorry.”

He heard bare footsteps pad across the stone floor but didn’t bother to open his eyes.

“Sorry for what exactly?” Girik asked.

“I can’t do it. I thought I still could. I prayed I still could. But I can’t.”

“What does that mean? What can’t you do?”

“This,” Tas said, waving a hand to vaguely indicate the room. “All of it. I can’t do it.”

“You mean you can’t do the ritual? You can’t help us? Did I do something wrong?”

When Tas finally pried his eyes open, he found Girik watching him intently, his face a study in bewilderment and some of that fear Tas had expected.

“No. You haven’t done anything wrong. This is all my fault… or honestly, the fault of a brother who died ages ago. But I’m the one who can’t seem to do my duty anymore.”

Girik settled cross-legged on the floor, a respectful—or wary—few feet away. “I don’t understand.”

“Of course not. How could you?” With a defeated sigh, Tas closed his eyes again and allowed his head to drop back against the wall. Maybe if he just stayed right where he was and didn’t move, the stones would swallow him up and he’d disappear. Maybe—

“Well, that’s not good enough.”

Tas’s eyes shot open, and he stared at the angry face in front of him in surprise. “What?”

“I said, that’s not good enough,” Girik practically growled. “The people in this village are depending on you, on us. I’m here willingly. I’ll do my part. Now, you have to do yours.”

“You don’t understand. I can’t.”

“Why not? Your arms work. You can sing the hymns, and your stone certainly appears to be working.” He stabbed an angry finger at the now quiescent rock around Tas’s neck, and Tas had to fight the urge to wrap a protective hand around it.

“It’s not that.”

“Then what?”

Grinding his teeth in frustration, Tas gathered what strength he had left and pushed himself to his feet. He took a few agitated strides away from Girik and his damned disapproving expression, but that only brought him closer to the smell he was trying to avoid. Unfortunately, the other directions either led to the table with his instruments, the altar, or the stairway back to the waiting brothers and village, none of which he wanted to face.

“I can’t tell you!” he cried in frustration, tears pricking his eyes.

“Why?” Girik threw back at him. He had stood too, and even naked as a babe, his sheer size, fisted hands, and glaring eyes made an imposing image.

“Because if anyone in this village knew the truth, the consequences the Brotherhood would rain down on you all to silence you would make dealing with a single Riftspawn seem like a holy day picnic, that’s why!”

Tas clapped a hand over his mouth and goggled at the man in terror. Up until that second, he hadn’t even wanted to admit it to himself. The Brotherhood was his home, his family. His entire life revolved around his vocation. But if the Brotherhood had lied about something so fundamental to their beliefs, what else had they lied about? How many of the terrible rumors he’d dismissed over the years were true? Had he known all along and simply turned a blind eye for his own selfish reasons?

Tas’s outburst seemed to take Girik aback for a moment, but he recovered quickly and set to inundating Tas with questions of his own. “So what happens, then? You just leave us with no explanation? We face the Spawn on our own and hope it doesn’t kill too many of us or kill enough of our livestock that we can’t survive the winter? Or we hope that the Brotherhood is generous enough to send someone to replace you? What?”

Guilt stabbed at Tas, and he clutched Tasnerek as he curled in on himself. “I don’t know,” he whined.

He’d been wracking his brain for weeks, hoping some sort of inspiration would come. But the truth was, he’d pinned too much on the hope he could still perform the ritual. He hadn’t wanted to admit even to himself that his faith lay in ruins at his feet. He never should have left Blagos Keep. Now he’d put this entire village in danger too.

Could he live with himself if something happened?

Even if he could, where would he go? The Brotherhood would never let him just walk away, not with Tasnerek around his neck. And the stone wouldn’t choose anyone new until he was dead.

The dagger beetles chittered and clicked in the box, and Tas shivered and groaned.

“What is that?” Girik asked, apparently distracted from his interrogation.

“One of my instruments,” Tas replied, swallowing against a renewed tightness in his throat.

Girik licked his lips and cast his glance between Tas and the table. “I still have no idea what’s going on, since you won’t tell me, but what if I did it to myself? What if all you had to do was take the pain that I inflicted on myself?”

Tas blinked at the man in disbelief as guilt corkscrewed even deeper into his chest.

Dear Gods, the man was willing to torture himself to aid his village and all Tas could do was whine. What had happened to him?

“It can’t really work like that. The ritual… it won’t work.”

“Have you tried?”

Clearly the gods and this man weren’t going to let him take the coward’s way out. He wouldn’t be allowed to sit and do nothing in hopes this nightmare would all go away.

“I haven’t,” he admitted. “But you wouldn’t be able to administer the needed amount and still remain conscious, even if I could somehow make the connection work without doing the deeds myself.”

“You don’t know me. You don’t know what I could and could not withstand.”

Tas dragged a frustrated hand through his hair as shame twisted inside his chest. He really only had one choice, at least only one he could stand to make. Taking a deep breath, he squared his shoulders and lifted his gaze to meet Girik’s. “A rapport has to be established between Brother and Offering. I can’t simply sit back and watch and absorb. But it’s all right. I’m not going to leave the village undefended. I will face the Spawn and destroy it. Don’t worry.”

“Without the ritual to charge your stone? How?”

“It doesn’t matter how, just be assured I’ll do it.”

Girik crossed his arms over his broad chest and frowned. “Sorry, Brother, but after all this, I’m not sure I can take you at your word. This is too important.”

Tas arched an imperious eyebrow and lifted his chin. “It isn’t for you to question me.”

Girik was clearly unimpressed with Tas’s attempt at bravado. After the humiliating display he’d put on thus far, Tas couldn’t exactly blame him.

“Look,” Tas sighed. “Please just let it go. The Spawn will be taken care of. I promise you.”

Girik shook his head. “Like you said, I can’t. Plus, the village will think I haven’t done my part if I leave here in perfect health, and you know it. I can’t allow that. I have too much to lose.”

Tas groaned, strode over to the stone altar, and flopped onto it. He was so far past sacrilege at this point, what was one more? A farmer from the edge of nowhere was ruining his big moment of noble self-sacrifice, and all he could feel was petulant about it.

“I’m trying to do the right thing here, and you’re not making it easy.”

“So am I,” Girik threw back at him. “The right thing would be to complete the ritual and go fully armed with every weapon at your disposal to face the Spawn.”

“I can’t.”

“But you won’t tell me why.”

“I can’t,” Tas repeated tiredly.

After a brief silence, Girik sighed and crossed the room. He sat on the altar, leaving a mere foot between them. Without looking at Tas, he said in a gentler tone, “You know, it’s only the two of us down here. No one above can hear us. If, as you say, the safety of the entire village relies on my silence, don’t you think I can be trusted to keep your secrets? You don’t know me. But obviously I’m willing to give my pound of flesh to protect them. Don’t you think I’d be willing to give them my silence? Tell me what’s wrong, and maybe I can find a solution you haven’t.”

Tas’s first reaction was to scoff at the offer. Who did this country bumpkin think he was? But he caught himself midsneer. The man was clearly not an idiot. His points were all valid, and Tas was running out of time. His problems were obviously not going to just vanish by him doing nothing. In a few hours, the village and Brother Saldus would expect him to emerge from the chamber with a fully charged stone, prepared to face the Spawn in the Hunt the next day. If that didn’t happen, would that put the village in danger from the Brotherhood as well as the Spawn anyway? Would a grand sacrifice be enough to satisfy Brother Vienas, Brother Saldus, and the Inner Circle?

Tell.

He was so tired. He’d carried the burden of this knowledge for weeks like an anchor around his neck, but the secret was too big. It could put the entire kingdom in turmoil, possibly even lead to civil war. If it got out, it would definitely damage the Brotherhood that had been his family for nearly as long as he could remember.

But did the Brotherhood deserve to exist unscathed and unchanged when it was based on a lie?

Tell.

Tas didn’t know if the whisper was his conscience or simple desperation, but with a resigned sigh, he gave in.

“A few months ago, I discovered a set of journals hidden behind a false panel in my rooms at Blagos Keep. They were written by a Brother Tasnerek, ages before my time. He wrote of a great storm that damaged the Inner Circle’s sanctum and of sacred texts in Harot’s own hand that he’d found while helping to rebuild. He only had a chance to read a few pages before he was interrupted and the scrolls disappeared, but what he read changed him forever.” Tas rubbed his temples, remembering the giddy rush of finding the journals—a feeling that had soured quickly. “At first I didn’t want to believe what I read. The words were heresy. But something wouldn’t let me discount them. Something wouldn’t let me turn them over to my brothers either. I read and reread them. I meditated on what I’d learned. I prayed for guidance. But the thought that I’d seen truth in those pages wouldn’t leave me. Rumors I’d heard and discounted over the years, some parts of my training that never quite made sense, abuses of power I’d witnessed, even feelings I’d received from the stone around my neck, all of it wouldn’t let me go back to the way I was before, just like that Brother Tasnerek from centuries ago.” Tas glanced sideways at Girik, but the man’s expression was unreadable. “What I’d seen in those journals was the truth.”

“What truth?” Girik urged when Tas fell silent.

Unable to look at the man, Tas fixed his gaze on the trembling ring of light a lantern cast on the ceiling across from him. “That it’s all a lie,” he answered in a whisper. “The pain rituals aren’t necessary. They never were. The stones are charged by life energy, any life energy, not just pain. All of this horror was never meant to happen.”

Silence hung heavy in the chamber until Tas couldn’t take it anymore and glanced at the man beside him. Girik’s face was completely blank. Had he misjudged? Was the man a simpleton after all?

Already beginning to regret his decision to share, Tas hopped off the altar and paced the room in agitation and frustration. “Don’t you understand? It means my brothers and I have tortured uncounted numbers of our flocks for centuries, and we never had to. Those scars on your back never had to be there. The same good could have been accomplished other ways, kinder ways. It didn’t have to be like this…. Say something!”




Chapter Six

 

 

ONE OF the many reasons the villagers had always thought Girik a little dense was because he rarely reacted quickly to anything. He liked to take his time—slow and ponderous, like trying to move the mountains he was named after. The brother in front of him sparked and sputtered like a torch in a storm while Girik tried to absorb and digest what he’d been told. He hadn’t spoken this much to anyone beyond his mama in years, so he was a bit rusty, but the brother was clearly impatient for some sort of response.

“I’m not sure what you want me to say,” he finally admitted. “The method may be a lie, but it’s still effective. So, unless those journals told you how to get the exact same results one of these other ways, from what I can tell, it doesn’t change the situation.”

“What?” the brother gasped. “Of course it does! It changes everything!”

Girik shrugged. “Maybe for you, but not for us, not right now. We have a monster out there killing livestock, destroying crops. It hasn’t killed a man yet, but our luck won’t hold forever. That’s what matters to me right now.”

The brother scowled at him and sniffed. “I was an idiot to think you’d understand the gravity of the situation. I never should have told you.”

Girik frowned right back at him. “I understand more than you think. If we weren’t in a ritual chamber below the ground with dozens of people singing their hearts out above us, hoping what we do down here will rescue them from a terrible fate, I’d be glad to discuss it with you and express my outrage, but there isn’t time. I need to help you come up with some sort of practical solution to what’s important right this very second, not what will happen months from now in corners of the kingdom I’ve never even heard of, let alone seen. Do you understand that?”

“Yes,” the brother huffed.

“I’ve given you my word. I’ll tell no one. I will keep that word to protect the people I care about, if nothing else. So what happens if word gets out is moot and up to you rather than me. What matters to me is how to get that stone around your neck charged. So can we please focus on that?”

The brother blinked at him for a few seconds before his shoulders slumped and he nodded. One corner of his mouth curved slightly as he said, “You know, you’re very well-spoken for a farmer at the edge of nowhere.”

Girik snorted. “I’m more of a hunter and carpenter than a farmer. And you can blame my mama. She could never pass up a book, and she refused to adopt the local dialect.”

“And where is she from, if not here?”

“I don’t know. She’d never speak of it.”

The brother pursed his lips. “Curious. But I suppose it’s neither here nor there.”

“You’re right. It isn’t.”

Girik folded his arms across his chest and regarded the brother solemnly until the man flinched and began pacing again.

“Not going to let me off the hook, are you?” the brother asked sheepishly.

“Not until we find a way to fix this. You say you can’t do the ritual the old way. Is it you can’t or you don’t want to?”

The brother grimaced and shrugged. “A little of both. I did try earlier. I tried my best, but everything in me revolted. The second I opened the channel for your pain and fear to flow through, something in me shut it down. It was like I was trying to drink poison and my throat closed. It wasn’t in my control.”

“We could still try again.”

The brother shook his head. “I don’t think it will help.”

Girik stifled a growl of frustration. “Then what about the ‘other ways’ you spoke of? Did the journals tell you how?”

The brother stopped and seemed to squirm. Even in the dim light, Girik could see color infuse his pale cheeks. “He mentioned many theories, but only really explored one before the journal entries stopped abruptly.”

“Then let’s try that one.”

The brother began pacing again. “It’s not—I’m not trained, you see. I can’t—I don’t know—” He finally ended that sputtering oration with a growl, and Girik couldn’t hide a smile. The brother was a bit high-strung but kind of cute when he wasn’t looking down his nose at everyone.

“Tell me what it is and maybe I can help. We could at least try and see what happens. We have to try something.”

If anything, the brother’s flush deepened, and the next set of sounds issuing from his mouth were completely unintelligible.

“We have a little time,” Girik pressed. “We could practice.”

This time, the brother choked and turned away. Girik was half-afraid they’d have another mess stinking up the chamber, so he hurried to the brother’s side to help support him, but the man shied away.

“I’m all right. I’m all right,” the brother said, waving his hands in front of him. “I just need a moment.”

His face was almost as scarlet as his robes now. Utterly confused, Girik stood there with his arms hanging limply at his sides as the brother looked everywhere but at him while he composed himself.

“Sorry.”

“Care to tell me what’s wrong?”

The brother groaned and rolled his eyes. “It’s pleasure, all right? The method he researched was pleasure—the opposite of pain.”

“Pleasure can mean a great many things,” Girik offered, trying to calm the man down.

“Except, as with the pain, the pleasure must be intense, as intense as it can possibly be.”

“Oh.”

“Yes. Oh. The other Brother Tasnerek experimented with a fellow brother, whom he didn’t name. Such congress is forbidden, though there have always been rumors of brothers who’ve strayed.”

“Have you?”

“What?”

“Strayed.”

The brother lifted his chin haughtily. “No. Of course not. It was forbidden. Harot’s ancient texts were very specific about that.”

Girik’s lips twisted. “Makes sense. Wouldn’t want any of you to discover that secret on your own and ruin his whole plan.”

The brother scowled and opened his mouth as if to argue, but clamped it shut again and shook his head. “You’re probably right.”

“Are you willing to try now?” Girik pressed, trying to keep them on track.

The brother blinked at him. “What? You mean with you?”

Girik couldn’t help rolling his eyes this time. “I’m the only one here,” he said, trying not to take the brother’s reaction personally. “We can’t just sit and do nothing.”

The brother held out his hands palms up. “I wouldn’t know where to start.”

Girik shrugged and cleared his throat. “I could help there. I do have some experience in that arena—not the magic, of course, but in pleasure. I’ve been told I’m a good lover by more than one person, at least.”

The brother gaped at him. He started a few sentences, but stopped a word or two in each time. As the man floundered, Girik worked hard to tamp down on his own impatience. The village needed this man. Mama needed this man. The village alone might be able to chase a Spawn off for a short while. They might be able to kill it, if they were extremely lucky, but at a cost that far outweighed the reward. Girik himself had spotted the thing from a distance and it was huge. It would take nearly every able-bodied man and woman in the village to make an attempt, and their chances of success were slim. Even if they did manage to kill it, they’d have its Wraith to deal with after, and the whole process would start again, once the Wraith found a new body to inhabit.

“Listen,” Girik finally said, taking pity on the man, “I’m going to clean up the mess in the corner to make things a bit more pleasant in here. While I do that, you come to some sort of decision. Either we try the new way or the old. But we have to try something.”

He held the brother’s gaze until the man nodded, and then he grabbed a rag and one of the buckets of water that were meant to rouse the Offering when he fainted. He had to keep his hands busy or he might wring the brother’s neck, and that wouldn’t help either of them.

The brother was silent the entire time Girik worked. But when Girik finally stood and placed the lid over the bucket, he found the brother watching him with his chin high and a determined set to his features.

“I’m almost certain the old way won’t work. I’ve meditated a little on it, and I think I wasn’t the only one rejecting the energy. I think Tasnerek, the stone itself, won’t accept it anymore. But you’re right, I haven’t tried any other method. I can’t say with any certainty it won’t work, if I haven’t even tried.” Girik smiled, but the brother held up a hand. “I can’t say it will work either, but if you’re willing, then I must be too.”

He said it so solemnly, Girik couldn’t help cocking an eyebrow. “It won’t be as bad as all that. I may not be to your taste, but I like to think I’m not revolting either… unless you prefer women?”

With a huff, the brother said, “It doesn’t matter what I prefer. It’s your preferences and pleasure we’re talking about. That is where the energy will come from.”

“Apologies, Brother. This is new for me too.” He set the bucket aside and approached the man. He gave the brother a deliberate and slow appraisal and his grin widened. “You don’t have to worry on that score, then. I’m sure someone sometime has told you how beautiful you are.”

The brother’s thin dark eyebrows shot to his hairline. “Certainly not. No one would dare. A brother’s looks have nothing to do with his service or his calling.”

Despite his words, a flush crept back into the man’s cheeks.

“Where would you like me?” Girik asked, unwilling to let either of them become distracted.

Worrying his lower lip, the brother searched the room. “The altar, I suppose. There’s really nowhere else to sit. You are the Offering, after all. It would make sense, I guess.”

Girik sat where he was told and watched as the brother fidgeted. He shouldn’t be enjoying this as much as he was, given the gravity of the situation, but when in a man’s life did he get to see one of the high-and-mighty Brotherhood tremble with nerves? They were untouchable to the everyday man. The king might be the face of power in the land, but everyone knew the Brotherhood really ran things, but perhaps now that would change. If this brother told anyone else his secret, the mighty Blagos Keep could come toppling down, and the Brotherhood’s iron grip on Rassa might finally loosen.

It was too much to think about, so Girik forced his thoughts in a different direction. Now that hours of excruciating pain were off the agenda, he could appreciate how attractive the brother was. The fact that the man had shown concern, compassion, a real sense of duty, and vulnerability behind the mask of his order only helped make him more so.

He was smaller than Girik. Most men were. But that didn’t diminish him. The brother still stood a head taller than most, and the power of his position and the artifact around his neck could not be discounted, despite his current vulnerability. A torch had been an apt comparison. He could burn you just as easily as he could be a light in the dark or warmth in the cold.

Girik smirked.

Now he was waxing poetic when he should be concentrating. But his wandering thoughts had caused his cock to fill halfway, which he supposed was a step in the right direction. He was tempted to give it a little rub, but kept his hands still. After all, the brother was supposed to take care of such things. He’d said so himself.

The brother licked his lips and seemed to have to force his gaze away from Girik’s lower body, which made Girik’s cock fill a bit more in anticipation.

“I’m not sure what hymn to use to key the stone in a situation like this,” the brother said after clearing his throat. “The journals were, uh, fairly detailed about some of his experiments, but he said he sang a song he and his, uh, partner created over time. We don’t have that luxury here.”

“And I can’t carry a tune in a bucket,” Girik admitted regretfully.

The brother smiled then, a genuine smile that reached his dark eyes and softened them. “Don’t worry. You don’t need to sing. The stone is keyed to my voice, even if it responds to the sacred bowls and congregational hymns. I’m the only one who can control it.”

Girik had always been curious about that, but it was hardly the time to get into such a discussion.

When the brother seemed to hesitate, Girik decided to give him a little push. “You said we had to build some sort of rapport, right?”

“Yes.”

“I’m guessing you’re not going to be able to do it from all the way over there, though.”

The brother gave him another smile, this one sheepish. “That’s true.”

After taking a deep breath and blowing it out, the brother came closer. “With the other ritual, we build the pain slowly as the connection strengthens and the Offering’s fear grows.”

The brother spoke as if Girik were his apprentice, but Girik was only half listening. He was focused more on the man’s nearness, the sharp line of his jaw, the fullness of his lower lip. Girik hadn’t had a lover since the early summer, when the traveling merchants came through. And that one had been passable if not particularly memorable. He never bothered with people in the village. Life was hard this far from the capital, so the unmarried didn’t find him a desirable marriage prospect with no family other than his mama to lean on. And any involvement with the already partnered in such a small village wasn’t worth the consequences.

Despite the brother’s obvious inexperience, Girik had an idea he was going to thoroughly enjoy this. Not everyone could say they’d lain with one of the Thirty-Six. In fact, Girik was pretty sure he’d never heard of anyone saying that, not that he’d be able to exercise any bragging rights.

But he’d know.

“So, it would make sense to build my pleasure slowly?” Girik nudged.

The brother cleared his throat and nodded. He lifted a hand, but it seemed to freeze in the air inches from Girik’s skin. Goose bumps erupted all over Girik’s flesh, and his nipples hardened in anticipation. When the brother made no move to close the gap, Girik clasped his wrist and guided the hand to his chest. The brother’s hand was smooth and uncallused, his skin cool against Girik’s warmth. The hand flexed almost involuntarily against his flesh, and Girik smiled.

“Touch me,” Girik whispered, not wanting to spook the man. “Touch me and sing your song, Brother.”

The brother’s dark eyes lifted to meet his uncertainly. “I don’t know what to sing,” he replied just as quietly.

“Then hum something.”

The brother closed his eyes and seemed to be in deep thought for a long time before he took a breath and began humming an oddly familiar tune. It wasn’t a hymn. Though Girik avoided the temple and the brothers as much as possible, no Rassan could ever completely escape the Harotian hymns. They were sung on birthing days. They were sung on feasting days. They were sung at all hours in the temple, in kitchens, in sewing circles, and in the fields. Girik knew them all, and this wasn’t one of them. Could the brother actually be singing one of the forbidden field and forest songs that still survived despite the Brotherhood’s campaign to wipe them out?

His smile widened. This brother was full of surprises.

The man in question opened his eyes, and Girik tried to sober his expression. He was supposed to feel pleasure, but he was pretty sure he wasn’t supposed to be enjoying it as much as he was.

Closing his eyes so he wouldn’t get any more distracted, Girik surrendered to the sweet sound of the man’s voice and the pleasure of his touch as the brother began a tentative exploration of his body. He sighed as the brother’s hand ghosted over the soft hairs on his chest and his nipples. His stomach muscles clenched and quivered as the brother’s fingertips mapped the ridges and flat plane of his hips and belly.

Girik was fully hard now, but he was in no hurry. It had been a long time since he’d had a lover who wanted to explore and tease rather than get down to business as quickly and efficiently as possible. It reminded him of days spent with his very first lover, Aren. The man had been a traveling merchant, a linen dealer all the way from the capital, seeking to expand his business and trade for the local wools. For three years in a row, he’d come to barter his wares and teach Girik the ways of love during lazy stolen nights in his wagon. He’d been Girik’s first love and his first heartbreak when the fourth year came around and he didn’t return.

A warm hand wrapped around his cock, scattering those memories before they could ruin his enjoyment of the present. Girik kept his eyes closed, partly so he wouldn’t spook the brother, but also so the experience would last longer. Despite the strangeness of the situation, the sound of the brother’s voice and the warmth of his touch were enough to push Girik to the edge with very little effort. If he even caught a glimpse of the man’s pretty face, deep in concentration as he stroked Girik’s cock, their “ritual” might be over very quickly.

“I think it’s working,” the brother said with breathless wonder.

It’s definitely working, Girik thought irreverently.

“But there needs to be more,” the brother said as he gripped Girik’s cock tighter and stroked with more zeal while he renewed humming his song.

Against every natural instinct, Girik wrapped his fist around the one on his cock and slowed his pace. “I won’t last long if you need duration of pleasure rather than intensity,” he managed through gritted teeth.

“I don’t know,” the brother said with obvious frustration as his hand stopped altogether.

Stifling a groan of disappointment, Girik opened his eyes. The brother’s eyes were glassy, his pupils blown wide, and his cheeks were as flushed as Girik had seen them earlier. Despite the gravity of the situation, Girik was human enough to be flattered that the brother was clearly affected by what they were doing.

“What can I do?”

“I don’t know,” the brother cried again and stepped away. “The journals went into lurid detail about some things but not others. They were specific to his situation only. I don’t have anyone I can ask questions or advice from. And we don’t have time for me to fumble around in the dark.”

Greatly daring, Girik stood and crossed the distance between them. He placed his hands on the man’s shoulders and squeezed. “Don’t give up yet. We still have some time.”

Startled brown eyes met his, but surprisingly, the man didn’t shake him off. “Not enough time. I can’t keep us down here for hours and then emerge with you wholly undamaged. It will raise too many suspicions. I’ve always prided myself on doing as little lasting damage as possible, but my Offerings were still never able to leave the ritual chamber under their own power, particularly not after a lengthy session.”

Trying to not shiver at the reminder, Girik shrugged. “I could fake it. But won’t cutting the ritual short raise suspicions too?”

“Yes,” the brother sighed. “I had come up with an idea for that earlier, before we decided to try… this.” He flushed again and looked away.

Hiding a smile, Girik cleared his throat and pressed on. “All right. If you have a plan for that, then let’s keep trying with the time we have. I’d help if I could, but obviously, I have no idea what you’re doing beyond the physical.”

The brother pulled out of his grip and began pacing. “I’m a conduit for energy. That’s all. Your energy flows through me and is captured by the stone, holding it until I need it to battle the Spawn. The problem is, I was taught to see pain and fear as energy. All of my training revolved around that, so I don’t know exactly what I need to do to make the conversion. I sensed the pleasure energy, and I sensed Tasnerek responding to it, but his response was strange, something I’ve never felt before, and I’m not sure what it means. And the energy is only a trickle. It’s not enough.”

“His?”

“What?”

“You said his response.”

“I did?” The brother stopped and worried his lip for a moment before he shrugged and resumed pacing. “I suppose we’ve been together long enough that I see it as a part of me. It doesn’t really matter. What matters is, I don’t know what I’m doing right now. I don’t know how to get more energy.”

“I have a few ideas.” Girik couldn’t help his smile or the stirring of his cock at the images running through his head, but the brother simply frowned at him.

“I need to be able to concentrate. I need to be able to sing and direct the flow of energy. That’s what the ritual is designed for, to keep me focused. I read the journals and some of the… experiments he did. There’s simply no way I’d be able to concentrate doing such things, not without months, if not years, to practice.”

A little deflated, Girik moved back to the altar and sat. Silence reigned in the small chamber while the brother paced and Girik pondered.




Chapter Seven

 

 

“FEAR,” GIRIK said into the heavy silence of the chamber.

Tas stopped pacing and glanced at the man. “What?”

Girik lifted his head. “Earlier, you said pain and fear.”

“Yes, half the purpose of the ritual is to amplify fear. It makes the pain response that much more intense. It does most of my work for me.”

“So, emotion.”

“Yes.” It took a second, but realization finally dawned on him. “Oh! Yes!” Just as quickly, his rekindled hope faded. “We hardly have time to develop some sort of emotional connection, even if I knew where to begin.”

Girik wouldn’t be put off. “You said rapport, though, right? If we went about this a little differently, I think we could develop a better rapport than we had, at least.”

“Like what?”

Girik slid off the altar and moved toward him as he spoke. “Well, if we’re talking about my pleasure and my emotion, it would be easier if I could touch you too.”

Tas’s heart lodged itself in his throat. This was so far out of the realm of his experience, he felt like he was battling against a strong current and losing. He licked his lips and held up a hand as Girik smiled and stepped closer. “Not too much,” Tas warned, trying to catch his breath, “or I don’t think I’ll be able to concentrate.”

Girik didn’t stop until Tas’s hand was pressed to his chest. “Maybe before you begin the singing, then. I could get myself in the mood with a little touch… or maybe a kiss? Then I could step back and let you take over again.”

His low voice vibrated deep in Tas’s chest and belly despite how softly he spoke. When Girik lifted a hand to cup his cheek, Tas didn’t do anything to stop him.

Rapport. They were supposed to be developing a rapport. Tas was doing his duty, even if not exactly the way he was taught. And Girik was only doing what he needed to save his village.

Girik brushed Tas’s hair away from his forehead and continued the caress all the way to the back of his neck. Tas couldn’t suppress a shiver as he closed his eyes to enjoy the tenderness of the gesture. No one but his mother had ever touched him like this, and those memories were so faded, they seemed like another life.

“What’s your name?”

The warm moist air teasing his ear and the heat from the man’s nearness distracted Tas from understanding the question for a few seconds.

When the words finally registered, Tas frowned in confusion. “Brother Tasnerek.”

“Was that always your name?”

Tas nearly swallowed his tongue when Girik followed the question with a brush of warm lips against his ear. “N-no. Before Tasnerek chose me, I was Novice.”

“And before that?”

Tas pulled away a little to clear his head. “I left any other names behind when I joined the Brotherhood.”

Girik gave him a soft smile as he traced the backs of his fingers down Tas’s cheek and throat. “Is there something I can call you—just here in this place—something a little less formal than Brother Tasnerek?”

“Tas,” he replied breathlessly. “Call me Tas.”

He felt the heat in Girik’s gaze everywhere. He was so distracted by it, Girik’s lips were pressed to his before he even knew it. Tas jerked in surprise at first, but Girik persisted with a gentle pressure. As a wholly new experience, Tas wanted to surrender to sensation, but the chitter of the dagger beetles brought him back to reality.

With regret, he drew away and sucked in a calming breath. “We should return to the ritual. Any more and I’m likely to be too distracted to do anything useful. I need to concentrate.”

Girik’s half smile was tinged with disappointment, but he nodded as Tas put more space between them and cleared his throat. “Please return to the altar.”

Without a word, Girik returned to the stone slab and sat on it. The man made no move to cover his impressive erection, and Tas gave himself permission to look his fill. Girik seemed to enjoy the attention, and that’s what all this was about, after all.

Tas began to hum again as he stepped between the man’s knees and slid his palms up the thick, muscled thighs. Surprisingly soft and springy blond hairs covered Girik’s arms and legs, with a smattering shading his chest and belly. The curls teased Tas’s palms. All of this was so new, his focus wavered more than it had since his earliest days of training. At least Tasnerek glowed brightly from his chest, and the hum from the stone seemed pleased, even though the flow of energy Tas was able to feed it was erratic at best.

“This would be better if we were both naked,” Girik said huskily. The man’s bright blue eyes were closed, and his head was tipped back as if he were enjoying himself despite his words.

“I definitely wouldn’t be able to concentrate if I didn’t have the robe between us,” Tas reluctantly reminded him.

“Mmm,” Girik replied noncommittally. But when Tas wrapped his fist around the man’s cock again, Girik opened his eyes and held Tas’s gaze.

Tas’s song stuttered at the intensity of the man’s expression, but he took a breath and pressed on.

“May I make a suggestion?” Girik asked a little breathlessly as Tas began to stroke the thick column of flesh he held. Without breaking rhythm or his song again, Tas nodded.

Girik grunted and expelled a quick breath before continuing. “Since I won’t be able to see you in all your glory, that rapport we spoke of may be better served if you move behind me.”

Tas kept his hand moving and continued his song but lifted an eyebrow in query.

“If we can’t heighten my pleasure visually—” He moaned. “You can do it with touch. Feeling you pressed against me, against my back, your warmth, your breath, your arms around me… will help.” The last few were gasped out as Girik closed his eyes and frowned.

Tas thought maybe he’d done something wrong until it dawned on him that Girik was concentrating too. Following the man’s cues and his suggestion, Tas moved behind him on the altar. The shuffle to get them situated comfortably was a bit awkward, and Tas’s long legs were stretched about as far apart as they could, trying to accommodate the big man’s hips, but Girik’s comfort was the key, not Tas’s.

Once in position, Tas pressed his forehead to the man’s shoulder and reached around to grip his cock again. Tas’s own cock was pressed to Girik’s backside, but he tried very hard not to think about that.

Tas couldn’t quite see what he was doing anymore, but Girik placed a guiding hand over his and they began to work in concert. Thank the gods Girik seemed to know himself and what would please him. Tas was essentially doing exactly what he had been before, but the intimacy of their new position somehow increased the flow of energy significantly from the trickle it had been. It still didn’t compare to what he could extract using the old way, but he had no intention of telling Girik that.

He’d make it work. No matter how much energy he got, he’d make it work.

Girik arched against him, his breaths coming faster, and Tas struggled to maintain his concentration. The sounds the man made in his pleasure hit Tas like a physical blow as his own body’s need tried to make itself heard.

It took everything Tas had to hold his song as Girik’s guiding hand increased tempo. Tas held on through the last frantic strokes, anticipating the flood of energy as Girik stiffened suddenly and cried out. Warm wetness hit the back of Tas’s hand as Girik grunted. He kept Tas stroking until the last few shudders wracked his body, before finally releasing him.

Tas hadn’t done anything particularly strenuous, but he found himself panting along with Girik. In the end, he’d pressed his face to the man’s warm skin and simply held on. Now he took a few moments to revel in the feeling since it might very well be the last time he got an experience like this.

The probability was high he wouldn’t survive the next few days, let alone months or years. And even if he did manage to kill the Spawn, underprepared as he was going to be, his performance on this trip wasn’t going to allay any of the suspicions back home. The scrutiny from the Inner Circle would continue. How long before they sent him on another mission he couldn’t complete? How long could he last before he slipped up and they knew?

Tensing with anxiety again—the moment ruined—Tas slowly disengaged from Girik and slid off the altar stone.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

Girik quirked an eyebrow and grinned. “Right as rain. You?”

Turning his back on the man, Tas hurried to one of the unused water buckets in the corner to wash his hands. His cheeks felt hot again for what seemed the hundredth time that day, and he splashed water on those as well. “I’m quite well, thank you.”

When he turned back, he found Girik had propped a heel on the edge of the altar and had rested an arm on his bent knee as he watched Tas with hooded eyes. Tas squirmed under the scrutiny.

“What now?” Girik finally asked. “Is it enough?”

Tas’s stomach twisted but he lifted his chin and nodded. “Yes,” he lied.

Girik’s eyebrows drew down slightly. He started to say something, but Tas looked away and moved to the table containing his tools. “We’ll need to rough you up a bit. You’re already flushed and sweating, so that’s a good start, but you should probably wet your hair a little more. As a rule, I avoid drawing much blood, but there’s usually a little to heighten the Offering’s fear. You can decide where… just a little scratch should be fine.” Tas fiddled with his tools as he spoke, disturbing them to make it seem as if they’d been used.

At first, Girik’s breathing was all he could hear, but then the sounds of Girik moving about the room and water splashing broke the heavy silence. All too soon after that, Girik stood at his side, and Tas handed him a knife, still without looking at him.

Girik didn’t hesitate. Only a few brief seconds passed before he handed the knife back to Tas. Unable to stop himself Tas glanced down and watched as twin trickles of blood ran from small gashes on both of Girik’s forearms. Luckily for both of them, Brother Saldus had never seen Tas at work, so he wouldn’t be able to note any discrepancies.

Tas took a clean rag from his kit and dabbed at the blood before setting the rag on the table next to his tools. “Splash the contents of the bucket you used to clean up earlier on the side of the altar,” Tas ordered without looking up.

When Girik moved away to retrieve the bucket, Tas closed his eyes and gripped the side of the table.

Quanna, let this be enough to keep Girik and this village safe. I will accept the consequences of my actions, but don’t let it spill over onto them.

At the splash of fouled water on stone, Tas glanced over his shoulder at Girik’s broad back. Turning his attention back to the table, he reached for the wooden box and pulled it toward him as he called over his shoulder, “Excellent. Now you should probably don your robe so your lack of any bodily harm is covered and prepare yourself to act injured as if your life depended on it.”

As soon as Tas heard Girik put the bucket down and begin to move across the room, Tas grabbed a pair of tongs and opened the box. Quickly shoving the larger female out of the way, Tas picked up the male with the tongs and set it on his arm, before he could think too much about what he was doing. Hungry and agitated, the dagger beetle struck immediately. Its venomous pincers latched on to Tas’s forearm faster than his eye could track it. The burst of pain was immediate and intense. The beetle was aptly named. It felt like being stabbed. Having experienced it before didn’t lessen the impact, and Tas cried out and dropped the tongs.

The beetle dangled from his flesh, unwilling to let go, and Tas had to fight off nausea and a fainting fit. Girik was at his side in a second.

“What’s wrong? What happened?” he cried, cradling Tas as he eased him to the ground.

“Grab the tongs,” Tas ordered through clenched teeth.

“What?”

“Tongs!”

He panted through the pain as Girik fumbled on the ground. When Girik held them up questioningly, Tas lifted his forearm to indicate the beetle. “Grab it in the middle, firmly,” he ordered between panted breaths.

The few seconds it took for Girik to comply felt like an eternity. The world swam before Tas’s eyes.

“Okay. Now what?”

“Tap where the head meets the body and it should release,” Tas gasped. The pain lessened almost imperceptibly when the pincers released. The agony was all in the venom, and that had already been delivered. “Good. Now put it back in the box and start banging on the trapdoor.”

“I don’t understand. What happened?” Girik asked after disposing of the beetle.

“The plan.” Tas managed to say it matter-of-factly despite his vision fading in and out.

“This is your plan?”

“It’s a valid excuse to cut the ritual short. Now go. Call for help while you’re still upset. It’ll make a better performance.”

The last thing Tas saw before he fainted was Girik’s scowling face. When he opened his eyes again, the room was flooded with light from above and several frowning faces stood over him.

Brother Lijen was the first to crouch down. “Brother, are you all right?” Her worried frown was a stark contrast to the disapproving scowl on Brother Saldus’s face, so Tas focused his attention on her.

“The dagger beetle,” Tas rasped.

Brother Lijen waved at Elderman Servil. “Bring him some water.”

After a drink, Tas was able to sit a little more upright. “I’m sorry. The beetle got away from me and bit me instead of the Offering.”

“Where is it now?” Brother Saldus asked harshly as the elder and other brother scanned the chamber nervously.

“The Offering was able to get it back in the box with my instruction, before I lost consciousness. You’re safe,” Tas panted. His arm felt like it should have swollen to ten times its size, but a quick glance showed only a small red mark where he’d been bitten. The beauty of the beetle—pain with little to no actual damage done. “I fear the ritual will need to be cut short.”

Girik sat against a far wall, looking miserable. Tas had no way of knowing how much of that was an act, but Girik’s eyes were angry the one time Tas met his gaze.

Turning away from the man, Tas steeled himself to meet Brother Saldus’s scowl instead. Forcing the pain to recede to the background, Tas lifted his chin and said, “I believe, despite the interruption, that I have gleaned enough to charge Tasnerek sufficiently. We can end the ritual and release the Offering. He has more than fulfilled his duty.”

Sweat trickled down Tas’s back and sides. His face was covered in it as well, but he held his chin up and shoulders back as Brother Saldus’s eyes narrowed. Fortunately, Brother Saldus was not a member of the Thirty-Six. He had no way of knowing if Tas was lying.

Ostensibly, Tas was the ranking brother, but both Brother Lijen and the elder turned to Brother Saldus. The man’s scowl deepened, but he could not publicly dispute Tas’s words—not and be able to save face.

“We will call for the end of the ritual,” Brother Saldus begrudgingly agreed. “Elderman Servil, send for some stout men to help Brother Tasnerek and the Offering somewhere they may rest and recover, while Brother Lijen and I perform the closing hymn.”

It was just as well Tas barely had the energy to remain conscious. Hiding a smile with so many people watching would have been difficult.

 

 

THE NEXT time Tas woke, he was in his bed in Elderman Servil’s house. The elder’s wife had given him a sleeping draft so he would be unconscious through most of the pain. The dagger beetle’s venom cleared the body in a scant few hours, another feature that made it ideal for the ritual. His arm throbbed slightly as he pushed himself up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. He rubbed it a little before he sighed and dropped his head back to look up at the ceiling.

Brother Saldus would be in soon to express his displeasure, and Tas had to prepare himself for the onslaught. He had to remain calm and confident. Nothing of what transpired that afternoon could show on his face. His brother’s suspicions would only be exacerbated by this newest failure, but Tas could still recover from it. Brother Saldus had no proof of any wrongdoing yet. He had nothing concrete he could bring before High Brother Vienas and the Inner Circle. Tas could still fix this and return to Blagos Keep.

But did he want to?

That was a stupid thought. What choice did he have? He either toed the line or he died. Heresy would not be countenanced. The abrupt end to the previous Brother Tasnerek’s journal entries gave witness to that. Even if Tas spread the word, released the secret, he wouldn’t survive the chaos he created. The Brotherhood would make sure of that. He couldn’t run. They would hunt him to the ends of the world to get Tasnerek back, and they’d have to kill him so the stone could bond with someone else.

Of course, all of this worrying might be moot after tomorrow. Tas hadn’t fully charged Tasnerek with what they’d done in the chamber, not even close. In time, he might have been able to figure it out, but he didn’t have that time. He had to go and face the Spawn at less than half his usual power.

Why bother worrying about what happens after, when there might very well not be an after?

There was a light tap on the door before it opened a crack. The timid young woman who’d shown them their rooms yesterday peeked through the gap. When she saw him sitting up, her eyes widened.

“Oh, your pardon, sir—I mean Brother. I were told to check on you.”

He gave the girl a gentle smile and nodded. “You can tell them I’m awake.”

She bobbed her head before bustling into the room and placing a fresh pitcher of water on the dresser opposite the bed. “Thank you, Brother. I’ll tell ’em.”

She bobbed a curtsy and hurried out of the room, closing the door behind her.

With a sigh, Tas got to his feet and prepared to wash himself. Brother Saldus would be there as soon as his spindly legs could carry him. Tas had to be as prepared to face the man’s ire as he could manage, and that meant getting dressed in his robes despite the exhaustion dragging at his heels.




Chapter Eight

 

 

GIRIK’S FIRST thought on leaving the ritual chamber was of his mama and how worried she must be. But despite every fiber of his being urging him to go to her, he let the villagers half carry him to Elderwoman Brail’s house. She served as a sort of village wise woman with her knowledge of herbs and poultices and had always been a great help to his mama during her sickness. The elderwoman treated the cuts on his arms and then tried to get him to remove his ritual robe, but he refused.

“I’m all right, Elderwoman. The ritual was cut short. And besides, this brother knew what he was doing. He did very little real damage. I’ll be sore for a while, but no cuts beyond these, and he didn’t break anything.”

She twisted her lips into a moue of distaste. She’d been there to help put him back together after the last time he’d been an Offering. “I’m glad this one were gentler on you.” She lowered her voice to a whisper and glanced nervously about her. “I always said what that other’n did weren’t right.”

He gave her a tired smile. “Thank you. This one was much better. I just need a little while to rest, and then I can make it home on my own for a proper lie-in.”

When she nodded, he feigned an exhausted sigh and stretched out on the cot they’d brought him to. “Will you send someone to tell my mama I’m fine? Who knows what village gossip will have told her, and I don’t want her to worry.”

“O’ course, lad. I’ll see t’ it.”

“Thank you.”

Girik wasn’t tired at all. If anything, he felt like he could run a mile. He wanted to pace the room to work off some of his anxiety and excess energy, but he forced himself to remain in the cot in case anyone decided to check on him. The next couple of hours would be hard, but he had to keep up appearances. If Tas was to be believed, the well-being of the entire village depended on the Brotherhood not suspecting anything was amiss.

Tas was a high-strung one for sure. He might be exaggerating the danger. But Girik had heard the evil rumors about the Brotherhood his whole life, like everyone else. People whispered of children taken who were never seen again. They whispered of dissenters vanishing from their beds at night. It was said even the king himself was afraid to speak openly against the Brotherhood. Still, Girik had never heard of an entire village disappearing.

Better to be safe than sorry, though.

So he stayed in the cot, staring up at the ceiling, counting the seconds as they ticked past.

He pretended to be asleep the first time Elderwoman Brail checked on him, but by the second time, he couldn’t take it anymore and called to her as soon as she opened the door.

“Oh good. Feeling better?”

“I think so,” he replied with a hint of feigned weakness. “Did someone speak to my mama?”

“Aye. She was glad to know you’re all right.”

Girik itched to go to her, but decided against it. Too many people would see him, and he wasn’t confident enough in his acting skills to take the chance. “I think I’m strong enough to go home now. Bayor will be missing me. Hopefully, after a bit more rest, I’ll go to see her and ease any fears she might have.”

“Are you sure? Should I get someone to go with you?” she asked, her brows knit with concern.

“I’ll be fine. I’ll go slow. It’s not that far a walk. And, like I said, he kept the damage to a minimum, just a few bruises and scrapes, nothing a little more rest won’t cure.”

“If you say so. Come back if anything starts hurting you, though.”

“Aye. I will. And thank you.” He gave the elderwoman a nod and slowly made his way out the door, feigning stiffness and a bit of a limp.

When he reached the edge of the village, he wanted very badly to break into a run, but he kept to his ponderous pace, feeling eyes on him from every direction. Like last time, he’d be big news in the village for a while. He’d been in bed with a fever, so his mother had told him he’d missed most of it, though what he had experienced had been bad enough. He wouldn’t have that luxury this time. How long would he have to feign injuries he didn’t have? How long was long enough?

Finally, back at his cabin, he accepted Bayor’s jubilant welcome with joy and relief of his own. Inside, with the curtains drawn, he couldn’t feel the eyes on him anymore, and he could finally relax. He tore off the hated ritual robe and tossed it in a corner.

“I’m all right, boy. Calm down.” He scratched behind Bayor’s ears and took his first free breath in hours.

A quick glance around the cabin showed surprisingly little damage for the hound being cooped up all day. He let Bayor out to do his business and the dog bounded away. After a few minutes, when Girik didn’t join him, Bayor trotted back to the door looking confused.

“Sorry, boy. Much as I would like to, I can’t take you out for a run or a hunt today.”

Girik didn’t like being trapped inside any more than his dog did, but he’d have to sacrifice this once. And with the Spawn still on the loose, he couldn’t let his best friend go roaming too far on his own.

“We’re both stuck for now.”

Inside, he made stew for them. Afterward, he gave Bayor an antler to gnaw on, and then he settled into a chair by the fire to think. Too much had happened in one day for him to make sense of it all, and his head was swirling with disconnected thoughts.

Before the ritual, he hadn’t thought much beyond it. He wasn’t sure he would have much beyond it. The last one had almost killed him, and the brothers never made any guarantees. Now, not only was he alive, but still in perfect health. He didn’t have to account for weeks or even days of recovery. He could add the supplies he’d set aside for this occasion to his winter stores so he’d have that much less to worry about.

“What am I going to do with myself?”

Bayor raised his head, but when Girik didn’t do anything interesting, he went back to decimating the antler he’d been given.

An image of Tas, his cheeks flushed, his eyes wide and hot but uncertain, popped into Girik’s head and he shifted in his seat. The man was beautiful, and if the erection Girik had felt poking his backside at the end there was to be believed, he also wasn’t completely disinterested. Of course, that knowledge was utterly useless. After tomorrow, Girik probably would never see him again. He now had fantasy material to last him for a while on cold winter nights, but not much else.

Staring into the fire, with Bayor making happy crunching sounds at his feet, another image of Tas’s face popped into Girik’s head, and this one was much less pleasant. In it, Tas’s face was no longer flushed with embarrassment and passion, but pinched with worry and resignation.

Had what they’d done really been enough? Since it was something new, would Tas even know? He’d said he did, but was he telling the truth?

Girik had been angry with Tas for not warning him about his plan with the beetle. The man had deliberately withheld that information until it was too late for Girik to stop him. Girik had never been bitten by one, but even as far north as Comun, he’d heard of the infamous dagger beetle. Now Girik wondered what else the brother hadn’t shared.

As the sun slipped lower and lower in the sky, Girik sat in his chair and pondered. He went through each bit of information he’d learned, piece by piece, and tried to put some order to it. He poked and prodded at his feelings like a sore tooth, trying to make sense of them too. Bayor grumbled at the inactivity from time to time but eventually started snoring, and still Girik sat and thought, tossing a log into the fire whenever it threatened to die out.

When the only light in the room came from the hearth, he finally sighed, stretched stiff muscles, and rose to light the lamp. Bayor popped right up and wagged his tail hopefully, and Girik smiled. He let the dog outside and went back to the hearth to get dressed. Now that it was finally dark and he’d had time to make up his mind, he had things to do.

After a quick wipe down in the icy water from the bucket he kept by the hearth, Girik pulled his freshly cleaned clothes off the line and put them on. His boots came next, and after a quick comb of his hair, he was as ready as he’d ever be.

He whistled, and Bayor came bounding out of the woods. “Come on. Let’s go.”

He thought about jogging the distance back to the village, now that it was too dark to be seen, but decided against it. He didn’t want to get sweaty. Bayor did the running for both of them, trotting ahead, then circling back, happy to be free of the confines of the cabin.

Elderwoman Shaum’s eyes went wide when she opened the door. “Girik, I thought you’d be resting.”

“Elderwoman Brail took good care of me, and I slept all afternoon. But I couldn’t go to bed for the night without making sure Mama didn’t worry.”

“Of course. Such a good lad you are. My Ralf told me they had to cut the ritual short.”

Girik’s lips twitched. He wouldn’t be surprised if everyone from three villages over knew by now. “Yes. The brother’s dagger beetle got away from him and bit him instead.”

She worried her lower lip. “That’s what I heard. But nobody’s said a thing ’bout cancelin’ the Hunt tomorrow. My Ralf and Thane been told t’ stand ready. Makes me a bit nervous, though, sending my precious boys out when everythin’ hasn’t gone to plan, especially with so young a brother… no matter what the stories I’ve heard of this one’s deeds.”

Girik moved slowly and stiffly up the stairs while she chatted behind him. At the top, he turned and gave her a reassuring smile. “The brother has done this many times. He knows what he’s doing.”

I hope.

She seemed to remember herself as she shrank back a little. “Oh, o’ course. I should never dare say any o’ the Thirty-Six weren’t up to the job. I worry for my boys, as any mother would, is all.”

She glanced behind her and back up at him nervously, and Girik had to fight off a frown. Even in their own homes, talking to people they’d known all their lives, Rassans were terrified to say a single word against the Brotherhood. It just wasn’t right that they should have so much power.

“Of course, Elderwoman. No one could blame you for wanting your family safe and happy.”

Her expression was relieved as she nodded and bustled away, leaving him to enter his mama’s room alone. She seemed even smaller than the last time he’d seen her. The narrow bed and generous blankets engulfed her frail body, leaving only her head and shoulders visible.

The Shaums were taking good care of her. The coal brazier in the corner was full and the air uncomfortably warm. An iron kettle steamed on top of it, filling the air with the scent of medicinal herbs and adding to the uncomfortable closeness of the room. A pitcher of water sat on a small table next to the bed, along with bread and cheese in case his mama wanted it before the next time someone came to check on her, and a brass bell sat next to it if she needed to summon someone. All of the little thoughtful touches made Girik smile even as his heart squeezed at how frail she looked. This was more than he could have ever managed on his own—not and still be able to feed the both of them.

“Mama?” he murmured, reluctant to disturb her rest.

“Giri,” she sighed, opening her eyes.

“I’m here. How are you feeling?”

She smiled and reached for him. “The day you’ve had and you still worry about me. What did I ever do to deserve so good a son?”

He knelt by the bed, took her hand, and pressed the cool little fingers to his cheek. At her unspoken request, he slid an arm under her shoulders and helped her sit up in bed.

“I’m more worried about you,” she continued when he’d gotten her settled on a pile of pillows.

“I’m all right, Mama. I told Elderwoman Brail to send word.”

“She did, but I wanted to see it for myself. After last time, I—” Her face clouded and her lower lip trembled. Girik took her hands.

“Last time wasn’t your fault and neither was this. I can be very stubborn when I want to be.”

“I would have loved you just the same, with or without the mark,” she murmured, tracing the design on his wrist with a delicate, bony finger. “You’re my everything, the best and greatest thing I’ve ever done.”

They’d had this conversation too many times to count over the years. Girik’s first experience as an Offering had traumatized them both, and he’d have to carry that guilt with him probably even into the Beyond when his time came. He hadn’t wanted to put her through it again, but just looking around him at the small, warm little room told him he’d made the right choice. She was doing so much better. She was still obviously weak, but she hadn’t started coughing once since he’d woken her.

“Don’t fret, Mama. I’m sorry for making you worry like that again, but as you can see, I’m fine.”

Her faded gray eyes searched his face. “They said the ritual was cut short. What happened?”

As a bit of hoarseness crept into her voice, he grabbed the cup and pitcher and poured her a glass of water while he tried to think of how to answer. He didn’t want to lie, but he’d given his word to Tas, and it was in everyone’s best interests that he kept it.

“The brother had a dagger beetle, and it bit him instead of me.”

His mama’s eyes widened, and the smile that followed was anything but sweet. “Good. The gods answered my prayers. He probably deserved it.”

He blinked at her. “Mama,” he cried, torn between pleasure at the return of some of her spirit and a desire to defend Tas.

She grinned at him and laughed, but the laugh ended in a fit of coughing, and Girik had to take the cup from her until it passed.

“Are you really all right, or are you faking it to spare your mama?” she asked weakly, gazing up at him through watery eyes from the pile of pillows he settled her into again.

“I’m okay.”

“They said the Hunt is still going forward, though.”

“Yes. The brother seemed to think he had enough to get the job done.”

“But you don’t think he does,” she observed, studying him with shrewd eyes. “What are you going to do, Giri?”

He winced. She knew him too well.

“Whatever I have to, Mama.”

“And, I suppose, your mama telling you you’ve done more than your fair share already will change nothing.” She sighed.

He didn’t answer that. He simply took her frail hands and gave them a light kiss before closing his eyes and holding them to his cheek.

After a short pause in which Girik could hear the air rattle in and out of her thin chest, his mama drew in a deep breath and broke the silence. “Giri, I need you to promise me some things.” Her gaze was clearer and fiercer than he had seen in a long time, and he couldn’t look away. “Promise me you’ll only put yourself in danger if it is absolutely necessary and not a moment before,” she demanded.

Since it was what he planned to do anyway, he had no difficulty answering, “I promise.”

“And promise me you won’t let me be the reason you stay, if you have a chance to leave this place.”

Startled, Girik sat back and frowned. “Why would you think I was going to leave? What put that into your head? I’m not going anywhere.”

She smiled sadly and shook her head. “I have a lot of time to think, sitting useless in this bed all day, mostly about regrets. I was selfish to keep you here as long as I have. I should have taken us somewhere with more opportunities for you long ago, somewhere you could make real friends and be accepted, but I didn’t want to leave the mountains.”

“I have you and Bayor. That’s all I need,” he insisted.

“That’s not true and you know it. You need more than that, and I’m not going to be here much longer, if the gods are kind.” Her last words ended on a whisper, but Girik felt them like a blow.

“Mama,” he pleaded.

“Don’t, Giri. Don’t fret. It’s my time. That’s all. But you need more than me. I can’t be here for you anymore. You know it as well as I do.” She reached for his hand and squeezed with surprising strength, her small, sharp fingernails digging into his flesh. “I don’t want you to be here at the end. I don’t want that to be the image of me you remember. This is bad enough. Don’t make me carry that guilt and pain into the Beyond.”

“Mama, don’t.”

“No. When the end is near, with whatever strength I have left, I’ll tell them to send you away if you try to see me. I’ll do it for both of us. This place is no good for you. You are young and strong. You could thrive anywhere. Any village or town would be grateful to have you, and any man or woman would too. Don’t make me leave this world knowing you have nothing but loneliness awaiting you. Let me dream of you happy and loved somewhere else. Please. Promise me.”

His throat was so tight, he wasn’t sure what he could have said to that, but she started coughing weakly and he simply curled her in his arms and held her. She’d obviously used up what little strength she had making her plea, and he didn’t have the heart to try to argue with her. He’d come and see her after the Hunt. When she’d had time to rest without worry.

“Rest now. Don’t wear yourself out. I’ll be careful and come and see you tomorrow, okay?”

She drew in a painful-sounding breath and nodded. “Tomorrow. Love you.”

“I love you too.”

He shuffled out of the room and stumbled blindly down the stairs. Once outside, he took in a deep, shuddering breath of cool night air and leaned against the gate to give himself a chance to gain his bearings. Bayor trotted to his side and gave him a gentle nudge in greeting, as if sensing his turmoil.

He hadn’t been ready for that conversation. There was a finality to it that hit him harder than any blow a pain priest could have delivered. With everything else on his mind, he couldn’t deal with the emotional landslide his mother had just dumped on him, so he shoved it aside, much as he’d been doing with any thought of her coming death for a long time.

They would talk tomorrow. After the Hunt—if there was an after—he’d sit in the quiet of his cabin and wrestle through everything spinning in his head yet again. Thank the gods he had plenty to distract him in the meantime.

Remembering at the last second that he was supposed to be injured, he limped his way back in the direction he’d come until he reached the tree line. The three-quarter moon shed enough light that anyone truly determined would have been able to see him change course, and he wasn’t taking any chances despite the tumult inside him.

Bayor followed silently in his wake, but once they hit the trees, he bounced around Girik playfully, making him smile.

“Come on, boy. We still have work to do. If I wouldn’t let Tas wallow in his misery, then it hardly seems fair to do it myself. There will be time for wallowing later, probably far too much of it… or maybe not.”

He squared his shoulders and loped back toward the village by another route, with Bayor on his heels. Even in the dark, the house he sought was easy to find. It was the largest in the village, and the elderman had enough wealth that nearly every window glowed with a lamp or candlelight. The problem was which of those rooms held his objective.

Being as big as he was definitely had its disadvantages sometimes. If anyone saw even his shadow, they’d know instantly who it was, and then he’d have to explain why he was prowling in the dark instead of recuperating in his bed. But this was worth the risk, so he’d best get to it.

“Stay,” he whispered to Bayor in the shadow of an outbuilding.

Bayor let out a tiny whine at being left out, yet again, but the dog did as he was commanded.

Climbing to the roof of the house as silently as possible turned out to be more strenuous than Girik had hoped, and his skin was damp with sweat by the time he managed it. He crawled along the sloped roof at a snail’s pace, queasy with the thought of falling off and half-afraid he’d come crashing through the wood shingles at any moment. He found his goal in the third window he peeked down into. Now all he had to do was figure out how to get inside. Grabbing the edge of the roof in a white-knuckled grip, he leaned down as far as he could and tapped on the thick bubbled glass with his free hand.




Chapter Nine

 

 

TAS WAS wound so tightly after his dressing-down by Brother Saldus an hour earlier, he nearly jumped out of his skin at the tap on his window. He tried to tell himself it was just an insect attracted by the lamp, but then the tapping came again, more insistently. Grabbing the lamp, he moved to the window and had to stifle a yelp when a blurred, ghostly face appeared beyond the rippled glass.

“Girik?”

The man in question hung upside down, his golden hair creating an almost comical halo around his head. Girik put a finger to his lips and pointed to the window. Tas quickly set the lamp aside and opened it.

“What are you doing here?” Tas hissed, frantically searching the ground below for any witnesses.

“I need to talk to you.”

“And I need to rest and prepare for tomorrow.”

“That’s why I need to talk to you. Step back.”

Tas frowned at the man, but when Girik swung around and hung from the roof by his hands alone, Tas had no choice but to make room for him to come inside before he fell or was seen. Tas tried not to be impressed with the amount of strength it must have taken for a man that size to lower himself silently to the floor using only his fingertips, but he was pretty sure he failed.

He glared at Girik. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I told you. I need to talk to you.”

“What if someone saw you?”

“I was careful.”

Tas folded his arms over his chest and huffed. “Fine. What was so important?”

“I think you lied to me. It can take me a little while to catch up sometimes, but I do get there eventually. I don’t think you have anywhere near what you need to go on the Hunt tomorrow.”

The words were pretty much identical to what Brother Saldus had thrown at him only a short time ago—although Brother Saldus had seemed more irritated at the failure than concerned for Tas or the village’s welfare.

Still fuming from his dressing-down, Tas held on to his temper by a thread. “Who do you think you are, questioning a member of the Thirty-Six? You have no idea what you’re talking about. Now leave before anyone sees you!”

He wasn’t sure what he hoped would happen next, but he was surprised when Girik simply folded his arms over his chest and waited—no angry words fired back, no hurt in his expression. The man just stood there like a big blank wall of bone and muscle.

“What are you doing? Get out!” Tas hissed as loudly as he dared.

“No.”

How Girik could have imbued one word with not only implacability and firmness, but understanding and sympathy at the same time, Tas would never know. But he did it, and Tas’s anger collapsed under the weight of it. He suddenly felt a hundred years old and like a petulant child all rolled into one.

“What do you want from me?” Tas asked tiredly as he moved away from the man and slumped onto the edge of the mattress.

Girik followed and lowered himself to his knees in front of Tas. “I want the truth. You don’t have what you need for the Hunt tomorrow, do you?”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll get the job done. I have to.”

“How?”

“Any way I can.”

“Not good enough.”

Some of Tas’s anger returned and he lifted his head to glare at the man in front of him, but Girik’s expression wasn’t challenging or judgmental. His blue eyes were soft with concern and kindness.

“Can’t you just take my word for it?” Tas asked with a weak smile.

“We’re not at that point in our relationship yet.”

Tas blinked. “We have a relationship?”

“It’s a bit unorthodox, but I’m not sure what else you’d call it…. Let me help you.”

“How?”

“We try the ritual again, here, now.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes. It can’t hurt, right? And every little bit helps, doesn’t it?”

Tas couldn’t hold Girik’s earnest, hopeful gaze. His cheeks heated as he looked anywhere but at the man kneeling so close to him. Once or twice in the hours since he’d awoken—when Brother Saldus hadn’t been trying to flay him with his barbed tongue—Tas had actually fantasized about a moment like this. He hadn’t allowed himself to dwell on the fantasy, but it had cropped up just the same. This was temptation. This was the reason such congress was forbidden. It distracted a brother from his duty.

Still, an opportunity like this would never come again, and Tas needed every scrap of energy he could glean before the Hunt. Girik was right about that.

Why in the seven hells not? I’ve come this far. What difference will a little more blasphemy make?

Before Tas said a word, Girik must have read the surrender in his face, because the man grinned.

“We’ll have to be quiet,” Tas warned, trying to regain some control of the situation.

Girik nodded before reaching down and tugging his patched linen shirt over his head. His skin was bare underneath, despite the cold coming down from the mountains, and Tas suddenly had difficulty breathing.

“I don’t know how I’m going to manage to concentrate outside the ritual chamber. It was hard enough inside,” he worried aloud.

Girik cupped his jaw and smiled tenderly at him. “I’ve been thinking about that.”

“You have?”

“Oh yes.” He chuckled. “That and a great many other things. I might have an idea, if you’ll let me.”

The way Girik looked at him made Tas suddenly nervous. He swallowed against a dry throat before asking, “And what idea is that?”

Girik scooted forward until Tas’s knees pressed to the man’s stomach. He gripped Tas’s thighs and pushed until Tas parted them. “I thought maybe, if we got a few things out of the way first, you wouldn’t be as distracted,” Girik murmured. He gave Tas a sly smile before dipping his head to nuzzle behind Tas’s ear.

Breathless now, Tas had to swallow a few more times before he asked, “What things?”

Girik pulled back enough to look Tas in the eye. “If I take care of you first, not only will it help, uh, settle you a bit, but it will definitely build that rapport you’re so fond of. We’ll get your pleasure out of the way, and then you can concentrate on mine for the ritual part.”

The entire time he spoke, Girik’s hands moved in sensual caresses along Tas’s flanks and down his thighs. Tas’s whole body tingled now, and he would have had a hard time spelling his own name, let alone performing any kind of rite.

“That shouldn’t be necessary. I should be able to control myself enough to perform a rite,” Tas objected guiltily, but his voice was breathy and hitched on the last word, making the protest weak at best.

Girik cupped his jaw again and ran a callused thumb over his lips. “But this is all new, and you haven’t had time to adjust yet. Why don’t we try it my way, and if it doesn’t work, I’ll do whatever you say.”

The man was obviously trying to soothe Tas’s wounded pride, but with the warmth radiating off his skin, the tenderness of his touches, and the deep rumble of his voice all washing over him, Tas couldn’t find any reason to call Girik out on the subject. Perhaps it was weakness, but Tas was tired of fighting himself and everyone else. He might be walking to his death tomorrow. Couldn’t the gods forgive him just one more little indiscretion?

“All right,” Tas whispered.

Girik didn’t give him a chance to change his mind. The man’s lips descended on Tas’s the second the words were out of his mouth. Tas felt a tug at the neck of his sleeping shirt as Girik fumbled with the ties, but the sensation of hot firm lips teasing his own was too much of a distraction.

Girik had kissed him before, but it had been only a gentle press of lips, ended all too soon. This was worlds away from that. Tas thought he might finally understand what all the fuss was about, and he surrendered to it greedily.

My pleasure first, then I do my duty, he promised himself.

Girik’s tongue slid over his lips and teased the seam, and Tas instinctively opened his mouth. Nerves made him a bit awkward, but Girik was patient and encouraging. He acted like they had all the time in the world, even though he had to know that wasn’t true.

Now that Tas had stopped fighting and given himself permission, he hardened almost instantly, his heart thrummed behind his ribs, and his skin felt as if it were on fire, as if each slight caress was amplified a hundredfold. He eagerly accepted every touch and taste Girik gave him. The only time he hesitated was when Girik grabbed the hem of his nightshirt and began to draw it up his body.

Tas had never had any reason to be concerned with the way his body looked. As long as he was healthy enough to perform his duty, that was all that mattered. Now he had a slight twinge, wondering if Girik would like what he saw. Would he think Tas was too skinny? He certainly didn’t compare to a man like Girik in terms of bulk.

It shouldn’t matter. They weren’t lovers in the traditional sense. They were both performing a necessary task. But Girik had called him beautiful before, and that had flattered Tas’s vanity, despite anything Tas might have said to the contrary.

Half-afraid, Tas forced himself to watch the man’s expression after he lifted his ass off the mattress and allowed his nightshirt to be tugged over his head and tossed aside. Girik’s gaze drifted over Tas’s body, and when it returned, the heat in those blue eyes hadn’t waned.

Girik smiled as he wrapped a fist around Tas’s hard cock. “I wish I could watch you at the same time that I do this. I’d love to see your face. I’ll just have to content myself with hearing you instead. I know we have to be quiet, but let me hear you a little, all right? For rapport purposes only, of course.”

Girik’s fist on his cock made Tas a little slow to catch up. When the words sank in, Tas frowned in confusion. Why couldn’t Girik see him if he wanted to? Then Girik bent his head and engulfed Tas’s cock in the hot wetness of his mouth, and Tas barely remembered to swallow his yelp of surprise.

Girik’s mouth was like magic. Tas shivered with the intensity of the sensations surging through his body. He’d expected to be taken in hand, as Tas had done for Girik. He knew what that felt like. It wasn’t expressly forbidden in the sacred texts, so he’d done it to himself often enough over the years. But this was something on an entirely different plane from anything he’d experienced before.

Tas clamped his mouth shut and moaned. He couldn’t surrender completely to the moment. He couldn’t allow anyone to hear them, and he needed to remain alert to the sound of footsteps in the hall, but it wasn’t going to be easy. Without conscious thought, he threaded his fingers through Girik’s thick wheat-colored hair and cupped the back of the man’s skull as Girik’s mouth performed miracles on his cock. Tas had nothing to compare it to, but he was certain Girik had skill any master would envy. He closed his eyes, fisted his free hand in the blankets, and panted. He wanted this to last forever, but the ringing in his ears and pressure between his legs warned him the end was near. He recognized the sensation even if it had never been this intense before.

When Girik moved a warm hand down to cup Tas’s ballocks, Tas bit his lip and whimpered before dredging up the strength to tug on Girik’s hair, the best he could manage by way of warning. Girik paused for a moment, making Tas whine in protest, but then he resumed his ministrations, fondling, sucking, licking, and pumping Tas’s cock, and Tas was lost. Only a few short seconds later, Tas bit his lip hard and grunted as pleasure exploded through every nerve in his body. Girik continued to work, extending Tas’s pleasure until it bordered on pain. Then he finally released Tas’s cock, and Tas fell back on the mattress, limp as a wet rag.

“Gods.” It was the best Tas could manage between panted breaths.

He heard a chuckle from somewhere down by his knees, but he didn’t have the strength to lift his head to check Girik’s expression. If such relations were always like this, Tas could understand why they were forbidden. He’d never get any work done for wanting to do this all the time.

“Everything okay?” Girik hadn’t moved from his kneeling position between Tas’s thighs, and Tas finally came back into his right mind enough to feel self-conscious.

He sat up and braced his arms across his thighs, covering himself. “I’m fine now. Thank you.”

Girik’s smile was so sweet, Tas’s heart constricted. He found himself wondering what it would be like to see that smile every day. The rush of pleasure still coursing through his veins was making him sentimental. With everything in his life in upheaval and his very existence teetering on the edge of the abyss, he had no right to entertain thoughts like that. He could still put this man and everyone in this village in even more danger than they already were, if he didn’t keep his wits about him.

He cleared his throat and scrambled away from Girik in search of his nightshirt. “We haven’t much time, so we’d best get to the ritual as soon as possible.”

Guilt twinged in his chest when he turned back to find Girik no longer smiling. He had to remind himself that he couldn’t be too brusque. The ritual depended on a connection between them. The wall around his feelings couldn’t be too thick, no matter how hard it might be to walk away later. He closed the distance between them and cupped Girik’s stubbled cheek. “Thank you. I think you were right. I hope I’ll be able to give you in return some small measure of the pleasure you have given me.”

Almost instantly, Girik’s expression softened again. Despite his size and obvious strength—and the suffering he’d endured at the hands of the Brotherhood—the man was clearly tenderhearted.

Quanna protect him and let him always remain so.

Trying on the smirk Girik had given him earlier, Tas cocked an eyebrow and nodded toward the bed. “It’s your turn now, I think. Although I’m afraid I still need to sing, so I won’t quite be able to return the favor.”

Without waiting for a response, Tas gripped Girik’s upper arms and guided him to the edge of the bed. He pushed up on his toes to kiss Girik on the lips, trying to emulate what he’d learned. Girik wrapped his thick arms around Tas and kissed him back with far more skill, and the awkwardness between them slowly melted away.

Tas didn’t even have to make a move toward the man’s belt before Girik bent and tugged off his boots, then stripped out of his trousers and kicked everything to the side. From what little time they’d spent together, Tas got the impression Girik preferred being unclothed. Tas couldn’t blame him. If he looked like that naked, he probably would too.

“You’re so warm,” Tas murmured almost to himself as he ran his hands over the hard planes of Girik’s chest and arms.

“Almost always,” Girik said as he regarded Tas with hooded eyes.

What would it be like to sleep wrapped in that kind of warmth on cold winter nights?

Tas shook his head.

Concentrate.

To stop his mind from wandering, he began to hum. Tasnerek instantly began to glow and vibrate on his chest, responding quicker than Tas remembered ever happening before, as if the stone had been awake all along and was eager for what came next.

If he survived the next few days or weeks, he’d have to take some serious meditation time to study the changes in Tasnerek, but there wasn’t time now. He’d just have to hope and pray the changes he sensed were a good sign and not a bad one.

Taking a cue from what they’d done before, Tas climbed behind Girik on the bed and straddled his backside. Girik surprised him by immediately dropping his head back to rest on Tas’s shoulder. The gesture was so trusting, Tas almost lost the thread of his song, and his heart squeezed.

The energy coming from Girik was stronger this time. It gave Tas hope. Girik had been right—now that he’d released some of his own pent-up need, he could concentrate better on Girik’s, and his touches grew more confident.

Tas took his time teasing Girik’s skin with his fingertips while he nibbled and kissed the side of the man’s neck. Girik writhed in his arms and moaned quietly as the pleasure energy emanating from him grew. Their rapport had to be greater, because Tas hadn’t really done much of anything yet.

Eventually, Girik must have grown impatient, because he grabbed one of Tas’s wandering hands, wrapped it around his thick cock, and held it there. Taking the hint, Tas gripped it tightly and began to stroke. As Girik had done to him earlier, Tas moved his other hand down to fondle Girik’s ballocks. Girik spread his thighs wider and melted into Tas’s embrace. The position was challenging. Girik was a big man to get his arms around, even for someone as tall as Tas. But the sounds the man made and the way his body tensed, arched, and shivered with the waves of his pleasure was worth it. Tenderness welled in Tas’s chest—a tide of wishes, wants, regrets, and fears that threatened to carry him away.

He struggled to maintain his concentration and keep the channel between them open. He wanted to watch Girik’s face. He wanted to savor every panted breath and moan, but he had a duty to fulfill, and he’d be letting Girik down if he didn’t try his hardest not to be selfish.

At last, it seemed Girik couldn’t hold back anymore. He tightened his fist over Tas’s and pumped hard and fast. His entire body tensed as he grunted and shuddered through his release, and Tas shut his eyes tight to maintain enough control that the energy wasn’t wasted. The scent of Girik’s release filled Tas’s nostrils as he continued to hum until Girik stopped trembling and his hand fell away.

Tas cradled him while his breathing returned to normal. They sat like that, still entwined, for a long time. Then Girik pulled away.

“I’m sorry. I’m probably crushing you.”

“I don’t mind.”

When Girik turned to him in surprise, Tas shrugged and smiled shyly. “I haven’t had this much physical contact with anyone in almost twenty years. I’m enjoying it more than I should.”

“In that case, could I rest here a while before I leave?”

He cast a longing glance at Tas’s narrow bed and then back at Tas, his eyes pleading. Tas should say no. Every moment the man was in his room was dangerous for many reasons, not the least of which being they could get caught. But he moved to the far side of the bed, slid under the covers, and lifted them in invitation anyway.

Girik’s smile was radiant, and he settled on his side facing Tas.

“Did it work? Was it enough?” he said around a yawn.

“Yes,” Tas answered without hesitation.

Girik frowned at him sleepily. “That’s what you said last time.”

Smiling sheepishly, Tas amended, “I hope it’s enough. That’s the best I can do.”

Girik pouted, but he seemed to be struggling to stay awake, and eventually he lost the battle and closed his eyes.

Tas had planned to keep vigil. He’d locked the door earlier, but someone could come knocking at any time, and there wasn’t anywhere in the room Girik could hide. He was just too big. But the stresses of the day and everything that had happened between them took their toll, and Tas was out before he knew it.




Chapter Ten

 

 

THE BED was uncomfortably narrow. The footboard prevented him from stretching out of the fetal position. And the mattress had been stuffed by someone who clearly didn’t give a damn about any future occupant’s comfort. But Girik would have gladly stayed there all night if he could. Tas was even more beautiful when he slept. The harsh lines of his face eased, and the seemingly permanent V etched between his brows faded from view. He looked very young like this, young and vulnerable.

Girik wished he had time to study that face, to commit every inch of it to memory. Since he never took a lover from the village, and visitors were rare, he had to make strong memories while he could to keep him through the lean times. This winter in particular would be a hard one. Now that his mama wasn’t living in the cabin anymore, he’d have a lot of lonely hours ahead of him, long cold nights he’d have to find some way to fill.

His mother’s face swam before his eyes, and their conversation earlier threatened to burst through the wall he’d put around it, but Girik gritted his teeth and shoved it away.

Tas shifted in his sleep. His arm dropped to the mattress between them, revealing the scarred flesh on Tas’s inner wrist. Every brother bore the brand. The mark was burned into the flesh to symbolically and literally obliterate any family mark the person might have had before, but the average person was rarely granted an opportunity to really look at it. One did not stare at any part of a brother for too long if one knew what was good for them.

Tas didn’t appear to have any family mark beneath the leaping flames of his brand. At least Girik could see no trace of ink anywhere the scars weren’t. Had he been an Unnamed before he was chosen? Had he been too young to receive his family mark before the brothers took him away?

Girik’s chest tightened just thinking about the little boy Tas being ripped from his family and carted off to the cold halls of Blagos Keep. But he wasn’t being fair. He’d never actually seen the capital or the keep. He was judging based on how he’d have felt to be taken from his mama and kept indoors for years, forced into pious study. He shuddered.

Perhaps Tas had been honored to be chosen. Perhaps the brothers had taken Tas from something far worse and given him a future. The Brotherhood was admired almost as much as it was feared, and Tas had seemed genuinely heartbroken to discover a betrayal of his faith in them.

With a sigh of regret that his time with the man would be so short, Girik traced the scarred flesh of Tas’s wrist with a gentle finger. Tas jerked awake instantly, his eyes wide.

“It’s all right. It hasn’t been more than hour. I promise,” Girik whispered.

Tas frowned. “I shouldn’t have fallen asleep.”

“You’re too hard on yourself.”

“You know why I can’t afford to be careless.”

Girik smiled. “I’d like to think it was because you trusted me, not because you were careless.”

The V between Tas’s brows smoothed out again as his lips curved wryly. “We hardly know each other.”

“I tend to trust my instincts,” Girik replied with a shrug. “I don’t have to know everything there is to know about you to feel that you are a good man and I can trust you… at least with some things.”

Tas shook his head and his smile widened. “It’s a good thing you weren’t chosen for the Brotherhood. You learn very quickly to be more cautious with your trust at the Keep, or you learn to regret it.”

“And yet you seem torn apart and cast adrift to discover its flaws.”

Girik regretted the words almost the second he said them. Tas withdrew and made as if to get up, but stilled when Girik cupped his jaw. “Sorry. Forget I said anything.”

“No, you’re right,” Tas replied, shaking his head sadly. “I knew we had our flaws, but I believed in our work, so it was easy to overlook them. I thought what we did was right and necessary, for the good of all Rassans. I did what I could to fix the things I didn’t agree with, only to find out I’d put everything I had into improving a process that was rotten at its core. Now I don’t know what to do about it. I don’t know if I can do anything about it, or even if I should.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t imagine how hard this must be for you.”

“Nor should you. You were right about that too. There are more important things happening right now. The rest will still be there after I’ve destroyed the Spawn.”

Girik dropped his gaze to Tas’s wrist again. Tas had turned his hand over when he’d woken, so Girik traced the veins on the back of it with a finger. “Speaking of which, I woke you because I should probably leave soon, and I didn’t want to go without saying goodbye.”

At Tas’s sigh, Girik looked up and met Tas’s all-too-sober expression. “Goodbye, Girik. Thank you for everything you’ve done.”

Girik dredged up a smile from somewhere, despite his surprisingly heavy heart. “Like I said before, this was no hardship. Believe me. Besides, you may have saved my life by refusing to go through with the ritual as it was, so really, I should be thanking you.”

The V between Tas’s brows reappeared in full force as he jutted out his pointed chin. “I wouldn’t have killed you. I’m—I was very good at my work. I haven’t caused the death of a single Offering, not even indirectly, ever.”

Girik shrugged. “There’s always a first. I could have caught a fever from the strain. Even the slightest of wounds can fester and kill a man.”

Tas scoffed. “Surely the village wouldn’t have allowed that. You would have been taken care of after we left.”

“Maybe. But my bargain was for them to take care of my mama, not me.”

Tas’s expression softened, his offended pride seemingly forgotten. “Is that why you did it? For your mother?”

“Aye. She’s very ill, and I can’t take care of her anymore, not on my own at least. The village will, now.”

Tas bit his lip. “If I can…. If… if all goes well tomorrow, I’ll try to visit your mother before we leave and see what I can do.”

Girik gave him a smile despite the pain in his chest. “It’s the lung sickness. They told me there’s nothing the healing hymn can do for that except prolong her suffering.”

Tas’s sad eyes and reluctant nod still hurt, even if logic had told him to expect them. They gazed at each other in silence until an owl hooted somewhere out in the darkness, breaking the spell.

“You should go,” Tas said gently.

Girik chose to believe he heard a hint of regret in Tas’s voice. He reached out to trace the backs of his fingers down Tas’s cheek, and Tas didn’t pull away. Before he could be tempted to stay any longer, Girik blew out a gusty sigh and rolled off the bed. Tugging on his trousers, shirt, and boots took no time at all, and then he didn’t have any excuse.

Tas had followed him out of bed and stood in the center of the room, his expression somber and maybe just a little sad.

At the window, Girik paused and turned to face him again. “Can I ask one last thing?”

“What?”

“A kiss before I go?”

Tas blinked at him, and then his lips curled slightly. “All right.”

Tas was the first to move. He stepped in close and raised himself on his toes, and Girik smiled and dragged the man to his chest. He gave Tas as thorough a kiss as he knew how, only pulling back when they both needed air. Then Girik turned and headed for the window before he could change his mind.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he murmured as he grabbed the sill and lowered himself to dangle out the window.

“Wait!” Tas hissed.

When Girik looked up, Tas glared down at him. “I won’t see you tomorrow. Tomorrow’s the Hunt. You’ll be home recuperating from the ritual.”

Girik grinned and winked at him before dropping to the ground. Thanks to his height and the length of his arms, he only had a few feet to fall. And before Tas could figure out how to yell after him without rousing the house, Girik trotted toward the shadows where he’d left Bayor.

He was still smiling when he reached the edge of the village, but sobered quickly when confronted with the deep blackness beyond the tree line. He couldn’t afford to be careless either, even if Bayor would likely sense any danger long before he did. A Spawn still lurked out in the darkness somewhere.

Back at his cabin, he stripped out of his clothes again and flopped onto his bed. He should wash but liked to think he could still smell Tas on his skin and wasn’t willing to give that up yet.

Bayor grumbled a bit, most likely confused by their odd nighttime adventures. But when Girik didn’t respond, the hound huffed, circled a few times, and then settled onto the rug nearby. Girik stretched and toyed with the rumpled blankets at his side as he stared up into the landscape of light and shadow the moonlight painted among the eaves. He’d made sure to build a bed long enough to accommodate his large frame, but it could have easily fit another person. The mattress was thick and soft, and he could almost feel Tas’s lean body stretched out next to him.

If only that were possible.

He wasn’t one for big dreams, wishes, and prayers. He’d worked hard for everything he’d ever had, and he never expected that to change. If the gods had listened to his childhood prayers, they’d never answered, so he’d stopped praying. When his mama had fallen ill, he’d tried once more—he would have done anything they’d asked of him—but those pleas and promises had gone unanswered as well.

Gifts didn’t fall out of the sky, at least not for someone like him. Still, somewhere in the deep recesses of his mind, a stupid, wistful flicker of hope refused to die completely. The gods had worked miracles before. The stories and songs were full of them, weren’t they?

Why couldn’t they come through just this once? If not for his mama, then for Tas. If anyone deserved their aid, wasn’t it Tas? He’d devoted his whole life to them, after all. He had served them faithfully. Didn’t that mean anything?

Never in a thousand years would Girik have believed he would be sending up a silent hope and prayer for a member of the Brotherhood, but there he was, staring into the darkness above him as if he could see the Beyond and whispering into the silence left by his mama’s absence.

“If you ever cared for any of us poor souls down here, show it now. Help him. Help us.”

The scream of a fox somewhere in the distance was his only answer, and Girik closed his eyes, drew a blanket over himself, and snuggled deeper into the mattress. He needed to stop useless wishing and get some sleep. The Hunt was tomorrow, and he had to be ready… or as ready as he’d ever be.

The thought of chasing after the horror that lurked out in the forest and left such destruction in its wake made his stomach clench with fear. He wasn’t a warrior. He was a hunter when he needed to be, but he never hunted anything that could hunt him back. Still, if Tas was going out there only halfway armed at best—as Girik feared, despite the man’s words to the contrary—Girik couldn’t just stay behind and sit on his thumbs. He knew the forest better than most of the farmers and shepherds who’d been chosen for the Hunt. The least he could do was be nearby if they needed him. He’d never be able to live with himself if he stayed behind and something happened.




Chapter Eleven

 

 

FOR THE first time in weeks, the nightmare didn’t come, and Tas slept undisturbed until just before dawn. He woke, washed, and dressed by habit, feeling like a stranger in his own skin. Even Tasnerek’s weight felt odd around his neck. This was a bad way to start a Hunt. He needed to be centered, not off-balance. He needed all of his wits about him. He couldn’t be distracted.

Quanna protect us. Please don’t let me fail. I don’t pray for myself. I know I have allowed my doubts to get the better of me, but please don’t let the village pay for my mistakes.

Brother Saldus stepped into the hall right when Tas reached his door. The man scowled at him, but that was nothing new, and Tas couldn’t see any hint on his face that he’d heard what went on in Tas’s room last night. They were rooms apart and the brother was a sound sleeper, but Tas had worried all the same.

“Brother,” Tas said, nodding.

Brother Saldus gave him a curt nod in return and led the way down the stairs and outside. They traveled to the temple in silence. Brother Lijen met them at the steps. Without a word exchanged, Brother Lijen led them to the altar, picked up the singing bowl, and began to play it. Tas and Brother Saldus joined their voices to the Dawn Hymn, greeting the day as brothers had done for hundreds of years. The song helped settle him a little. It echoed off the temple walls as the orange light of dawn broke over the trees, painting the reredos in warm, soft light. Quanna, Moc, and Chytel’s carved faces all looked benevolently down on them, and Tas thought he just might have glimpsed a hint of a smile hidden in Moc’s beard this time. He prayed that was a good omen.

He purposefully avoided looking at the carving of Harot on his knees in front of the gods and focused all the energy of his song on the three greater gods. One of the lesser gods, Riyet, was actually the god of the hunt, but he wasn’t who brothers prayed to before a ritual Hunt. Spawn were not bounty of this world to be honored for their sacrifice so men could eat. Spawn were a plague that needed to be eradicated. The Hunt was a cleansing, not a hunt in the normal sense of the word.

The final notes of the Dawn Hymn faded, and Brother Lijen returned the bowl to the altar. She smiled at Tas when she returned to them, and Tas forced his lips to curve in answer.

“I can’t tell you what a relief it is that the day has finally come. Of course, you’ve seen this many times before, but our little village hasn’t been plagued by Spawn since I’ve been here… not until now.”

“I’m happy to serve,” Tas replied automatically.

She studied him for a moment. “You are recovered from yesterday, I trust? We could postpone until you are more rested. Brother Saldus assured us you would not need to repeat the ritual, but it can be done if necessary.”

Tas was glad Brother Lijen had been posted to this faraway corner of the kingdom, for her sake. She seemed much too kind and tenderhearted to ever have survived long-term at Blagos Keep. The politics alone would have eaten her alive.

Not daring to risk a glance at Brother Saldus, Tas squared his shoulders and lifted his chin enough so he was looking down on her. “That will not be necessary. As I assured Brother Saldus yesterday, and I can assure you now, I am well enough to lead the Hunt. I have all I should need to complete my task.”

Brother Lijen was probably ten years Tas’s senior, but she shifted and looked away. “Of course, Brother. I wouldn’t dream of doubting you. I simply wanted you to know we are at your disposal, whatever you might need.” They stood in uncomfortable silence for a few moments before Brother Lijen cleared her throat. “Elderman Servil has prepared a hearty breakfast to fill you up before the Hunt. Please.” She motioned for Tas to precede her, and he took the opportunity gladly.

Breakfast meant a few more precious minutes where nothing would be expected of him beyond stuffing his face. He wasn’t at all sure he’d be able to stomach much, but he’d certainly pick at some food, if only to extend his reprieve.

All too soon, Elderman Servil entered his dining room and said, “The Twelve are ready, Brother Tasnerek. They await you outside.”

Tas kept his expression blank and nodded. He couldn’t put it off forever, and the weight of Brother Saldus’s suspicion was becoming unbearable. Tas was sweating under his robe, and he hadn’t even done anything yet.

Outside, twelve villagers stood in a line. They each carried a spear and a heavy wooden shield almost as tall as they were. In larger cities and towns, the residents were expected to assemble the full thirty-six able-bodied men and women for the Hunt. Sometimes even a regiment of the King’s soldiers would make up a large portion of the group. But the expectations were lowered to twenty-four or twelve, depending on the size of the local population, and villages with the nearly impassable Great Barrier Mountains as protection at their backs rarely saw soldiers unless barbarian raids kicked up again.

Tas was relieved his possible failure would only be witnessed by twelve people, but all the same, he’d have preferred more bodies at his back when he wasn’t running at full power.

He lifted his chin and stared haughtily down at them, doing his best to ignore the ring of curious villagers gawking from a respectful distance. He couldn’t let an ounce of unease show. He needed their confidence if this charade had even a chance at success. “All honor to the Twelve.” As he’d been trained, he projected his voice so everyone could hear. “The gods smile on you for your bravery in stepping forward and giving of yourselves for the good of all. I shall move to the head of the line shortly, and the Hymn of the Hunt will begin, but first we will review what you can expect and what will be expected of you.”

The two other brothers flanked Tas as he stepped closer to the Twelve. Anxious and wary eyes met his briefly before dropping away as he moved up the line. “Brother Lijen has told us one of your number has scouted the area we will use for the trap. I ask that person to step forward now.”

Tas had done this enough times he probably could have picked out the woodsman or huntsman on his own, so he wasn’t surprised when a scraggly-bearded middle-aged man in hunting leathers stepped forward.

“I chose the place, Brother,” the man said before he gave a head bob that seemed like an afterthought.

Tas nodded sagely. “Then you shall lead us there first, so I may prepare it.” Tas lifted his head and stepped back so he could see and be heard clearly by the entire line. “After the trap is prepared, I shall leave all but the mounted protected and in hiding, while those of us who can move swiftly will flush the Spawn out and drive it into the trap. How many horses do we have?”

Elderman Servil stepped forward. “You will have four riding with you, Brother. And I’ve provided four packhorses for the supplies and shields.”

Tas felt Brother Saldus shift at his side, but he didn’t bother glancing at the man. The village had provided the absolute minimum required of them, but this wasn’t unusual. Many times, it was all they had. No doubt Brother Saldus would put it in his report. Tas just hoped that was the worst he would have to say about this Hunt.

“Thank you, Elderman,” Tas said with another nod. “Once the trap is prepared, I will give more detailed instructions to you, but if you have any questions, you may speak now before the Hunt begins.”

Tas sensed a ripple of unease move through the line. Most of the time, villagers were too intimidated to speak up, which had led to some unfortunate misunderstandings for some of the Thirty-Six in the past. Tas had turned and taken a few steps away before he heard someone clear his throat. The grizzled huntsman stepped forward again.

“Sir—Brother, I mean, we mean no offense, but the ritual were cut short yesterday, and some in the village worry the unfinished rite might mean ill for the Hunt.”

“Thram,” Elderman Servil hissed warningly.

After another quick survey of the line, Tas couldn’t pretend he didn’t see the worry on their faces. The participants in the Hunt were always a bit scared. They were going after monsters of legend after all, and only armed with spears, shields, and whatever bows, knives, and clubs they already had to hand. But there was another layer to the disquiet of this particular group, and it was Tas’s fault. Villagers might fear the Brotherhood, but they also believed in the power of it. By failing to complete the rite, Tas had allowed doubt to creep in.

He swore internally, but let nothing show on his face. “It’s all right, Elderman. Things did not go as expected yesterday, so I can understand his concern and forgive the question.” Tas raised himself to his full height and hardened his expression. “I am Tasnerek… in the common tongue, Thirteen of the Thirty-Six.” Tas added an almost inaudible hum behind his words, keying Tasnerek on his chest so the stone glowed slightly in the early-morning light. “I was chosen as a protector of the people by the gods and the sacred stone around my neck. The ritual may have been shortened yesterday, but believe me when I say the Offering was very strong and gave much in a short time. You chose well. This is my twenty-fifth Hunt. Be assured it will be as successful as all of the others.”

The line in front of him and the crowd gathered around them shifted and rustled, but not a word was spoken. Tas hoped he’d given them enough of a show, because he really couldn’t afford to expend the energy for something flashier.

Thram stepped back in line and lowered his head, and Tas didn’t wait for any more dissenters to drum up the courage to speak out. He strode toward the western end of the village, where his horse waited alongside the string of packhorses. The packhorses had to carry the heavy shields so the Twelve wouldn’t tire themselves out marching with them. That meant that provisions for only a day and a night were packed in addition to that. The trap was always laid far enough away to protect the village, but near enough so reprovision or aid could be sent in the unlikely event the Hunt dragged out.

Keeping his back stiff and his chin high, Tas mounted and waited for the rest of the group to join him. When silence finally fell, signaling that everyone was in place, he nodded to Brother Lijen, who began playing the sacred bowl. Tas sung the first lines of the Hymn of the Hunt, which began as all the hymns did with praises to the gods and prayers for their blessings. The rest of the village, including the Twelve, joined on the second verse, and Tas urged his mount into a walk. Tasnerek began to glow on his chest, and Tas served as a beacon leading the procession to the forest’s edge.

The hymn served many purposes beyond simple ceremony. It gave the villagers a sense of unity, a sense of taking part. It helped instill courage in the Twelve, with their entire village symbolically and literally at their backs from the start. And it keyed the sacred stones. Spawn were terrified of the stones. Though each Spawn was different, they all seemed to sense when the stones were near, and they ran as far away from them as they could. If the Spawn was near the village, keying the stone made it run in the opposite direction, thus ensuring the village’s safety while they were engaged in the Hunt.

At the tree line, Tas ended his part of the hymn, and Brother Lijen picked it up. The rest of the village turned and headed back, still singing, while the Hunt moved into the forest. Tasnerek fell dormant on Tas’s chest so as not to chase the Spawn too far away. Tas could feel the faint vibration from it, signaling the Spawn was still in the area, and that was what he would use to track it, but first, he needed to set the trap. He waved Thram forward, and the man led them deeper into the woods along a deer track.

The journey seemed to take forever as his horse plodded along in front of the line of men and women ahorse and on foot. Thram moved nimbly through the forest ahead of them all, despite the gray in his hair, reassuring Tas that the man knew what he was about. Unlike other unfortunate Hunts, Tas was fairly confident he’d be happy with whatever site Thram had chosen for the trap.

The journey may have felt like hours, but the sun wasn’t even halfway to its zenith by the time the huntsman led them down a slope to a steep-sided valley with a small stream running through the middle.

“This close to the village, this were the best I could find that were what Brother Lijen said you needed,” Thram said when Tas dismounted.

As a general rule, Tas disliked interfering with waterways of any kind, but hopefully he’d have enough power left to unmake the trap after the Spawn was dispatched.

“It will do well, Thram,” Tas replied, nodding at the man before striding forward to survey the land.

Without Brother Saldus scrutinizing his every move, Tas was able to settle into the familiarity of the job at hand. This part of his duty hadn’t changed and was still as noble an undertaking as it ever was. He was scared, more scared than he’d been in a long time. He’d never faced a Spawn so underprepared before. But if all went well, he’d walk away with no one the wiser. He had enough power to set the trap and unmake the Spawn. What he didn’t have was anything left over for mistakes or accidents.

So, let’s hope there won’t be any.

Far enough away from the others so they couldn’t hear him or see his face, Tas closed his eyes and took a cleansing breath. This was it. One way or another, the Spawn would be destroyed, even if he had to give his own life to do it. Honestly, he didn’t know what he’d do after this Hunt anyway. The thought of going back to Blagos Keep, with all his doubts still spinning around inside his head and all the scrutiny and questions sure to be awaiting him, made him ill. Maybe it would be better for everyone if he died here a hero, rather than back at the Keep, branded a heretic and traitor.

That’s a cheerful thought.

He gave himself a shake. He had work to do. Like Girik had said, he had more important things to think about right now. He took another deep breath and began to sing the Hymn of Stone and Earth. Tasnerek awoke and the energy stored in it flooded back out, guided by Tas’s song. Tas lifted his hands theatrically in case any of the Twelve weren’t staring a hole in the back of his head already. Boulders and dirt along the sides of the ravine shifted and trembled. He was being careful to use the bare minimum to accomplish his task, so it took longer than it usually did, but eventually, with a rumbling crash, tons of earth and rock slid into the ravine from each side, blocking one end.

Tas hid a smile at the gaping villagers and strode confidently back to where they waited. “For any of you who have not participated in a Hunt before, this is where the riders and I shall drive the Spawn. Those of you on foot will remain here in hiding until the Spawn and I have passed by. The riders will dismount here, and you will come out of hiding behind me. You will stand in a line, shield to shield, here.” Tas snagged a stick and drew a line in the dirt across the ravine. “I will meld your shields together to form a solid wall at my back. All you have to do is hold the line and keep your spears braced, points through the holes in the shields. When the Spawn realizes its exit is blocked, you will have only a few moments to get into position, so move swiftly.” Tas held each man’s and woman’s gaze until they nodded. “When I begin the Hymn of Cleansing and Unmaking, the Spawn will be in a frenzy. It will seek to find any means of escape it can. Do not waver. Do not show any weakness in the wall. It will be drawn to that weakness. Do you understand?” After pausing and searching their faces again to drive his point home, Tas nodded. “I will be between you and the Spawn. It will avoid me and the sacred stone as much as possible. Your wall behind me will be an added deterrent. But if it does charge, it has to go through me first. Hold the wall firm and it won’t think it can easily get around me. Your job is to hold the wall, nothing more. Remember that.”

He turned his back on the group and repeated the Hymn of Stone and Earth, causing smaller piles to fall, providing cover and narrowing the ravine where the wall would be, but not so much as to deter the Spawn from entering the trap.

“Unload the shields and lead the packhorses a safe distance away. Thram, I assume you scouted a place for that as well?”

“Aye, Brother.”

“Then lead them to it. Secure the horses and supplies and return with the eight who are staying behind. Those of you mounted, take my horse and yours to the top of the ravine and wait for me.”

While the villagers obeyed his instructions, Tas walked the ravine. As he’d said to the man, Thram had chosen well. The steep rocky sides would be extremely difficult to climb if the Spawn attempted that in its panic. Tas still had plenty of power stored in the stone to do the separation and purification. He actually had a spark of hope that he might make it through this day in one piece.

When the eight who would stay behind returned, Tas instructed half to wait on each side of the ravine behind the stack of shields and piles of debris.

“I wish I could tell you all exactly when we’ll arrive, but the chase can last minutes or hours depending on the intelligence of the Spawn. We will sound the hunting horn when we are coming, so you’ll have a little warning. Please do not stray far from your positions. I know it can be a long and anxious wait, but we will return as swiftly as we can. Be ready.”

The villagers’ faces ranged from wide-eyed and pale to pinched and sullen, but that wasn’t exactly unusual. He could have wished he’d seen more confidence in him or even a little awe reflected in their eyes, but he couldn’t do much to fix that now.

“Thram, you’ve obviously been on a Hunt before. I’ll leave them in your capable hands.”

The man nodded, and Tas turned and strode back up the hill to the waiting horses and riders. Once mounted, he urged the horse around to face them. “Have any of you been on a Hunt before?”

“Aye,” answered an older woman in coarse wool trousers with a bow and quiver strapped across her back.

“So the rest of you haven’t, then. All right, Elderwoman…?”

“Vlon,” she supplied.

“Elderwoman Vlon will take position on the outside of our little band. Brother Lijen will of course have briefed you before my arrival, but I shall repeat to make sure there are no misunderstandings. The power I exercised in the ravine will have pushed the Spawn farther from the trap. This is an unfortunate side-effect of a necessary act. Tasnerek will now guide me to it, and the rest of you will follow us. When we are close enough for the Spawn to sense the stone’s presence, even without me keying it, the Spawn will run. Our job is to make sure it runs in the direction we want it to. If it tries to break and go in the opposite direction, you all will have to fan out a bit to discourage it, but do not venture too far away from me or it may choose to attack rather than run. Do you understand?” After he received an anxious nod from each of them, Tas continued, “Follow Elderwoman Vlon’s lead and mine. Do not attempt to move in front of either of us. Always stay behind us.” He waited for another nod. “If the gods are smiling on us, we will find it swiftly and not be forced to chase it around in circles all afternoon before we get it headed in the right direction. They like familiar hunting grounds where they know they’ve found food before, so it shouldn’t range far, and it won’t feel Tasnerek until we are quite close. We should be able to catch it by surprise and get it headed in the direction we want. They are mostly simple creatures that don’t understand what’s happening until it’s too late. May Moc grant that is the case today.”

“Praise be,” the four answered on cue.

Tas wheeled his mount around and closed his eyes. After a quick breath, he centered himself and listened. The hum from Tasnerek was weak, signaling the Spawn had moved farther away than Tas hoped, but he couldn’t expect everything to be easy. He’d had a Hunt last three days once because the Spawn seemed to know what direction they wanted it to go and always chose the opposite. He’d been exhausted by the time they’d finally chosen a different place for the trap, and he’d had to improvise quickly. He sent another prayer to Moc that this would not be the case today. He didn’t have the power to create a second trap and perform the rite.

Despite all the strange sensations he’d been receiving from Tasnerek of late, the stone behaved itself. It was as focused on its task as Tas could have possibly wished for. Like a hound on the scent, it pulled him in a straight line toward their quarry. They had to backtrack a few times when that straight line tried to take them through impassable territory, but Tasnerek would not be denied. The stone grew more insistent the closer they got, and Tas settled into the chase with relief. The Hunt felt right. It was the only thing that had felt right in weeks. His duty was clear. His enemy was clear. All the doubts that plagued him about the rest could be set aside, at least for a little while, in pursuit of something noble and unsullied by moral uncertainty.

Two hours passed before they finally caught up to the beast. Tas could feel it nearby, though they hadn’t spotted it yet. They were in the densely wooded foothills of the Great Barrier Mountains now, and Tas was fairly sure the beast was in the next valley. Before they reached the top of the rise, Tas lifted a hand and pulled his horse to a halt.

He motioned the others to come closer so he wouldn’t have to shout and alert the beast to their presence.

“We are close,” he said when they were near enough. “It hasn’t sensed Tasnerek yet, but it will soon. We will circle around to the northern end of the valley beyond to keep it from heading deeper into the foothills. Moc’s blessings upon us, it will head directly south and east, back the way we came. But if it does not, I will use some of Tasnerek’s power to guide it in and Elderwoman Vlon will discourage it from her end. All the rest of you need to do is fan out to keep it from trying to cut straight through us.”

The horses began to shift and snort, picking up on their riders’ anxiety or catching scent of the Spawn, so Tas decided he’d talked enough. Everyone needed to get moving before they thought about it too much and lost their nerve.




Chapter Twelve

 

 

TAS’S FIRST sight of the Spawn was not a heartening one. The thing was taller than a horse and four times as broad.

Of course it would have to be one of the largest I’ve ever faced when I’m running at half my usual reserve, he groaned inwardly.

“The gods never promised to make it easy.” One of Tas’s first instructors’ words rang in his head.

The Spawn had once been a boar. Its shape was still more or less the same, even if it had grown significantly. Patches of matted fur and flesh hung in ragged festoons along its flanks, like ceremonial saddle skirting on a horse. Deep gashes ran the length of its entire body where the flesh had been unable to accommodate its rapid growth, and bone and corrupted tissue could be seen through the gaps. Huge tusks dripped a sickly yellow-green ichor onto the ground beneath its massive hooves.

Tas knew the moment the others spotted it, because a collective gasp echoed behind him. He didn’t bother to look over his shoulder. The fear was always the same and not unjustified. The villagers had no holy relic around their necks. They only had their horses and the weapons they’d brought with them from home. They were farmers and shepherds mostly, not soldiers.

“Get ready,” Tas murmured.

The Spawn reared up when it sensed Tasnerek. Its ugly head swung in their direction, revealing the enormity of the tusks that curled from the corners of its mouth and a pair of glowing red eyes that undeniably marked it as Spawn, in case anyone could have possibly missed the rest of it.

At first the thing simply stared at them, as if deciding whether it should attack or not. Tas couldn’t have that, so he hummed a few notes, keying Tasnerek so it glowed. That was enough. The Spawn let out a squealing grunt, turned, and ran. The beast’s size meant it could outrun the horses, at least to start. But the Spawn hadn’t chosen to possess an animal known for its endurance. Despite the preternatural strength and power of the Spawn, as long as the Hunt was smart, they’d be able to run it down eventually. Tas let the thing tire itself out bit by bit, by allowing it to put a significant distance between them before slowly closing the gap again. It meant they had to cover more ground to push the thing back in the direction they wanted, but they wouldn’t exhaust the horses as quickly or risk an injury on uneven ground.

Luckily for all of them, this Spawn wasn’t as clever as the one from Tas’s infamous three-day Hunt, and within a couple of hours, Tas began to see landmarks he recognized.

“Elderwoman Vlon.”

“Brother?”

“I believe we’re nearly back to the trap, correct?”

“Yes, Brother,” she replied with the first smile Tas had seen from any of them all day.

“Good. It’s time for the final push.” He turned to one of the other riders he hadn’t bothered to learn the name of. “Make the horn ready. As soon as we have the Spawn in our sights again, we charge and you sound the horn continuously until we reach the ravine. I’ll do all I can to keep it on the path we’ve chosen, and you stay fanned out behind me to do the same. As soon as you reach the others, dismount as quickly as possible, grab a shield, and form the line.” Tas turned to one of the other riders, the youngest and most nervous-looking of the bunch. “You take the horses out of the ravine, tie them in the clearing with the others, and come back as soon as you can.”

“Yes, Brother.”

The young man’s voice cracked on his reply, but Tas ignored it. They couldn’t lose momentum by wasting more time with speeches. He aimed his mount’s head in the direction Tasnerek was pulling him and urged it into a trot. The time for clever maneuvers was over. Now they had to use speed and as much noise as possible to panic the thing into running blindly into their trap.

As soon as he spotted the Spawn resting in a clearing, the horn sounded behind him. The Spawn lifted its head and produced another squealing cry that hurt his ears and made the horses rear and let out squeals of their own. Tas’s horse was from the stables at the Keep, so the animal had been on Hunts before and didn’t slow its charge. Tas keyed Tasnerek to get the Spawn just a little more panicked as he crashed through the woods after it. For one moment, he feared the Spawn would cut back toward the foothills, but Elderwoman Vlon galloped in that direction, shrieking a sort of battle cry and forcing the fleeing Spawn to veer to avoid her.

When the thing cut in the opposite direction, Tas swore before he sang to Tasnerek, toppling a tree in the Spawn’s path and forcing it where they needed it to go. He couldn’t afford to do that again.

“Come on. Come on,” he chanted, urging his mount to go faster.

At last, the Spawn reached the slope down to the ravine, and the gods be praised, it chose the path most open to it. The horn sounded behind him as Tas rode after the creature and straight through the narrow he’d created. He dismounted immediately and gave his horse’s rump a smack to get it moving toward the waiting villagers. He could hear the men and women hurrying in behind him and the thud of the wooden shields, but he didn’t take his eyes off the Spawn. It didn’t take the creature long to reach the pile of debris Tas had made at the far end of the ravine.

When it realized it was trapped, it let out another of those ear-splitting squeals and swung to face them. While it stood, with its corrupted flanks heaving, staring at them, Tas took a few precious moments to turn his attention to the shield wall behind him and sang the Hymn of Wood and Leaf. The planks of the individual shields melded into one continuous wall along their edges, blending into each other and leaving no gap between them for light to show through. The villagers shoved their spears through the holes in the shields one by one, as they’d been taught. To Tas, the formation always ended up looking like some immense thorny vine had grown out of the ground, but he didn’t take any time to admire his handiwork.

Without pausing for breath, he changed to the Hymn of Cleansing and Unmaking. Tasnerek glowed with a fiery light and burned against his chest as the first notes of the song left his throat. The stone always seemed almost joyful during this part of the Hunt, at its most alive. This was the sacred stone’s purpose for being. This was why the gods had gifted the thirty-six stones to Harot, and despite the horror facing him and screaming its defiance, rage, and pain, Tas was more at peace than he’d been in weeks.

He sang, and the stone flared as the corruption slowly peeled away from the poor creature it had possessed. Tas always envisioned it as a kind of black tar clinging to the flesh. The cleansing killed the animal in the process of removing the corruption, but Tas always hoped it let the poor creature find peace in the end.

The Spawn screamed again and reared, slashing the air with its tusks, but Tas continued his song. Some sort of disturbance caught his ear from the line at his back, but he couldn’t spare a moment to worry about it.

The Spawn feigned a charge to the right, but Tas stood his ground and sent a scatter of rocks and debris pelting down on the thing to keep it where it was. He could feel Tasnerek running out of energy reserves, but he thought he’d have enough. The monster shook and staggered as Tas sang. It wouldn’t be long now.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t tell the Twelve behind him that. They had no idea how close Tas was, so when the Spawn decided to feign another charge, someone screamed and a spear went sailing over Tas’s head. The shot was a good one. The spear thudded into the Spawn’s massive shoulder, right at the base of its neck. But that created a visual break in the “wall” and enraged the creature into one last real charge.

Up until that point, Tas had been funneling the energy from Tasnerek in a steady stream, with the hymn as its guiding force. When the thing charged the wall, he had no choice but to throw everything he had at it. Instead of dodging to the side, he ran for the Spawn. He raised his voice until he was shouting the hymn and grabbed for the thing’s flesh as it thundered past. His song and physical contact with the Spawn damaged it. He tore another substantial chunk of the corruption away from what was left of the living flesh, literally and figuratively, and knocked it off-balance. The scream the thing let out as it tumbled to the ground would probably leave Tas’s ears ringing for days, if he lived that long.

Momentum carried the massive body through the wall. Wood splintered and flew. Men and women screamed and scrambled out of the way. At least one of the Twelve was injured, but Tas couldn’t stop to check, because his last-ditch effort hadn’t been enough. As he scrambled to his feet, the Spawn did the same.

“To the seven hells!” he swore.

He scrambled over what was left of the wall, grabbing a loose spear on his way. While the Spawn trotted unsteadily away, Tas ran for his horse. The villagers would have to take care of their own wounded. Tas couldn’t give the Spawn a chance to put itself back together.

When he rode past the Twelve, he yelled, “Get the wounded back to the village. I’ll finish this on my own.”

A strange numbness washed over him as he galloped. His heart pounded and his breath came in pants, but it was all distant somehow. He couldn’t find much desire to rail against fate or the gods. He’d tried to salvage the situation and failed. There was nothing left but to complete that task by any means necessary. Girik’s face swam in his memory for a moment, and Tas experienced a sharp pang of regret, but for what, he couldn’t have said.

Wounded as it was, Tas easily caught up to the Spawn in a clearing a mile or so away from the ravine. He dismounted and gave his horse a light tap on the rump to get it moving. Hopefully, if this was indeed Tas’s final act, it would find its way back to the village to be taken care of.

The villagers might come looking for him eventually, but he wasn’t sure how long it would take them to gather their courage, even if Brother Saldus actually decided to push them to it. Tas couldn’t be sure, but he had a feeling Brother Saldus might have sent him out knowing full well Tas was underprepared, perhaps hoping to kill two birds with one stone, but maybe that was just Tas’s paranoia talking.

“It’s time to end this,” Tas panted as he slowly crossed the clearing.

Ichor dripped from where the spear still penetrated the thing’s flesh as it glared at him with glowing red eyes.

Tas set his spear down and continued his approach. The spear had been mostly to make sure the Spawn didn’t run again, but from the looks of it, the creature wasn’t going anywhere, and Tas didn’t want to goad it into trying.

“Don’t you want peace? I’m sure you’re tired. I can take all this pain away. All you have to do is let go.” He was pretty sure the words meant nothing to the creature, but perhaps the tone of his voice helped to calm it.

He stared at the thing for a little while, feeling nothing but a bit of pity and sadness. “It’s time for a little peace for both of us.”

He took Tasnerek from around his neck, held the crystal out like it was a dagger, and began the Hymn of Cleansing and Unmaking again, but instead of just directing the flow of energy from the stone, he opened a channel inside himself to feed his own life into it.

The first thing the Thirty-Six taught its newly chosen members was how to avoid allowing the stone to “steal” energy from them, but they were also eventually taught that such a thing could be done as a last resort. Tas wouldn’t be the first to do it, nor probably the last.

This is it.

He moved closer, and the Spawn jerked as the hymn’s energy hit it once more. He could feel his life force draining away as he struggled to continue to remain upright.

He lifted his arm and gazed at the flames branded into his wrist with pride as well as sadness.

At least I know the flames of the Brotherhood will remain bright, and Tasnerek will choose another when I’m gone.

“No, I won’t.”

The alien, all-too-solid voice in Tas’s head startled him enough that his song faltered and he dropped Tasnerek. The Spawn chose that moment to leap up and charge. Apparently it hadn’t been as near death as Tas had assumed.

Seven hells.

He bent to pick up Tasnerek, but knew it would be too late. He cringed in anticipation of being gored by one of the Spawn’s enormous tusks, or at the least trampled into the ground, but two light-colored streaks came out of the woods to his left and crashed into the side of the beast, knocking it off course. Tas grabbed the stone and took two steps in the direction the bodies tumbled, but his vision blurred, the world tilted sideways, and the last thing he heard before darkness swamped him was a gruff male voice hissing, “Son of a blighted cow!”




Chapter Thirteen

 

 

WITH HIS good hand, Girik grabbed a few more branches from the meager stack he’d been able to collect and threw them on the fire. That used up about all the energy he had left, and he scooted back to the pile of old straw and crawled beneath the edge of Tas’s robe to share what warmth he could. Tas still hadn’t woken up, and Girik was beginning to get really worried.

Keeping his damaged arm clamped to his side, he gritted his teeth against the pain and scooted closer. “Come on, Tas. Open your eyes. Tell me you’re all right.”

Tas didn’t budge. His breathing was shallow, but that was something at least. It had taken all the strength Girik had left to heft Tas over his uninjured shoulder and carry him to the shelter. Girik had almost passed out himself from the pain and exhaustion more than once during the short trek. He couldn’t carry Tas all the way back to the village, not without time to rest. He couldn’t leave Tas alone in the forest either, not with the Spawn still somewhere nearby. After all the monster had been through, the thing had still had the strength to get up and trot off after Girik and Bayor tackled it. Without the magic of a brother to help, Girik sure as hells wasn’t going to go after it again on his own.

If the village sent out a search party, Girik could only hope the smoke and fire would lead them to his old hunting shelter. It wasn’t that far from the ravine where the Hunt had set their trap, not as the crow flies at least. It was the best he could manage for now. Unfortunately night was falling fast, and the likelihood that a party would go out in search of them fell with it. They’d probably wait until morning to try, if they tried at all, which meant Girik was on his own.

Gods, his shoulder hurt.

Bayor let out a small whine from the entrance to the shelter, and Girik lifted his head to scan the woods beyond the opening. He strained his eyes and ears but sensed nothing except the usual night sounds in the woods.

“It’s all right, boy. We’re all right.” He said the words to comfort himself as much as his hound as he let his head fall back to the straw.

Bayor had been a treasure that day, as always. He’d followed Girik round and round in circles as he’d tried unsuccessfully to keep up with the hunting party on foot. Then he’d sprinted back with Girik when they’d heard the horn sounding. And he’d charged directly at a horror on four hooves, without hesitation, when Girik finally figured out Tas wasn’t going to do anything to stop the Spawn from trampling him.

“I’m going to find you the biggest, best hunk of meat I can when we get back to the village. I promise… after you’ve had a bath.”

Girik had at least been able to strip out of his clothes. Wherever they’d touched the Spawn, they reeked of things Girik didn’t even want to imagine. Unfortunately, Bayor couldn’t simply step out of his fur. Girik had built the shelter near a stream on purpose, and they had rinsed off, but icy water alone was not enough to rid them of that foulness.

He must have finally passed out from pain and exhaustion, because the world was dark the next time he opened his eyes. A quick glance down near his feet told him the fire had burned down to a few faintly glowing embers, and there was barely enough moonlight filtering through the trees to make Bayor a slightly darker mound guarding the opening to the shelter.

Girik shifted to get up and tend the fire, but a lance of pain from his shoulder and side made him swear under his breath and lie back down.

“Girik?”

“Tas? You’re awake! Thank the gods.”

“Where are we? What happened?”

“We’re in the dubious protection of my old hunting shelter. But as for what happened, I can only tell the part after you fainted. You’re going to have to fill me in on everything before that. Are you hurt? I tried to check, but I couldn’t find any obvious injuries.”

Tas shifted next to him. “I’m a little sore, but other than a few bruises, I don’t think I’m injured… just tired.”

“You had me worried when you wouldn’t wake up.”

“I’m sorry.”

Girik gritted his teeth against the pain, sat up, and scooted back over to the fire. He fumbled in the dark until he found a few dry pine branches that still had their needles, and he used them to bring the fire back to life. The small pile of sticks he’d collected was almost gone, meaning he’d have to go back out and forage soon, but he needed to do something about his arm first.

“You’re naked again,” Tas said as he slowly sat up and moved closer to the fire.

His lips curled into a weak smile, and Girik returned it. “It’s my preferred state.”

Tas rolled his eyes and Girik chuckled, but laughing was a mistake. He couldn’t keep the grimace of pain from his face, and Tas immediately sobered and moved closer. “You’re hurt.”

“My shoulder,” Girik agreed reluctantly.

“Broken?” Tas asked as he reached for it.

Girik shook his head as he gritted his teeth and allowed Tas to poke gently at it. “I think it just popped out of its socket when I hit the beast.”

Tas’s eyes went very round. “I thought maybe I’d imagined it, but you really tackled a Spawn. Are you insane? You’re lucky you’re not dead!”

With a grimace, Girik held up his good hand. “Can we save the lecture until after we do something about my arm, because I have a few choice words I’d like to give you right back, but I’m in too much pain right now to do it.”

Tas huffed, but he didn’t continue his rebuke. Instead he scooted back and slowly clambered to his feet. “Stand up,” Tas ordered. “It will be easier to fix if we’re not on the ground.”

When Tas swayed a bit, Girik lifted an eyebrow. “You’re sure about that?”

“Of course I am,” Tas snapped, lifting his chin.

Despite the situation and the considerable pain he was in, Girik hid a smile. He kind of liked it when Tas was feisty and irritable. At least it meant Tas still had some spirit left.

“And you’re sure you know what you’re doing?” Girik poked.

Tas’s eyes narrowed. “This is one instance in which my vocation comes in handy. If the Thirty-Six know anything, they know about pain. Dislocation of the joints is often an unfortunate byproduct of our work.”

Some of his good humor now lost, Girik grimaced and nodded. “That makes sense. If only you were still in the business of taking that pain. I’ve got a good bit to spare right now, and I have a feeling you could use the power.”

With a soft sigh, Tas moved in front of him and gently clasped the hand on Girik’s injured side. “I’m afraid it’s going to hurt a lot more before I’m done,” he murmured.

“Do it.”

Somehow sensing the tension, Bayor let out a small whine and came to Girik’s side. With his good hand, Girik patted him on the head. “It’s all right, boy. I’m all right.”

“He’s not going to bite me for hurting you, is he?”

“Probably not,” Girik teased.

Tas gave him a sour look before taking Girik’s injured arm by the elbow and wrist. “I’ll be as gentle as I can, but it’s swollen up quite a bit.”

“It’s useless as it is, so do what you have to.”

Despite every intention of remaining stoically silent, a few whimpers and groans escaped him as Tas bent and rotated his arm this way and that. Girik was on the verge of snapping at him to just yank the bloody thing back in place already, when Tas put gentle but firm tension on his arm and the bone finally popped back into place. Girik nearly passed out from the sudden intense pain. His vision swam for a couple of seconds before the agony eased and he could see again.

Tas worried his lip as he studied Girik’s face from a few inches away, and Girik couldn’t help himself, he dove in and gave Tas a quick peck on the lips before pulling back again.

“Thanks,” he said to a wide-eyed Tas.

He rotated his arm experimentally, grimacing a bit, but the pain was nowhere near what it had been.

Tas placed a couple of fingers to his lips before dropping them again and clearing his throat. “You’ll need to be careful with it. I wish I had some power left to sing the Hymn of Healing, but I don’t.”

Girik studied the man in the weak firelight as Tas looked anywhere but at him. They needed to talk, but it could wait a few more minutes.

“I don’t think anyone will come after us until daylight, so I’m pretty sure we’re stuck here for the night. We need firewood if you’re up to helping. There’s a creek too, if you’re thirsty, and I have a little bit of dried meat we can share.” Tas nodded and followed him out of the shelter. Away from the firelight, the weak moonlight streaming through the clouds was barely enough to see by, once his eyes adjusted. “I haven’t been out here since my mama became too ill to be left alone overnight, which means we shouldn’t have to travel far to find enough wood to burn. Unfortunately it also means the straw for our bed is a bit old and damp, and I think it housed a family of mice at some point.”

Uncharacteristically quiet, Tas only grunted and fell silent again, so Girik did the same. After a couple of trips, Girik thought they probably had enough for a decent fire, at least until they fell asleep. He took Tas to the creek so they could drink their fill, and then they both dropped tiredly to the ground next to the fire. Girik pulled the strips of dried meat out of the small leather bag he’d packed that morning. He hadn’t anticipated needing to feed two adults and Bayor, so there wasn’t enough to sate any of them, but it helped. They all chewed in silence until Girik decided he was done being patient.

“What happened today?”

Tas licked his lips and stared into the fire. “I lied,” he finally answered. “I didn’t have enough energy to destroy a Spawn of that size. I thought I could, but I was wrong.”

“If that was true, why didn’t you stay with the rest of the Hunt when the thing ran off? I was there. I got there just before it broke the wall. You could have let it go and come after it again another time. I could have helped you with that, like I did before.”

“No.”

“What do you mean, no?”

Tas sighed and picked at the pile of sticks next to him. He grabbed a few twigs and threw them into the fire, still without meeting Girik’s gaze. “I couldn’t go back, not after failing to do my duty.”

“That wasn’t your fault. That idiot, Durn, threw the spear. He’s the one that made the thing charge.”

“Everything that happens on the Hunt is my fault. I’m the representative of the Thirty-Six and the Brotherhood.” Tas grimaced and finally lifted tortured eyes to Girik’s. “You have no idea how much scrutiny I’m under. They know something’s wrong. Brother Saldus is watching, judging my every move. It was bad enough that I ended the ceremony early. I couldn’t go back without destroying the Spawn as well. That villager broke the line because he lost faith in me. That was my fault too. The success of the Hunt depends on faith in the power and righteousness of the Brotherhood. I could see the Twelve were uneasy from the moment they assembled in the square. They had no faith in my abilities, because I didn’t do my job.”

“You’re too hard on yourself.”

“Am I? I failed. This is my duty, Girik. It’s my purpose in life, the mission bestowed on me by the gods, and I failed!”

Despite his exhaustion and complaining body, Girik couldn’t sit and listen to Tas tear himself apart. He scooted around the fire until he was pressed against Tas’s side. When Tas didn’t pull away, he draped his good arm across the man’s shoulders and squeezed. “Is that why you just stood there when the Spawn charged?”

Tas sighed and rested his head on Girik’s shoulder. “Yes. I had to finish it.”

“How does getting yourself killed finish it?” he asked, exasperated.

“I wouldn’t have survived the encounter, but neither would the Spawn. It isn’t spoken of beyond the Thirty-Six, but there is a way to give your own life force to the stones. I could have taken it with me. I could have embedded the stone in the Spawn, and it would have continued to drain me to finish the cleansing.”

“You were going to stab it with your necklace?”

Tas snorted, although Girik was way past finding the humor in the conversation. “It’s a little more complicated than that, but yes.”

“But why?” He wanted to see Tas’s face, but he hated to pull out of a cuddle as long as Tas was allowing it to happen.

“Why did you volunteer to be the Offering?” Tas threw back.

“That’s different. My mama is the only family I have, and I didn’t have any other options to guarantee she’d be taken care of. You’d never even met any of us until the day before yesterday.”

With a sigh, Tas pulled out of the embrace. “Do you mind if we lie down? I’m still very tired.”

Girik fed the fire and then followed Tas to the pile of straw. He gave Tas the side closest to the heat.

“That can’t be comfortable. Aren’t you cold?” Tas asked when Girik settled beside him, still naked.

Girik shrugged and then winced when his shoulder and bruised ribs complained. “A little. I kind of cuddled inside your robes earlier to help keep you warm, so it wasn’t so bad.”

Taking the hint, Tas gave him a small smile, pulled his arms out of the sleeves, and opened the double front of his now-soiled crimson robes. Girik sighed happily as he slid in close and gingerly wrapped an arm around Tas’s middle. Tas allowed the cloth to fall, cocooning the two of them in wool. The cut wasn’t generous enough to quite cover Girik’s shoulders and back, but it protected most of him from the mountain air. Bayor let out a grumbling yawn from his guard post by the opening before settling back down.

Only the sounds of their breathing and the crackle of the fire broke the silence for a while. Just when Girik thought he’d have to push to continue their conversation—before he fell asleep—Tas said, “When I was first chosen, I cried every night for weeks. I was so scared and lonely.”

“How old were you?”

“Seven.”

“So young?”

“Younger have been chosen, but not often. Like I said, it wasn’t an easy time for me. I understood everything my mother had said to me before they took me away, how honored and proud my family was that I was chosen, how I would be going to a better life than they could provide for me.”

“I saw you had no family mark beneath the flame of the Brotherhood,” Girik murmured sympathetically.

“We weren’t Unnamed, only poor. I had three older siblings, a younger sister, and Mother had another on the way. Father was saving for my Naming ceremony and the mark, but it wasn’t a priority. Despite our village being several times larger than Comun, everyone there knew what family we belonged to.”

A slight edge had entered Tas’s voice, and Girik hid a smile. He much preferred a proud and prickly Tas to a defeated one. He didn’t bother to ask why Tas had stayed with the Brotherhood if he was so unhappy. Everyone knew that no one ever left the Brotherhood alive. Once you were taken, you never came back.

Instead he said, “Obviously, something changed.”

“Yes,” Tas murmured into the closeness between them. “I had a dream. One night, after crying myself to sleep yet again, I dreamt Quanna, Moc, and Chytel came to me. At first, Moc scolded me for crying. I was terrified. But then they smiled at me. They reminded me that out of all the children in Rassa, they had chosen me. They had put their faith in me. They believed in me. I was chosen because they saw a potential.” Up until that moment Tas had seemed to be talking mostly to himself, but Girik could just make out the glint of his eyes in the shadows cast by the firelight as he lifted them to meet Girik’s. “Do you understand how simply knowing someone believes in you can make you that person?” he asked with more intensity. “I had to live up to their faith in me. I had to prove them right. And when Tasnerek finally chose me to be his bearer, it only reaffirmed that belief…. No matter what I’ve learned since, Tasnerek chose me. He knew I was honorable. I would be a good protector of the children of Rassa. I have to be that person.”

Girik frowned. “It doesn’t mean you need to kill yourself to prove it.”

“That’s exactly what it means. This is who I am. It’s what I was trained for. I—”

His proclamations were cut off by a yawn, and when he drew breath to continue, Girik placed a finger to his lips.

“You’re exhausted. I’m exhausted. Maybe we should wait and continue this in the morning.”

Girik felt Tas’s lip curl slightly beneath his finger before he pulled it away. “You’re right. I do need to rest. I’ll be able to think more clearly after I sleep. I hope.”

Taking advantage of the sleepy intimacy between them, Girik traced the backs of his fingers down Tas’s cheek.

“Girik, thank you for today. I—”

“Tomorrow. We’ll think of something tomorrow. And who knows? Maybe you’ll have one of those dreams again, to tell you what to do.”

The only answer he got to his pathetic joke was a quiet sigh before Tas started snoring softly. He snuggled in as closely as he could and let sleep take him as well.




Chapter Fourteen

 

 

TAS WAS alone when he woke. Birdsong, woodsmoke, and morning fog filled the air around him as he struggled to throw off the heavy folds of his robe and sit up. His limbs were leaden. Everything ached. He felt as if he’d aged a hundred years overnight. With a groan, he rolled onto his knees and used one of the shelter’s supports to pull himself to his feet, leaving the damp wool robe behind on the straw despite the air being cold enough to make him shiver.

How in the seven hells was he going to chase after the Spawn when he could barely stand on his own?

With a great deal of sweating, shuffling, and puffing, he managed to make it to the creek Girik had taken him to the night before, and he dropped to his knees on the bank and drank greedily. The water was cold enough to make his teeth ache, but he dipped his hands in the icy mountain runoff and splashed his face.

On any other day, the scene around him would have been idyllic. The creek burbled over moss-covered rocks. Misty early-morning sunlight filtered through dense green pines and a few almost naked oak, birch, and maple as the birds sang their hymns in praise to it. He couldn’t have pictured a better place to sing his own morning ritual and to meditate on the many gifts of the gods to their children. Unfortunately, he hadn’t the strength or the time. The Spawn wouldn’t be able to heal itself overnight, but every second that passed made it stronger.

And what are you going to do when you catch up to it?

A full night’s sleep hadn’t magically provided him with any answers. Tasnerek was empty and quiet on his chest. He’d used his own life energy to attempt to take the thing with him in death, but Girik—dear, sweet Girik—had spoiled that plan. If he tried the same thing again, he wasn’t even sure he’d have enough strength to finish the Spawn off before he died.

He’d just managed to collapse back into the pile of straw in the shelter and draw his robes around him like a blanket when he heard Girik and his enormous dog return.

At least someone hasn’t abandoned me. The second the thought was out, he cringed at how whiny it sounded, even as relief flooded him.

“Good morning,” Girik said as he dropped a bundle of sticks on the ground next to the weakly smoking embers in the stone fire ring. “I figured you’d be starving, so Bayor and I went out to see what we could find.”

After getting the fire going again, Girik untied the two rabbits dangling from his belt. “Bayor already had his, so there’s one for each of us.”

Tas watched in fascination as Girik deftly wielded a small knife and then peeled the fur off the little bodies in one piece. Living in the city for as long as he had, Tas had lost what little he’d learned as a child of fetching and preparing his own food. He’d had his turns at kitchen duty in the keep before he’d become a member of the Thirty-Six, but that had mostly entailed chopping vegetables and scrubbing pots.

Girik skewered each rabbit on a whittled branch and propped them against the largest rock ringing the fire. He looked good despite the dirt and his obvious fatigue. He was in his element. He’d also gotten dressed, which was a damned shame. The man was truly magnificent naked.

“We’ll have to wait a bit for the fire to die down to coals before I can get these cooked proper,” he said apologetically.

“I’m sorry,” Tas replied, blushing at the turn of his thoughts. “I should have done something about it when I woke up. I wasn’t thinking.”

“You’re a little preoccupied. You’re forgiven.”

Despite the circumstances, Girik’s smile had the same effect on Tas as it had before. His face heated even more and certain parts of his body stirred. He looked down at his lap in annoyance. He was only hours away from possible death, he barely had the strength to sit up, and his body was feeling frisky? What had happened to him?

“I hate to be the one to bring it up,” Girik said, interrupting his self-condemnation, “but, since I have a bad feeling you’re not going to let me take you back to the village this morning, I guess I need to know what you are going to do.”

His words were the equivalent of a bucket of icy water, and Tas’s exasperation with himself evaporated as a cold knot settled in his stomach. “I have to go after it. I can’t let it get any stronger.”

Girik sighed. “I was afraid you’d say that. But how? You could barely even walk last night. I looked for your horse this morning, but it’s probably back in Elderman Servil’s barn by now. And even if you find it, you don’t have any strength left to kill it. They’re probably already forming a search party. Shouldn’t we wait for help?”

Tas shook his head. “They may or may not. I can’t wait all day to find out, and it will take them hours to get here even if they’ve left already.”

“You don’t know that.”

With a sigh, Tas sat up again and faced Girik’s angry scowl.

“I have to go.”

“Why? What is it you think you’re going to accomplish other than your death? Do you want to die? Is that it?” Girik shouted.

“No. I don’t want to die,” Tas snapped back. “But this is my fault, all of it. If I’d been able to put my personal feelings aside and do my duty—do what I was chosen for—none of this would have happened.”

Girik’s mouth fell open. “How can you say that? Durn, the idiot, is the one who broke the wall. Or you could lay the blame on the village elders and Brother Lijen for choosing him for the Hunt in the first place. Or the Brotherhood and Harot himself, who’ve lied to all of us. You can blame them if you want, but how is it your fault?”

Tas shook his head. He would have stood and paced if he’d had the strength for it. Instead he took a moment to wrestle with his temper and sort through some of the realizations that had come to him since the Hunt. He wasn’t angry at Girik. He was angry at himself.

Wrapping the robe around his shoulders for warmth, he scooted across the straw pile until he could prop his back against one log wall of the shelter. With a sigh, he lifted his weary gaze to meet Girik’s outraged one.

“Now that I’ve had a little time to think, what happened yesterday made me realize something,” he explained tiredly. “I was so caught up in my feelings of loss and betrayal at all I’d found in those journals, I never stopped to wonder if Harot and the Brotherhood had been right to make the choices they did… to wonder if my vanity and self-importance hadn’t gotten in the way of me understanding the truth, looking at the greater picture.”

A deep V formed between Girik’s sandy brows and his lip curled, but Tas lifted a hand. “Hear me out. Yesterday, the wall failed because of me. Your villager, Durn, may be an idiot. I don’t know. But he panicked because he lost faith in me, my failure to complete the ritual, my lack of composure afterward. No matter how hard I tried to hide it, they sensed it. I saw it in their faces as we left the village. They were questioning my ability to see them safely home again. They lost their faith, and that is why the wall failed. Maybe—I don’t know—maybe the Brotherhood was right to hide what I found. Maybe the fear people feel for us is as important as the reverence they have or the solace and guidance we bring. Maybe it’s necessary to keep that separation.” Tas closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead as he tried to explain the thoughts that had twisted at the back of his mind since yesterday’s debacle. “We aren’t gods. We have our limits. We need the help the Hunt provides, the eyes and ears, the extra hands. All of it has been honed over centuries. All of those parts working together are necessary, and it all depends on the people believing in our strength. I’m just one man. Who was I to question centuries of tradition?”

He searched Girik’s face, hoping to see some trace of understanding, especially since he hadn’t quite figured it all out yet. Girik’s jaw worked for a moment before he looked away and shook his head.

“I think I might get what you’re trying to say, but it’s too much to think about right now… at least it is for me. What it boils down to is that you’re going to blame yourself no matter what I think or say. So you’re not going to let me take you back. Right?”

He gave Girik a sad smile. “Even if I didn’t blame myself for yesterday, I couldn’t let you take me back. Two failures in a row are inexcusable. I won’t be given another chance. The Brotherhood can’t afford the embarrassment. I’ll be replaced by someone who can do the ritual right… hopefully before winter, if there’s time, and if the Spawn hasn’t moved to another area.”

“And what will happen to you?”

His smile faded. “I don’t know for sure.”

“And the village? Will it be safe?”

Tas winced and looked away. “I wish I could promise you that. The Inner Circle was already suspicious of me, but they had nothing concrete to act on. Now that they have my failures, their suspicions will grow.” A thought occurred to him and his stomach twisted. “You may be questioned. Especially now, if anyone in the village realizes you’ve come after me.”

Girik paled, but he nodded. “So really, our only choice is to make sure you succeed and return triumphant.”

While Tas watched in somewhat bemused silence, Girik knocked the fire down and moved the rabbit skewers closer to the coals. Then he stood up and began undressing. When he was completely naked, he turned to Tas with a wicked little smile on his face, quirked an eyebrow, and gave Tas a slow, deliberate once-over.

Despite the gravity of his current situation, Tas couldn’t stifle a snort even as his heartbeat sped. Things had moved way past ridiculous and into the realms of the comical. The snort turned into a giggle as Girik waggled his eyebrows and closed the distance between them.

“Do you ever think about anything else?” Tas teased, wanting to hold on to this feeling just a little longer.

“I’m a simple man,” Girik replied with a good-natured shrug.

“I doubt that very much.”

Girik’s smile warmed and he shrugged again. “Anything for the cause, then.”

When Girik knelt on the straw and crawled toward him, Tas didn’t pull away. He licked his lips as his pulse quickened and his breath grew shallow. Girik was beautiful. He was bruised. He was dirty and disheveled. But his quiet strength and the unfettered flame of his spirit shone from his eyes like a beacon. Girik was himself in a way Tas envied. Despite his clawing fatigue, Tas desperately wanted to be close to that flame, to experience that freedom, if only secondhand.

Why not?

He could spare a little time. The hum from Tasnerek told him the Spawn wasn’t moving any farther away. If he could recharge a little, he’d definitely have a better chance at killing it than he did now. That was the goal, wasn’t it? He wasn’t just trying to go out in a blaze of glory before he took anyone else with him. His brush with death the night before definitely made that notion much less romantic than he’d imagined it to be.

And if he was going to die in a few more hours, he wanted this to be the memory he carried with him to the Beyond.

Tas released his grip on his robe and let it fall open as Girik leaned in close. Girik must have read Tas’s acceptance in his face because his smile widened.

“You know I’ve been thinking too,” Girik whispered into the scant few inches between them.

This close, the striking blue of Girik’s eyes was almost swallowed entirely by his pupils, and Tas couldn’t have looked away even if he’d wanted to. “Oh?”

“Yes.” Girik’s grin fell as he held Tas’s gaze intently. “You said the emotion was almost as important to the ritual as the sensation.” His gaze dropped to Tas’s lips, and he traced a finger lightly over them before staring into Tas’s eyes again. “I heard you, but I think I was a little too distracted to use that information. I can do better.”

Tas was having a little difficulty concentrating himself. “I thought you did just fine. After all, we hardly know each other. I’m the one who didn’t know what he was doing.”

Girik shook his head as he lips curved. “No. I could have done better. We may barely know each other, but you have to understand. In my life, I’ve had to make the most of what little time I get with a lover. I’ve seen enough of you to get an idea of the kind of man you are. I could have used that, and I didn’t.” When Tas frowned and started to argue, Girik was the one to hold up a hand this time. “I’m not saying this to throw blame on myself. I’m saying it to tell you I’ve learned from my mistakes. I’m saying it to let you know I have feelings for you. I care for you. And maybe you knowing that will make this better for both of us.”

“Girik, I—”

“Don’t argue with me. Don’t say anything. Just use it.”

A storm of confusing emotions swirled in Tas’s chest, but he nodded in response to the question in Girik’s eyes. Tas was the one to lean in and press their lips together this time. He kissed Girik with abandon if not skill, but Girik didn’t seem to mind. He kissed until he was breathless and a little dizzy. He kissed until Girik’s words truly sank in and formed a warm ball inside him.

When they broke apart to catch their breaths, Girik drew Tas’s robe completely off his shoulders and draped it over the straw. Tas allowed Girik to tug his shirt off next, and the chill air made Tas plaster himself to Girik’s body. “Gods, you’re so wonderfully warm.”

A chuckle rumbled through Girik’s chest and into Tas’s. “I’ve never been happier about that than right now.”

Tas gladly lay his tired body down and allowed Girik’s larger one to blanket him in that warmth. Girik propped himself on his elbows and smiled down at him. “Shall I take care of you first, like last time?”

Tas’s body clamored for him to grind against Girik’s hard belly, but he shook his head. He felt more energized than he had when he’d woken, but he had no idea how long it would last. He couldn’t afford to fall asleep before he could even attempt the ritual. “As exhausted as I am, a little tension and denied gratification will do me good.”

Girik kissed and nuzzled his neck, making Tas instantly regret his noble sacrifice, but he could content himself with allowing his hands to roam over every inch of that magnificent body and feeling those soft lips on his flesh.

Yet again, Girik was right. Knowing that the man welcomed his touch, wanted and cared for him, made all the difference. As a member of the Brotherhood, Tas had been taught to love and care for all Rassans equally, but he was also a man, and Girik called to that part of him he’d thought long dead. The sensations Tas experienced this time were so much more intense. If what he’d said was true, and Girik felt anything close to what Tas did, they might stand a chance of coming back alive.

Hope and tenderness blossomed in Tas’s chest as he cupped Girik’s jaw and pulled away enough to hold his gaze. “You’re going to have to let me take over now, because if you keep that up, I’m going to forget all about my duty.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“Is this painful?” Tas asked instead, lightly touching the bruises purpling Girik’s side from shoulder to waist.

“A bit,” he replied absently as he traced tender fingertips over Tas’s collarbones.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It was my choice, and I’d do it again.”

As another wave of tenderness welled in his chest, Tas struggled to remain focused on what had to be done.

“On your side,” he ordered. “I can’t reach you like this.”

Girik grinned and snuck one more kiss in before he rolled onto his good side and raised his eyebrows, waiting. Tas stifled a smile of his own and shook his head. This was serious. With everything at stake, and everything that might happen, he shouldn’t be smiling this much. But Girik did that to him, and he liked it.

With his heart far lighter than it should be, Tas rolled to join their bodies again as he started to softly sing the melody from his childhood. Tasnerek began to glow instantly, and a feeling of warmth and—dare he call it—approval radiated from the stone. The memory of the strange voice in his head from the night before tried to intrude on the moment, but he wouldn’t let it. He could only deal with so many things at once, and Girik laid out for him like a feast, all tender and willing, was distraction enough.

Almost with the first touch after keying Tasnerek, Tas could tell this time would be different. It might merely be wishful thinking on Tas’s part, but he didn’t think so.

“Should I move behind you again?” Tas whispered breathily.

“No. I want to see you.”

Girik’s gaze was almost frighteningly intense. Tas didn’t know quite what to do with what he saw there, even if he could put a name to it. He stopped singing long enough to give Girik a quick kiss before taking up the song again as he trailed tender fingers down the man’s golden-stubbled cheek. He moved his hands south, teasing and petting while avoiding the worst of the bruises. Girik’s thick cock jumped when Tas slid the backs of his fingers down his belly. A quick glance up showed him Girik’s gaze had dropped to follow Tas’s hand expectantly, and Tas smiled. He wrapped his fist around Girik’s cock with much more confidence this time.

As he began to stroke, the flow of energy intensified like before, but what he didn’t expect was the sudden increase when Girik cupped his jaw and whispered Tas’s name.

Tas glanced up and found Girik’s gaze locked on his face again. “You’re so beautiful,” Girik breathed, ending on a moan.

Tas had to concentrate hard to keep the melody going. He stroked his thumb through the wetness on the head of Girik’s cock, working it into the slit and then down. He almost lost the rhythm he set when Girik reached beneath Tas’s arms and untied the cord at the waist of his trousers.

“I want to see you,” Girik moaned.

Cool air touching the moist head of his own cock was very distracting, but the surge of pleasure energy from Girik kept him on task. Tas was pretty sure he couldn’t possibly be maintaining the concentration he needed to continue the stream of energy to the stone, but somehow the flow never wavered. Thoughts of divine intervention entered his head briefly before he discarded them. It hardly seemed appropriate that a god would help him at a time like this, and he didn’t have the brain power to spare worrying about it now anyway.

The occasional hitch in Girik’s panted breaths and tension in his body let Tas know the man was close. Despite his own flushed state of arousal, exhaustion still hovered in the wings, waiting to drag him down again. His arms and wrist grew weaker with each minute that passed. There were so many things he wanted to do with this man before their brief interlude inevitably ended, but he simply didn’t have the strength or the luxury of more time.

Girik’s fist closed over his and squeezed and stroked harder. With a long low moan, Girik finally closed his eyes, arched his back, and released into the cage of their hands. Tas continued to pump until the last of the shudders wracking Girik’s body stopped and the man eased his grip. Though Tas hadn’t done much more than lie there and move his arm, he panted right along with Girik for a long time before Girik opened his eyes and smiled.

Girik cupped Tas’s jaw in one big hand and traced a callused thumb across his cheek. “You’re so beautiful.”

“You’re the only person to ever say that.”

“Out loud maybe. I’m sure plenty of others have thought it. Are you sure I can’t take care of you now?”

Tas couldn’t suppress a little shiver at Girik’s deep, husky rumble, but he shook his head. “I can’t. Not now.”

“There are so many things I’d like to do to you, to teach you. But I’ll never get the chance, will I? Was it enough, at least? Was I right?”

Girik hadn’t stopped petting his skin, and Tas’s willpower leeched away with each gentle stroke. Though it pained him greatly, he finally captured Girik’s hand and stilled it. “I need you to get dressed now, before I forget what needs to be done.”

“Should I take that as a compliment?”

“You know it is.” Tas grimaced as he moved a hand between them to tuck his erection back into his trousers. “You’re very distracting.”

Bayor groaned and flopped onto his side in the dirt by the opening, and Tas took that as a sign. Before Girik could distract him any further, Tas managed to lever himself into a sitting position. His shirt lay on the straw only a couple of feet away, so he grabbed it and tugged it on for one more layer between him and temptation.

Girik sighed before he sat up and moved to the fire. He turned the rabbits on their makeshift spits, and Tas noticed the smell of cooking meat for the first time. His stomach rumbled.

“They won’t be well-cooked, but they’re fresh and they’ll fill our bellies,” Girik said, his deep voice tinged with regret.

“I’m sure they’ll be fine. You’ve done so much more than anyone could have asked. Thank you.” Tas meant more than just that morning, but the words had an air of finality to them that he didn’t like, so he changed the subject as he climbed slowly to his feet and bent to collect his rumpled robes. “You would have made a superb brother.”

The look Girik threw over his shoulder was not at all pleased, and Tas got a little defensive. “They’re not all bad, you know. I mean it. You’re bright, brave, resourceful. You care about the people in your life. The Thirty-Six are only a small portion of what the Brotherhood does. Surely Brother Lijen has been a benefit to your village.”

Girik’s lip curled in a sneer. “Aye. But I’ve heard a few rumors of what the rest of the Brotherhood does, and it isn’t all sermon-making and singing.”

Tas deflated a little and nodded. “I’ve heard things too. A few months ago, I would have dismissed it all as complete nonsense and vicious lies.”

“And now?”

Shaking his head sadly, Tas lifted his hands helplessly. “I just don’t know anymore. I don’t want to believe it. I want to believe the Brotherhood and Harot chose the path they did because it was best for Rassa. Harot was chosen by the gods to bring the sacred stones back. It would be the pinnacle of hubris to think I knew better than them or him.”

“Harot’s not here anymore, though. The Brotherhood has acted on its own for centuries with only his texts. He’s not here to ask about what goes on now.”

Tas sighed and rubbed his aching temples. “Come on. Like you said before, we have more important things to deal with right this second, and I can’t put it off any longer.”

Girik let out a grunt that Tas had to assume was agreement, because the man fetched his stained clothes from the ground and tugged them on. The huge hound in the doorway sprung to its feet, obviously eager for them to do something other than chatter, and Tas tried to absorb some of the dog’s enthusiasm. It had the right idea. They had to get going.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Girik murmured as he belted on a knife. “Was I right? Did it work better this time?”

Tas pushed his reservations and fear aside long enough to give Girik a smile of real gratitude and affection. “You were right. Just like before. I know you don’t take it as a compliment, but you would have made an exceptional brother.”

Girik’s lip quirked in what seemed more of a grimace, but his blue eyes warmed. “I’ll take it as the compliment it was meant. Is it enough, though? The energy, is it enough to destroy the monster without destroying you at the same time?”

“I think so.”

He didn’t want to lie to Girik anymore.

After yesterday’s disaster, his confidence in himself wasn’t particularly high. He could think of a dozen things he could have done better, but his whole world had been rattled, and he was completely off-center. A Hunt required a brother to think on his feet. Nothing ever went completely according to plan, and the brother in charge of it had to react quickly. Tas had too many doubts eating away at his center. Pride was something Harot and the gods discouraged, but that confidence was necessary to go out and face something so terrifying, and to inspire others to do the same.

His answer didn’t seem to reassure Girik, but the man only grunted and moved to tend to the rabbits, leaving Tas to finish knotting the closures on his robe and buckle on his own belt and knife in peace.




Chapter Fifteen

 

 

THEY ATE their meal in silence. Tas was starving and practically inhaled his rabbit, even going so far as to crack open the bones and suck out the marrow. Girik stared pensively into the fire, mostly. Tas had the choice of either doing the same, staring at Girik while he ate, or meeting the very focused and unsettling gaze of Girik’s dog as it eyed both of them avidly and drooled. In the end, Tas chose the fire. Watching Girik was the more pleasant choice, but it made his mind and heart travel down paths he couldn’t follow.

When the last bit of marrow and grease were gone, Tas sighed and climbed to his feet. Their little interlude was over. The Hunt had to begin again.

“It’s time. I must go.”

Girik stood without a word and reached for the bow and quiver propped in a corner of the shelter.

“You don’t have to come with me, you know,” Tas said. “You’ve certainly done more than your fair share.”

Girik gave him an exasperated look. “Don’t be stupid. I’m not just going to scamper on home and let you go off and try to throw your life away again. That’s not going to happen.”

Selfishly pleased that he wouldn’t have to do this alone, Tas decided not to waste time arguing and strode purposefully out into the late-morning sunshine. He would do everything in his power to make sure Girik came to no harm. That was the best he could promise himself.

The fog had lifted, leaving nothing but golden light filtering through the trees. He hoped that was a good omen.

Shoulders back and head held high, Tas marched toward battle, but only made it a few steps before he realized Girik had gone in the opposite direction. Tas frowned until he spotted Girik heading for the creek. Rolling his eyes at himself, Tas followed. He’d been about to run off into the woods without a thought for such practicalities.

While Girik filled the water skin from his belt, Tas knelt by the creek and drank. Who knew when he’d get another chance, and he had no guarantee the Spawn would stay put and wait for him to get there. Splashing some water on his face, he ordered himself to focus.

Quanna, Moc, and Chytel, protect us and guide us. I cannot sing the morning hymns to you without alerting the Spawn to our presence, so I will only pray you know my intent and my gratitude for all your blessings without it. Be with us today. Let Girik come to no harm. Even if he does not say the words or sing the hymns, his faith is in his deeds. He deserves better than what the Brotherhood has given him.

Tas stood and took a deep, cleansing breath. He wasn’t as exhausted as he’d thought he might be after yesterday’s failed attempt, but he wouldn’t be running any races. A quick glance sideways in the bright sunlight told him Girik wasn’t exactly at his most hail and healthy either. The man moved slowly and stiffly, favoring his injured side, and dark rings circled his eyes.

“We’re certainly a pair of heroes, aren’t we?” Tas said with a rueful smile.

Girik gave him a puzzled frown before his lips twisted upward. “Stuff of legends,” he agreed.

Tas snorted and brushed ineffectually at his disgracefully dirty robes. “I suppose we should get going.”

“Lead the way,” Girik replied as his smile disappeared.

Tas closed his eyes and focused on the hum of the stone. It seemed louder in his head than he ever remembered before, but he was so rattled these days, he could be imagining it. The vibrations pulled him west toward the mountains. They were already in the foothills, and Tas really hoped the thing didn’t go deeper. The thought of having to climb hills any steeper than the ones he had already, made him want to cry with exhaustion.

Girik and his hound trotted silently behind him as Tas led them in as direct a line as he possibly could. His legs felt like lead, and visions of a nice soft bed with someone big and warm lying next to him kept crowding his mind, no matter how many times he willed them away.

Soon. Soon enough, I’ll be able to rest. Hopefully, that rest won’t be permanent.

To give himself strength and distract him from how tired he was, he began to sing every hymn he knew, silently inside his head, starting with the very first one he’d ever learned. He’d reached the second verse of the Hymn of Fire he’d been taught his fifth year at Blagos Keep when the hum from Tasnerek in the back of his mind suddenly changed to a loud buzzing. Tas stumbled and had to catch himself on a tree.

“Are you all right?” Girik said, closing the gap between them and placing a hand on Tas’s shoulder.

Tas shook his head, trying to make sense of what the stone was telling him. When realization dawned, his stomach plummeted. “Oh shit.”

Girik gaped at him, and Tas would have chuckled at his expression if disaster weren’t breathing down their necks.

“What is it?” Girik pushed, when Tas didn’t say anything else.

Swallowing against a suddenly dry throat, Tas reluctantly forced the words out, as if not saying them would have made any difference. “There’s another Spawn. I couldn’t believe what Tasnerek was telling me, but it’s clear now. There’s another Spawn in the area. And I’ll hazard to guess this one isn’t near death like the other.” Tas slumped to the ground between the tree’s roots and stared blindly out into the forest. “There’s no way I can defeat two together. Not as I am.”

“Are they? Together, I mean.”

Tas closed his eyes and sorted through Tasnerek’s excited signals. “Not yet. Spawn are mostly mindless creatures. But all of the holy texts say they can sense each other. Tasnerek says the new one is moving toward the other one, and quickly. Damn it to the seven hells, we were so close.”

“What do we do?” Girik asked, nervously scanning the trees around them.

“I don’t know. There was one documented incident where villagers said two Spawn actually fought each other, but it’s never been heard of since. I have no idea what they’ll do if and when they come together. All I know is, I don’t have the power to defeat two, and we’re completely exposed out here. We could try running, but I don’t know how far I’ll get. I could key Tasnerek and hope it’s enough to scare them into running, but that leaves us even worse off than before.”

It was the fear in Girik’s eyes that smacked Tas’s thoughts out of their panicked tailspin. Taking a deep breath, he pushed Tasnerek’s excited buzzing to the back of his mind again. The injured Spawn still hadn’t moved, but the new one was going to pass very close to them in its journey toward the other and might stop for a snack along the way.

“You need to go,” Tas said as calmly as he could while a cold knot of resignation settled in his stomach.

Girik frowned. “What do you mean, I need to go?”

“You can still run. I can’t. You need to go and tell the village what happened. I’ll do what I can here. With luck, I’ll destroy at least one of them.”

“No.” Girik’s expression was thunderous as he stubbornly crossed his arms over his chest.

“We don’t have time to fight about this. This is the best solution, and you know it. If I can take out at least one, that’s one less monster to threaten your village. But if you stay and get killed, there’s no one to warn them. If you won’t do it for yourself, do it for your mother. She’ll be in danger. Even if you stayed to help, I don’t have enough power to take both of them out. You know I’m right. You might get killed for absolutely nothing. That’s stupid.”

Girik’s nostrils flared as his jaw worked. Tas pulled himself to his feet and started off in the direction of the injured and hopefully immobile Spawn. Maybe he could get to it first and finish it off before the other arrived.

“Go, Girik. This way you protect your village from the Spawn and the Brotherhood from finding out the truth. Hells, I’ll probably be chronicled as a hero, and you as well.”

“What if you just scare them away?” Girik pleaded as he followed. “You said that might work, and stopping a Hunt because another Spawn showed up is perfectly reasonable, like you said. You scare them away. We go back to the village and tell them what happened. And they send more help to do a bigger Hunt. That has to be a better plan than getting yourself killed.”

Tas stopped and turned to give him a sad smile. “And what happens when I can’t perform the ritual with another member of the Thirty-Six to witness it, when they realize you and I have been lying to them? What happens to your village? Will they believe the rest of the village wasn’t in on it? That they don’t know what’s going on and can spread the rumors far and wide? Are you willing to take that chance with your mother’s life? With all their lives?”

At Girik’s stricken look, Tas hurried back to him and put a hand on his chest. “You have a good heart, Girik of Comun. But there are some battles we can’t win. This was never going to end with me going back to the village or to Blagos Keep. I know that now. Please go. Protect your mother and the rest of the village. Do it for her, if you won’t for yourself. Do it for me. That was all I ever wanted. That is the duty and privilege the gods gave me. I—I care about you too, you know. Don’t let me fail to protect you. Don’t make me take that with me to the Beyond. Please.”

“Go. Now. Hunt!”

The shout in his head was almost painful, and Tas turned and started jogging away from Girik before he even realized his legs were moving. He had a slight moment of panic at that, feeling like he’d somehow lost control of his body, but once he was headed in the right direction, the push and the shouting subsided. He stumbled a little, but somehow kept his feet.

What in the hells was that?

He grasped the stone around his neck, but Tasnerek’s insistent buzzing became almost unbearable with the contact, and he dropped it like it had burned him. Tasnerek was behaving strangely, and Tas was almost certain the voice had come from it. Were the gods answering his prayers through Tasnerek, or was it some new calamity all of his questions and lack of faith had caused? Was Tasnerek damaged by all he had done?

Pushed beyond exhaustion by Tasnerek’s urgency, the rest of Tas’s run went by in a blur of rocks and moss, roots and the scent of pine. He heard nothing but the pounding of his own heart and labored breaths. He saw nothing but the path directly in front of his boots. The stone didn’t even give him a second to spare to worry about Girik and whether he would make it home safe.

He burst through the trees into a rock-strewn clearing at the base of a sheer cliff. The Spawn from the day before lay in the middle, struggling to stand. It must have sensed Tasnerek, because its red-glowing eyes were wide as it frantically swung its massive tusked head to and fro, searching the tree line. Tas knew the second it spotted him, because the thing let out one of its ear-splitting shrieks and threw itself in the opposite direction. Its raw and weeping sides heaved with the effort, but apparently it still had enough strength to make a run for it.

Damn!

Unthinking, Tas threw up a hand and half sang, half yelled, “Stop!”

A blast of energy came from the stone and slammed into the Spawn’s side, knocking it off-balance but not stopping its retreat.

Tas was dizzy with fatigue. His legs wobbled alarmingly. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could continue to stand, let alone how far he could chase the thing, and he had no breath left for the hymn anyway.

“You will sing, son of man. Now.”

Real panic flared in his chest as the command reverberated in his mind.

“Who is that?”

“You know who it is.”

“How?”

“There is no time. It is getting away. Sing.”

“Dear gods, what have I done?”

The words stopped, leaving only an angry buzzing in his head. But a moment later, Tas’s legs began to take him toward the Spawn without his willing them to.

“No.”

Tas wrestled control of his body back from Tasnerek and fell to his knees. Movement at the other side of the clearing distracted him from the battle raging within him, and Tasnerek abruptly ceased its attempts to force him to his feet again. The Spawn had stopped dead at the tree line, and an oddly robed figure stepped out of the shadows. A twig snapped behind Tas, accompanied by a growl, but Tas couldn’t take his eyes off the tableau in front of him.

While Tas gaped like an idiot, another figure stepped out of the woods, except this one wasn’t wearing any clothes at all, and Tasnerek shrieked angrily in his head at it. The injured Spawn seemed to hesitate for a moment, shifting its weight from hoof to hoof. But when the robed figure lifted his hands in the air, the Spawn screamed and spun on its hind legs… and charged directly toward Tas.

“Sing, fool!”

Tas’s mouth was as dry as a desert. He swallowed twice before he could even manage the first few words of the hymn. Tasnerek hummed triumphantly on his chest and glowed brighter than it had ever done before. Without Tas’s control, it took the energy Girik had given the night before and then began to siphon Tas’s life energy again too. A large body blocked Tas’s view of the monster barreling down on him, but Tas was lost to what the stone was doing and barely noticed.

“That’s enough!” a gruff voice shouted.

Tas had a moment to register Tasnerek’s surprise before the drain on his life stopped. As he toppled to the ground, he heard the Spawn squeal, Girik’s voice shouting, a dog barking and growling, and an unfamiliar ululating cry that almost sounded joyful. Tas’s head thumped against the hard ground as he collapsed. Something viscous, warm, and foul-smelling splattered across his face. The last thing he felt before blackness swamped him was Tasnerek being ripped from his neck.




Chapter Sixteen

 

 

GIRIK DIDN’T have time to think, so he went with his gut. His gut told him to chase after Tas, no matter how sound the man’s logic might have been. With Bayor at his side, he jogged in Tas’s wake at enough of a distance that he wouldn’t distract him. As exhausted as Tas had seemed only a few minutes before, Girik had no idea where the man was getting the energy to set that kind of pace. Girik could barely keep up.

He did have a moment of regret as he glanced at Bayor running faithfully beside him. With two Spawn awaiting them, chances were, none of them would live to tell the tale, but there wasn’t much he could do about it now. Bayor’s blown pupils showed his blood was up, and there was no way he’d stay out of the hunt unless Girik took the time to tie him to a stout tree.

Ahead of him, Tas’s bloodred robes caught the sunlight as he left the cover of the trees and stepped into a clearing. Girik crept as close as he could get without leaving the relative safety of the shadows. After placing a staying hand on Bayor’s neck, he unslung his bow and nocked an arrow. The Spawn let out another ear-splitting shriek that made Girik’s guts quake, but he stood his ground and waited.

When Tas started to move after the fleeing Spawn, Girik lowered his bow and searched his surroundings, looking for the best path to follow without being seen. Then Tas fell to his knees, the Spawn turned and charged, and Girik gave up on stealth and planning altogether. He rushed to put himself between the Spawn and Tas. He caught a brief glimpse of movement behind the Spawn before all he could see was the nightmare of tusks, red eyes, and ruined flesh bearing down on him. His arrow buried itself in the thing’s chest, but the Spawn didn’t even slow down. He nocked another as Bayor raced at the thing’s legs, narrowly missing getting trampled as he tried to harry the beast.

“That’s enough!” a strange voice shouted.

Girik felt the voice pass through him almost as much as he heard it. Before he knew what was happening, the ground beneath the Spawn’s hooves seemed to liquefy and swallowed the thing up to its belly. It thrashed and let out another squeal before a naked woman Girik had never seen before launched herself through the air with a piercing cry and brought her sword down on its neck, slicing its head off in one clean stroke. Gore splattered him as the head bounced away, and all he could do was gape as the woman rolled free of the carcass and rose fluidly to her feet. Girik wasn’t sure how long he would have stayed frozen like that, but Bayor let out a growl, breaking the spell. All the hairs on his hound’s back stood on end as he backed away from the woman, still growling. Girik was about to order him to stand down when he spotted her glowing red eyes.

Stifling a yelp, Girik raised his bow again, only to be distracted as a robed man hurried out from behind the dead Spawn’s carcass, heading for Tas’s prone form. Before Girik could react, the man yanked the necklace from around Tas’s neck.

“Hey!” Girik shouted, swinging his bow toward the second stranger. “Put that down.”

A ball of gray smoke hovered behind the stranger, but Girik couldn’t deal with anything more at the moment.

Wizard! his mind shrieked.

Girik’s arms trembled, but he kept his bow up. The man lifted his hands in a placating gesture. The stone dangled from its chain, catching the light as the wizard said in strangely accented Rassan, “Be at peace, young man. We mean you no harm.”

The ball of gray smoke continued to bob in the air behind the wizard’s left shoulder as he spoke, making Girik’s stomach twist with panic. The woman moved closer, setting Bayor off in another fit of growling.

“Give it back to him,” Girik ordered, nervously swinging his bow between the two strangers, unsure which posed the greatest threat.

The robed man smiled gently at him, set the stone on the ground, and stepped away from it. “I will leave it there for now, but I wouldn’t suggest allowing it to have contact with the brother, not until I’m sure it won’t finish what it started.”

Frowning, Girik moved to stand over Tas’s prone body and eyed the strangers. Despite his growing alarm, now that the chaos of the fight was over, he couldn’t help blushing every time he glanced at the indecently undressed woman—Spawn, or whatever she was. Bayor moved to his side, keeping his big furry body between them and trying his best to look and sound intimidating. Girik appreciated the effort, even though they were both completely outmatched. The woman grinned and winked at them, and Girik blushed even hotter, averting his eyes and staring at the man instead. At least the man, wizard, was properly covered, even if the cloth of his robes was a vulgar mottled patchwork of faded colors.

The man grinned at him from behind his ginger-and-gray-peppered beard, as if he knew what Girik was thinking. The wizard’s blue eyes twinkled at him, and Girik shivered, remembering how the very earth had shifted beneath the Spawn’s cloven hooves.

“You can put the bow down now,” the wizard said. “I promise you we mean you no harm.”

Girik swallowed. “But she’s—”

“My friend,” the wizard cut in.

“And perfectly capable of speaking for herself,” the woman quipped.

Girik gaped and swung around at the sound of her words but instantly regretted it. She was still quite naked and bent over, cleaning her sword on a bit of intact skin on the Spawn’s carcass. Girik coughed and quickly swung his attention and his bow back to the wizard.

“Bryn, will you kindly put something on before you give this poor man a heart attack?” The wizard’s voice held almost as much laughter as it did censure, and Girik blushed even harder as he frowned at the man.

“I saved his life and this is the thanks I get?” the thing, Bryn, huffed.

The wizard’s smile fell away, and he rolled his eyes. Girik risked a glance behind him, but instead of a naked woman, an enormous black horse stood where she had been. While Girik choked and staggered a step, the horse dipped its head and delicately lifted the sword off the ground with its teeth. With a snort, it swung its glossy black rump in their direction, twitched its tail, and trotted off.

“My apologies,” the wizard said behind him, drawing Girik’s attention from the retreating animal. “He tends to be a little touchy, particularly after a battle.”

“He?” Girik asked, utterly confused and completely out of his depth. Bayor whined at his side, voicing Girik’s emotions perfectly.

“He. She. Or neither. Depends on the day and the form. In that one, he’s a stallion and quite proud of it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I know.”

Girik threw a sour glare at the man, but the wizard just grinned.

“He okay?”

The new voice made Girik nearly jump out of his skin. A short, slender young man with black hair and striking pale green eyes stepped out from between two boulders and trotted toward them.

“Bryn go by, so no danger,” the young man continued in stilted Rassan as he moved toward them, sheathing a short sword in the scabbard at his belt.

Only when he made to step around Girik, did Girik remember Tas’s crumpled form on the ground. Too much was coming at him at once. He needed time to think.

“I look your friend?” the young man asked with a heavy accent.

The new stranger cast a reproachful look at the wizard, and the wizard’s grin faded to something Girik might have called sheepish if the man didn’t have a magic ball of smoke floating behind him.

“Who are you?” Girik asked as Bayor shifted beside him and gave a hesitant tail wag at the newcomer.

“Lyuc,” the younger of the two said, giving the wizard another reproachful look.

“What?” the wizard defended. “We hadn’t gotten that far yet.”

The wizard proceeded to say a string of syllables in what Girik was pretty sure was Gorazhani. Then the young man gave Girik an apologetic smile. “I study Rassan for short time. I not good yet. Your friend, I can help?”

The young man looked harmless enough, but his traveling companions were anything but, so Girik wasn’t going to stake Tas’s life on that.

“I’ll do it.”

With Bayor still glued to his side, Girik was pretty sure he’d be warned if the strangers tried anything. But in all honesty, it wasn’t as if he’d be able to do much to protect any of them if this group decided they meant harm. He reluctantly turned his back on the others and knelt at Tas’s side. Tas was still breathing, but he didn’t even twitch when Girik shook him. “Tas? Come on, Tas, open your eyes. Say something.”

“Was injured?” the smaller stranger asked.

“I don’t think so,” Girik replied worriedly.

He brushed Tas’s damp hair from his forehead and stroked his cheek.

“It was the stone,” the wizard said.

Dawning suspicion made Girik narrow his eyes at the man. “Did you do something to him?”

“Of course not. I was here to destroy the Spawn. That’s all.” The surprise in the wizard’s expression did more to ease Girik’s suspicions than his words, and after a moment’s pause, Girik nodded.

“I’ll take your word on that for now.”

“Thank you.”

If the situation weren’t so grave and confusing, Girik might have smiled. The wizard and his woman-horse-Spawn-whatever had more in common than magic, if the slightly peeved tone of his reply was anything to go by.

“Do you know what’s wrong with him?” Girik asked.

“Like I said, it was the stone. It was feeding off him, stealing his energy. I’ve never heard of such a thing occurring with Harot’s amulets, and I might not have believed it if I hadn’t been here and sensed it myself.”

Girik shifted into a sitting position. He cradled Tas’s head and proceeded to check his scalp for any signs of injury. “Tas said he could do it. He didn’t have enough magic stored up for the Hunt, so he said he could use his own energy. He said other brothers had sacrificed themselves like that before as a last resort. I told him not to.”

Girik’s voice shook as he continued to stroke Tas’s hair. “I should have stopped him. I should have thought of something else.”

“It wasn’t your fault. I’m telling you, it was the stone.”

Girik frowned and tore his gaze away from Tas’s face long enough to meet the wizard’s gaze.

“He was fighting it. Perhaps other brothers have done what you said in the past. But this one was fighting with the stone. I could feel the struggle over the flow of energy, even if I don’t quite understand what that means. The stone was acting on its own. This I’ve never heard of, so unless someone somehow enchanted this particular stone, then….”

“Lyuc,” the young man quietly admonished. He said several words in Gorazhani, and the wizard grimaced.

“Right,” the wizard said, clapping his hands together. “We need to get your friend somewhere a little more pleasant to rest and recover. He should be all right with enough rest. We’ll go to our camp. He can have a warm bed to sleep in and we can make ourselves a bit to eat.” Glancing down at Tas, the wizard pursed his lips. “Let me call Bryn back. He can carry the priest, and the rest of us will walk.”

“No. I’ll carry him.”

“Why? Don’t take this the wrong way, young man, but you don’t look to be in much better shape than your friend. Bryn can easily—”

“No,” Girik repeated adamantly. He set Tas’s head gently back on the ground and rose painfully to his feet. “I’ll take him.”

He held the wizard’s gaze until the man rolled his eyes and shrugged. “Fine. Just let me take care of this thing,” he said, moving toward the oozing carcass behind them and pushing up his sleeves, “and we can be on our way.”

The wizard lifted his hands in the air, but Girik shouted, “Wait!”

“What now-wuh?” the wizard asked petulantly.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to destroy this rotting heap before it pollutes this lovely forest.”

“You can’t do that,” Girik cried, waving his hands and rushing toward the man.

“Why not?”

“They, the villagers and the brothers, they need to know it was killed. They need to have proof. They’ll send someone else if they don’t have proof.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I—it’s complicated. Just, please.”

“Lyuc,” the small young man said quietly behind him again.

The wizard glanced over Girik’s shoulder and grimaced. “Fine. Okay. Whatever you want,” he huffed. “Is it okay if I destroy the body and leave the head? Will that meet with everyone’s approval?”

Blowing out a relieved breath, Girik stepped back and nodded. A head should be plenty to convince them. He had no idea how he’d get it back to the village. If he were being truly honest, he had no idea about anything at that particular moment, but keeping the head sounded good enough. Hopefully he didn’t have to make any more important decisions before he’d had a chance to rest and regroup.

Unsure what to expect, Girik moved back to Tas’s side and called to Bayor. The hound had been snuffling around the dark-haired young man, whom he seemed to have taken a shine to.

“I hope you know what you’re doing better than I do,” he murmured to Bayor as he bent and scratched his hound’s head.

Bayor licked his palm in answer, but the smile froze on Girik’s face when the Spawn’s body suddenly burst into flames. He flinched and attempted to shield Tas and Bayor from it, but the wave of heat he expected never came. The fire shot at least twenty feet into the air, but any flickering tendrils leaping from the sides died before they reached him. The wizard stood right next to the inferno, watching its progress, his face completely impassive, almost bored. The small young man stood off to the side, watching his companion in a way that made Girik’s heart ache, as if the wizard was the only other person in the world.

Girik immediately turned his face away and gathered Tas into his arms again. All of this was too much for him to take in at once. It was like one of the legends the traveling storytellers shared come to life.

Out of the corner of his eye, Tas’s necklace flashed dully on the ground not far off, reflecting the quickly dying flames. The wizard needed no sacred relic that Girik could see. The man had no coven of witches, no potions or talismans. He simply lifted his hands and fire erupted. That kind of power and its implications were too much for one hunter/carpenter from a backwater village to understand.

“You’re gonna have to wake up and help me figure all this out, Tas. You can’t leave me on my own like this,” he whispered against Tas’s temple.

When the flames had died completely and only a dark swath of scorched earth littered with a few chunks of bone remained, the wizard came toward him. “That’s done. We’ll leave the head here for now. As corrupted as it is, I doubt anything will disturb it. Our camp is a little way off, I’m afraid. We had to unhitch Bryn and leave the wagon in the interests of speed. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather let Bryn carry him?”

Girik set his jaw and shook his head. He reluctantly got to his feet again, stifling a groan as every part of his body complained. With a grimace of distaste and a healthy serving of fear, he grabbed Tas’s amulet off the ground and shoved it in his bag before bending to lift Tas.

“I help,” the dark-haired man said.

His green eyes were soft with understanding and concern, and Girik found himself smiling in gratitude. At least, of the three strangers, this one seemed the most normal, the most comprehensible. He was actually quite an attractive young man in his own way, his sweet face far less intimidating and more approachable than Tas’s sharp-edged beauty.

With the stranger’s help, Girik hefted Tas over his good shoulder. He wobbled a bit before he got his balance, and the young man gave him a skeptical look.

“Let’s go,” Girik said gruffly before anyone could tempt him to change his mind.

The trek to their camp seemed to take a lifetime. Toward the end of it, Girik could barely lift his legs and stumbled often. Each time, he shook off any helping hand and trudged on, determined to not let anyone else touch his precious cargo until Tas was able to choose for himself.

The Spawn, Bryn, was back in her scandalous female form again. The look on her face said she enjoyed his discomfort, but apparently she’d at least started a fire inside a ring of stones next to a large wagon. Somewhere nearby, a creek babbled, but Girik didn’t have the strength to find it despite being desperately thirsty. As soon as he stepped out of the trees, he set Tas down as carefully as he could and collapsed on the ground next to him, panting for breath. Bayor let out one perfunctory growl at the Spawn before flopping on the ground at Girik’s feet.

The wizard threw him an exasperated look before moving to the fire, apparently leaving his dark-haired companion to deal with Girik and his ragged charges.

“Give me time,” the young man said awkwardly. “Clean inside. Then you go.”

Girik could only nod and pant as he watched the young man disappear inside the garishly painted wagon. He’d never seen anything so ostentatious in his life, all patterns of blues, reds, yellows, and greens. Rassans were a plain people, proud of their modesty and pious restraint. That gaudy thing would stand out like a sore thumb wherever it went. What were they thinking, traveling in that?

“Lyuc?” the young man called from the back door to the wagon.

The wizard crossed the small clearing, and the two exchanged a few words in Gorazhani before the wizard approached Tas and Girik.

“I assume you still want to be the one to carry him, so I’ll just say the wagon is yours for the time being. Use the bunk. Get some rest and we’ll talk when you don’t look like you’re going to fall over any second. Come on.”

Girik really didn’t want to move, but Tas would be much better off tucked up in a bed than left on the cold ground. Groaning, he got to his feet one more time and hefted Tas onto his shoulder. He preceded the wizard into the wagon, hunching painfully low to fit both himself and his burden through the door. With a sigh of relief, he set Tas on a small cushioned bench across from a stove and glanced dully around him. The inside was even more garishly decorated than the outside. Velvet cushions in clashing colors, thick carpets, and more painted ornamental woodwork all combined into a dizzying display, but at least it was blessedly warm. Girik tried to hide his grimace, but the wizard laughed.

“My Yan was not allowed many fine things in his life. I may have gone a little overboard indulging him since we’ve been together. But it makes him happy, and that’s all that really matters.”

Girik might have said and felt any number of things in that moment, but he was too tired to try to make sense. Instead he nodded dumbly and slumped against one ugly painted wall.

“There is cold water in the pitcher to drink.” The wizard lifted a hand and a bowl on the stove began to steam. “There is hot water in the basin to wash. I only ask that you remove your clothes and boots before climbing into the bunk, considering what is spattered all over them. The rest is up to you. We will have hot stew and bread ready for you when you wake. If you leave the clothes outside, we’ll wash them with ours. Oh, and keep the hound on the floor.”

With that, the wizard left, and Girik dredged up a final reserve of energy to strip both himself and Tas and wash whatever muck remained on them. He awkwardly hefted Tas into the bunk, probably adding more bruises to both of them in the process. Then he tossed their clothes out the door, mostly so they wouldn’t stink up the place, and climbed into the narrow bunk. He didn’t fit in the tiny space, but the mattress was so very soft and Tas needed his warmth. The last thing he heard before dropping off was Bayor letting out a grunt and thumping onto the gaudily carpeted floor below them.




Chapter Seventeen

 

 

THE SMELL of roasting meat pulled Girik out of the cloying depths of disturbing dreams. His stomach growled, but the bed was so soft he didn’t want to leave it. His mother would nudge him awake when the food was ready. He could drift for a little while longer.

Strange laughter coming from outside made Bayor growl, jerking Girik out of the half sleep he’d been floating in. He surged upright, only to crack his head on the low ceiling of the wagon.

“Seven hells!” he hissed, rubbing the quickly forming lump.

Soft light still streamed through the multicolored round windows at either end of the bunk, reflecting off of strands of crystal beads and painting Girik, Tas, and the already garish interior with even more clashing hues.

“It’s like a rainbow vomited in here,” he grumbled.

When the pain subsided enough for his eyes to clear, Girik bent and searched Tas’s face. Tas was still pale and almost hollow-looking, and Girik’s heart squeezed.

“You have to wake up, Tas. Open your eyes, okay?”

A soft knock interrupted his pleading.

“Yes.”

“You okay? Heard thump.”

It was the dark-haired little one. Girik could handle that one at least.

“Yes. I just hit my head on the ceiling. Things are a bit tight in here for someone my size.”

The young man poked his head around the door and smiled reassuringly. He disappeared for a moment and returned with a bundle of folded cloth.

“Clothes,” he said, setting them by a small cabinet near the door.

Girik’s eyebrows shot up. They looked clean and dry.

“How long have I been asleep?” he asked, dismayed.

The young man waved his arms. “Few hours.”

Girik frowned until realization dawned.

Right. Wizard.

Though why a man with that kind of power would waste it on drying clothes, Girik couldn’t fathom.

“Food?” the young man asked.

Girik’s stomach grumbled loudly, and the young man laughed. He really was quite pretty when he smiled. Girik could see what brought that wistful little smile to the wizard’s face when he spoke to him… and why a wizard might ornament his home to this appalling degree to make him happy. Glancing down at Tas, Girik got a little wistful himself until the young man cleared his throat.

“Food, yes?”

Something occurred to Girik, and he might have smacked himself on the forehead if the roof of the wagon hadn’t already done it for him.

“Do you speak trade tongue?” he asked in that language.

The man’s eyes lit up. “Yes! But I’m surprised you do. I’m Yan, by the way.”

“Girik,” he replied with a nod. “And my mama insisted. I never knew why, since our traders are almost all Rassan. It was a game we used to play. I’m a bit rusty, but if it’s easier for you, I can try.”

“My Rassan was that bad, huh?”

“Not so bad, but you’re still learning, and I suppose we’ve all got some talking to do.”

The dread he felt must have crept into his voice, because Yan laughed again. “We can wait until your friend is feeling better. How is he?”

Girik worried his lip and ran the backs of his fingers down Tas’s cheek. Tas’s skin was cool to the touch despite the stove’s warmth and having Girik and several blankets wrapped around him for hours.

“I don’t know. He still hasn’t woken, and he’s cold.”

“I could offer something, but I’m not sure you’ll take it.”

Girik glanced up and nodded for him to continue.

“As you’ve probably guessed, Lyuc is a man of many talents. One of those is a certain amount of healing. I think he might be able to replace some of the energy your friend lost.”

Girik was shaking his head before Yan finished, but Yan pressed on. “I know you’re suspicious. You have every right to be, of course. I’ve heard Rassans believe any magic beyond what the brothers wield is considered evil, and I don’t know if I can convince you otherwise.”

Girik’s eyes shot involuntarily to his shoulder bag, hanging from a hook on the wall. Tas’s stone was in there, and if the wizard was to be believed, what it had done was evil enough. Maybe all magic was evil, and the brothers had only tamed it to be a force for good. Maybe….

His head ached for an entirely different reason, and he gritted his teeth. He was not the person who should be pondering these things. This was not his lot in life.

“Could your wizard make the stone give Tas’s energy back to him?”

Yan bit his lip, seeming to fumble with this topic almost as much as Girik. “I don’t think so. We have—I mean, Lyuc doesn’t use the stones. He would like to know more about them, but he— Oh, hells, he could probably explain this much better than I can.”

“You’re doing fine.”

The side of Yan’s mouth turned up as if he knew how much Girik would rather speak to him than to the wizard. “Lyuc says all magic is the same. It comes from the same place. It’s just how people tap into it that’s different. So if it’s the same, then it can’t be any more evil than what the brothers wield, right?”

There was a certain logic to that, but Girik was still too far out of his depth to simply hand Tas over to a wizard. After a few more seconds’ deliberation, he sighed and shook his head. “Last time, Tas slept a long time before he woke. I think I should give him at least that much again.”

“Last time?” Yan asked, his thin black brows shooting up to his forehead.

Girik winced. Maybe he shouldn’t have told him that. He needed to stop talking until Tas was awake and could help him figure things out.

He’d already spilled the beans on this one, though, so he nodded. “Yesterday.”

“He did this yesterday too?”

Yan’s concern only aggravated Girik’s anxiety over Tas, but he would wait. He would keep Tas warm, and he would wait a little while longer before making a decision Tas might hate him for, or worse, one that might do Tas more harm than good.

“Girik?”

Girik shook his head and clamped his mouth shut. After a few seconds of silence, Yan sighed. “I understand you can’t trust us yet, but I promise you, we don’t want to do either of you any harm. This is a lot to take in. Believe me, I know. Take some time to think. I’ll bring you some stew and bread and feed the stove as well. And I’ll set a few stones by the fire and bring them to you to help warm your friend. Nights are chilly up here near the mountains. You’ll need all the help you can get.”

Yan closed the door behind him, and Girik was left with Bayor staring up at him expectantly. He winced as the full meaning of the words sank in. The strange threesome outside had been nothing but nice to them, no matter what they were. He and Bayor and Tas had essentially thrown them out of their home—although he wasn’t exactly sure where the Spawn slept, and he probably didn’t want to know. He just couldn’t decide what else to do. Focusing on Tas was really all he could manage.

Yan returned after a few minutes, carrying two big bowls of steaming stew.

“Don’t get up,” Yan said as he climbed into the wagon.

He set the first bowl on the floor for Bayor and handed the second to Girik in the bunk.

“You certainly are wedged in there, aren’t you.”

Girik smiled his gratitude and nodded as he shoveled a heaping spoonful into his mouth.

“I can only imagine. It’s a little tight with Lyuc and me, and I’m, like, half your size. Both of you are a lot taller than any of the Rassan traders I’ve ever seen. Is everyone in your village like you?”

Girik had just stuffed his mouth full again and struggled to chew and swallow so he could answer, but Yan chuckled. “I’m sorry. I can be a little curious about, well, everything. You’re obviously hungry and probably still tired. Lyuc is used to me constantly asking questions by now, but that doesn’t mean you should be. I’ll leave you alone.”

Girik swallowed quickly and shook his head. “It’s all right. I—”

But Yan had already backed to the doorway. “Get some rest. We’ll talk later. And there’s plenty of food for your friend. Just let us know when he wakes and we’ll warm some for him.”

Girik was almost disappointed when Yan left. The wagon was a bit still and quiet without him there. Bayor had happily inhaled the contents of his own bowl, so even the awful wet slurping of his hound had stopped. All that was left was the far too quiet sound of Tas’s shallow breathing, the occasional crack and pop of wood on the fire outside, and the sporadic murmur of conversation from the others.

With a little wiggling, Girik could reach the small counter by the stove without climbing out of the bunk. So, when he’d finished his bowl of stew, he set it there and settled back in to keep Tas warm and to worry.

He had too much rattling around in his mind to fall asleep again, but his body needed rest too, so he kept himself still and tried not to think about the aches and pains of being wedged into the cramped space and unable to shift to allow better blood flow to some of his extremities. Tas continued to sleep like the dead, and Girik’s stomach twisted itself into knots, agonizing over what to do and all the what-ifs.

Long after the sounds outside the wagon had ceased and the light streaming through the multicolored windows had faded, Tas finally stirred and groaned.

“Tas?”

“Girik?” Tas croaked hoarsely.

“Yes. How do you feel?”

“Water?”

There was no way Girik could get out of the bunk without jostling Tas, no matter how careful he tried to be, but he hadn’t left the water pitcher within reach, so he had no choice.

Tas grunted at one point and Girik banged his elbow painfully on something, but he managed to extricate himself, hopefully without doing Tas any real damage. He filled the cup he’d used earlier and guided it into Tas’s hand in the dark.

When he’d emptied the cup, Tas groped for Girik’s hands and handed it back to him. “Thank you.”

“More?”

“Yes, please.”

The pitcher was almost empty. Hopefully there would be enough moonlight for Girik to find the stream to refill it.

“Where are we?” Tas asked as soon as he’d taken a few more gulps of water.

Girik winced. “The strangers’ wagon.”

“Strangers…? Oh, I think I remember seeing someone before I fell. They said… something.”

He sounded so groggy and confused, Girik wanted to climb back into the bunk to comfort him, but he didn’t. Once Tas fully woke up, and if he had any strength left at all, he wouldn’t be thinking of cuddling. That wasn’t his way.

“What happened?” Tas asked, his voice strengthening. “And where’s Tasnerek?”

The last was asked with some of the old sharpness Girik had come to expect, and Girik’s lips curved a little, even as he sighed. He should have relished their quiet interlude more while he had the chance. He would have, if he hadn’t been so worried.

After fumbling around a bit in the dark, Girik found his bag and pulled the crystal and chain out. “It’s here. The wizard took it off your neck. He said the stone was hurting you. Is that true?”

“Wizard?”

Girik winced again and ducked his head. He’d chosen his words poorly as usual. He held the necklace by the chain, careful not to touch the stone. Even in the near complete darkness inside the wagon, Tas had no trouble taking it, though Girik could tell by the lack of movement afterward that Tas made no attempt to put it on.

“Tell me what happened. I don’t remember anything beyond the Spawn charging at me and Tasnerek fighting me.”

“When I saw you go down, I went to help—not that I was much use. I shot the thing, but it didn’t stop. Then the strangers came. The woman cut the Spawn’s head off, after the wizard stopped its charge.”

“They killed it?”

“Unless it can survive without its head.”

“Damn! That means its Wraith is somewhere out there. Thank the gods it didn’t bond with any of you, but it means we’re right back where we started.”

“Well….” Girik let the word hang in the air for a bit before he sighed and slumped onto the bench. He was still tired, and he had a feeling he needed to be sitting down for this discussion. His head already ached just thinking about all the thinking he was going to have to do to catch up with whatever was going on. Bayor whined and put his head in his lap, and Girik scratched the coarse fur to comfort himself as much as the hound. “You should probably talk to the wizard about that. I have a feeling he knows how to handle Spawn, particularly since he travels with one… at least I think that’s what she—he—uh, it is.”

“What are you talking about?” Tas replied absently, as if he’d been lost in thought and had barely registered that Girik was speaking to him.

“The wizard, outside. Tas, he made the ground open up without a talisman or hymn… or anything. He set the Spawn on fire by lifting his hands. He has a ball of magic smoke hovering behind him, and I can’t even imagine what that’s supposed to do. I’ve never even heard of anything like it except in the old tales of the gods. I won’t blaspheme and call him a god, but I’m not sure what else to call him other than wizard.”

“You saw him do these things?” Tas asked, his voice much stronger and sharper.

“Yes.”

“And he’s in league with a Spawn?”

“She had glowing red eyes, and she was a horse for a while.”

“Did her eyes glow before she killed the boar-Spawn or after?”

Girik worried his lip for a second, trying to remember. “I don’t know. But you said there were two, and I didn’t see anything else. I think she has to be the other you felt.”

Tas let out a groan that Girik wholeheartedly seconded. Thank the gods, Tas was awake now so he could take on some of the burden. Girik really didn’t want to be in charge of making any more decisions for them.

“Where are my robes?”

“By the door. They washed and dried them for you.”

“They did what?”

“They said they made extra food too, and I was to let them know when you were awake so they could heat it up for you.”

“A wizard and a Spawn made us dinner and washed our clothes?”

Tas’s voice was almost pained, and Girik couldn’t stop a chuckle. It sounded even more ridiculous when Tas said it. After hours of worry and fear, the release actually felt good. What else could Girik do at this point but laugh?

“Actually,” Girik said, stifling another chuckle, “I think their companion may have done the washing and possibly the cooking. He seems pretty ordinary, if that helps.”

After another groan, some rustling and thumping from the bunk let him know Tas was trying to get up, and Girik moved from the bench to the door to find the stack of clothes Yan had left.

“Are you sure you shouldn’t rest some more? The wizard made it sound like your holy relic nearly killed you.”

“I think it might have if he hadn’t stopped it, somehow. I remember now. I felt a rush of power, and Tasnerek’s surprise…. He spoke to me. Tasnerek spoke to me. Yesterday too, though I didn’t want to believe it. Not one chronicle of the Thirty-Six mentions the stones speaking. He’s never done it before, but I know what I heard and what I felt. Between that and what waits for us outside, I can’t just sit in here and hope it all goes away. I have to do something, even if I have no idea what.”

“But you could wait until you’re stronger before you have to deal with it.”

Tas let out a raspy, breathless chuckle. The exertion of climbing out of the bunk had been enough to wind him. That didn’t bode well for any kind of confrontation.

“I have a feeling, even at my strongest,” Tas replied, “I wouldn’t be much good to us against what you’ve described. I might as well face it and get it over with.”

When he felt Tas’s hand latch on to his upper arm for support, Girik sighed and grabbed the bundle of heavy wool that was Tas’s robes and the soft, fine linen trousers and shirt underneath. He handed them over without comment and stood still while Tas dressed, occasionally helping when Tas lost his balance in the small space. After letting Bayor out to give them more room, he tugged on his own coarser clothing and retrieved their boots from where he’d left them by the door.

A nearly full moon rode high in the cloudless sky when Girik opened the door, and they both sat on the back end of the wagon to pull on their boots by moonlight. The fire had died to embers a short distance away, but a pair of small glowing red eyes watched them from a set of shadowy lumps on the far side. He felt the moment Tas spotted them too, in the way Tas’s body tensed. Probably out of habit, Tas reached for something on his chest, but stopped midmovement and allowed his hand to fall back to his side.

Without waiting for Girik, Tas lifted his chin, climbed off the back of the wagon, and strode toward those eyes. His back was ramrod straight. His stride didn’t falter on the uneven ground, and Girik’s chest filled with pride as he followed, knowing what the effort must have cost him.

When they were a few feet away from the huddled shapes, Bayor raised his hackles and let out a growl. A small, distinctly feline shadow detached itself from the others and strode toward them. Its eyes still glowed, even after it had turned away from the red embers of the fire. Before Girik could decide how to react, the thing shifted, and the naked woman stood in front of them, her pale skin reflecting the moonlight.

“Are you hungry now? Do you want me to heat stew for you?”

“Stew?” Tas asked disbelievingly.

At least Tas could speak. All Girik seemed able to do was blush and shiver. The thing acted like Girik and Tas chatted with Spawn all the time and saw cats turn into people every day, but something in the quirk of her lips told him she knew the effect she was having and she was enjoying a laugh at their expense.

“Yes, stew,” she answered calmly. “Yan said you would be hungry and that I’m to be nice to you. This is me being nice.”

Tas put a hand in the pocket of his robe, and the Spawn watched the movement like a hawk despite her casual, almost mocking tone.

“I think we would all benefit from you leaving that thing exactly where it is, Priest,” the wizard said as the bundle of blankets by the fire separated itself into the two other men and both climbed to their feet.

A ball of light appeared in the air above them, even though the wizard made no other movement or sound. Girik and Tas both flinched away from it and blinked hard.

“Show-off,” Yan muttered under his breath as he moved to the fire pit and stirred up the coals.

Girik smiled, and some of the tension left his shoulders. He was tempted to help Yan with the fire, but Tas still stood facing the wizard, his body stiff as a fence post.

“Who are you?” Tas demanded, no hint of weakness in his voice.

“I’m Lyuc, and this is Yan and Bryn,” the wizard said, nodding at each of his companions in turn. “And your friend there, Girik, called you Tas.”

“You may call me Brother Tasnerek,” Tas said, pulling the necklace out of his pocket and draping it around his neck.

Bryn hissed even though she was no longer a cat, and took a few steps backward. The wizard’s eyes narrowed, and he frowned.

“Are you sure you want to do that, Brother Tasnerek, Thirteen of the Thirty-Six? That thing nearly killed you only a few short hours ago.”

“Tas?” Girik said, concerned.

Tas lifted a hand to silence him, never taking his eyes off the wizard and the Spawn.

“That’s none of your concern, Wizard Lyuc. You are in Rassa now, where my authority as a member of the Brotherhood is sacrosanct. As strangers here, you will answer my questions.”

Girik threw Tas’s stiff shoulders a skeptical look, but he kept his mouth shut. Flames sprung up from the branches Yan had thrown into the fire, illuminating the young man’s worried expression from below as he watched Tas and Lyuc face off. Girik tried to throw him an apologetic grimace, but no one was really looking at him.

Tense silence crackled in the air like the spits and pops of the pine branches in the fire. Girik shifted nervously, and Bayor tensed at his side. Tas was bluffing, of course. The man could barely walk, let alone conjure anything, and Girik had a very strong feeling the wizard knew it.

“Lyuc,” Yan said softly from his place by the fire.

The wizard turned a gaze filled with so much warmth and affection on the young man, Girik had to swallow against a sudden lump in his throat. The wizard smiled and rolled his eyes, before turning back to Tas. Hopefully Tas missed that part because that would put his hackles up higher than Bayor’s.

“Ask away, Priest. But I would request, for the comfort of all of us present, that you put the stone out of sight… please.”

Only someone watching closely would have seen the slight relaxing of Tas’s shoulders as Lyuc bent and shook out one of the blankets they’d been huddled in. The wizard spread the blanket on the ground, stepped back from it, and bent to retrieve another one.

After shaking that one too and spreading it out, he offered the first to Tas and Girik. “Sit. We’ll heat some stew for you. You have to be hungry. And we’ll make some tea for all of us.” Lyuc turned to the still very naked, voluptuously endowed woman-Spawn standing a few yards away. “Bryn, do you want to stay for this, or would you rather take a bit of a run?”

Blushing despite his best efforts to appear indifferent to her continued lack of clothing, Girik forced himself to look at Bryn from the neck up. Her eyes never left the necklace around Tas’s neck. Girik might have thought she wanted the stone for herself, except her expression was anything but covetous. She watched it like the thing was a snake ready to bite her.

She studied her fingernails for a few seconds before one of them elongated into a blackened claw that she tapped her lip with as if pondering the question. After a moment, she sighed and said, “If all you’re going to do is play nice with the little priest, then I think a walk sounds a little less stiflingly dull, I suppose.”

“With your permission, of course,” Lyuc said, nodding to Tas, “I’d like to send her back to your friend’s village with the head.” Lyuc turned to face Girik directly. “You said they’d need proof or they’d send more brothers.”

Tas shot Girik a look, and Girik winced. This was why he didn’t like to be the one making decisions. How was he to know what he should and shouldn’t tell the strangers?

“He was going to destroy the whole thing, so I just said we needed some sort of proof for the village or they wouldn’t know they were safe now,” Girik defended.

Tas sighed and rubbed his forehead, letting go of some of his façade. “More will come anyway at this point. I’ll need to go back to stop it.”

“But you said—” Girik caught himself and clamped his mouth shut.

“We’ll talk later,” Tas said softly before turning back to Lyuc. “Who are you?”

“I believe I already answered that one.”

“Lyuc.” Yan looked up from tending to a cooking pot and held the wizard’s gaze, and Lyuc gave him a sheepish smile and a wink in return.

“As you’ve already surmised, Brother Tasnerek, we are a small traveling party of strangers to Rassa, made up of a wizard—as you’ve chosen to name me—a Spawn, who is my friend and so much more than the title implies, and an exceptionally wise, brave, and kind young man”—he winked at Yan again—“none of whom mean you or your kingdom any harm. We came here hunting Spawn. Now that we have accomplished our goal, we can turn right back around and leave you to your own business… but I have a feeling that is not truly what you need right now.”

“What I need is to understand what is going on here. You’ll have to forgive me if I can’t simply take your word that you mean no harm,” Tas replied acidly.

“I will answer your questions, Brother,” Lyuc replied with a sigh, “only may I send Bryn on her way first? She has been very patient.”

Girik glanced at Bryn in time to see the woman preen a little, but then Yan snorted behind him, and Bryn shot him a sour look.

“The village is a day’s walk away,” Girik ventured into the silence.

“Not for me,” Bryn replied, preening again.

“Brother,” Lyuc said loudly enough to draw everyone’s wandering attention, “shall she go or not?”

“She won’t be seen?” Tas asked.

Bryn huffed, but Lyuc simply said, “No. She’ll leave it where it will be found and come back. That’s all.”

After a few moments of silence in which Tas appeared to struggle with himself, he nodded cautiously. “All right. It might help for them to know the Spawn is dead.” Bryn disappeared into the shadows behind the trees while Tas was still speaking, but Tas was too focused on the wizard to notice. “I need to speak to you about that too. If you killed it, you released the Wraith, and that is dangerous for anything in its path.”

Yan cleared his throat loudly, so Tas missed Lyuc’s next eye roll completely. Girik had a feeling Yan did it on purpose, and he found himself liking the man more and more. How did an ordinary person keep himself sane with so much strangeness? Girik feared he might have to take lessons before too long.

“Stew’s hot,” Yan said a little too brightly in trade tongue. He spooned a large helping into a wooden bowl and walked it over to where Tas sat. “You have to be starving after the day you’ve had.”

“Thank you,” Tas replied, switching easily into trade tongue too. Some of the hard edges of his voice softened a little when he spoke to Yan, and Girik felt just the slightest twinge of jealousy.

Tas set the bowl in front of him without taking a bite and stared at Lyuc, waiting.

After casting a quick sideways glance at Yan, Lyuc said, “Are you sure you want to have this discussion, Brother? You may not like what I have to say.”




Chapter Eighteen

 

 

THE WIZARD’S words hung ominously in the air, but Tas didn’t let any of his unease show. He might have broken faith with the Brotherhood, but he still had some pride in his office. If these creatures posed a threat to Rassa—and he couldn’t see how a rogue wizard and a Spawn wouldn’t—he had to do something about it. What he would do remained to be seen, since, at the moment, he could barely stay standing without shaking with fatigue.

Tasnerek had stopped humming angrily on his chest, indicating the Spawn had left the vicinity. That was good. At least he only had the wizard and his companion to contend with if things escalated. Guilt made him cast a quick sideways glance at Girik before returning his full attention to the immediate threat in front of him. He should have tried to make Girik leave again. There was no reason for both of them to remain in danger—not that Girik had listened to him last time, wonderful, stubborn man.

“I’m sure I won’t like what you have to say, Wizard, but if the Wraith is out there, we could all be in danger.”

The wizard sighed. “My name is Lyuc. Wizard is such an ugly term, particularly when coming from the mouth of a member of the Brotherhood. Harot managed to make it into almost a curse, so I’d rather you didn’t apply it to me.” He pulled a small crystal from the pocket of his robe and lifted it up to his magic ball of light. Smoke swirled inside it, shifting almost angrily in its depths. “Here is your Wraith, Brother Tasnerek. This is a capture crystal, much like what the mages from the Scholomagie in Samebar still use today. The Wraith is quite contained. It poses no one any danger now. When we’ve traveled farther into the mountains and out of this accur—Rassa, I will deal with it as it should be dealt with, unlike what you and your brothers do.”

Tas was so busy staring at the crystal, it took a few seconds for his brain to catch up. When it did, his face heated and he glared at the wizard. “What is that supposed to mean? We destroy the Spawn, Wraith and all. The Hymn of Cleansing and Unmaking has kept our people safe for hundreds of years.”

“Actually, it hasn’t,” Lyuc countered calmly. “You separate the Wraith from its host, yes, but you don’t destroy it. You release it, only to have it come back at you again in another body, as you were chastising me about a few moments ago.”

“That’s a lie!”

If Tas had had the strength, he would have shot to his feet. Girik and Bayor shifted anxiously behind him. Propped up by their presence at his back, he glared at the wizard, but Lyuc only shrugged.

“I told you that you would not like what I had to say.”

“You’re lying,” Tas repeated a little more calmly. “When a member of the Thirty-Six leaves, the Spawn is destroyed and the people are safe. If the Wraith wasn’t destroyed, it would come back to terrorize the towns and villages and we’d know.”

“In all of my years on Kita, I have never discovered a means of destroying a Wraith. The best that anyone can do is send them back from where they came. Your stones and songs tear the Wraith free and weaken it to the point that it takes years, sometimes decades for the thing to recover. But believe me, it does recover. Most flee to other kingdoms, having learned their lesson. No Spawn wants to be anywhere near even a shard of Anchor Stone. And in the end, most leave inhabited lands altogether to avoid the various means of containment the mages at the Scholomagie or Gorazhan’s witches have discovered as well. That’s when I find them and finish the job.”

The man was so smug, Tas wanted to punch him in his ginger-speckled beard. He definitely didn’t want to believe a word Lyuc said, but a niggle of doubt wormed its way inside him. Since Spawn took a new body when their Wraiths were released, how would anyone know if they were fighting the same Spawn they’d vanquished a decade ago or more?

“Faelir speaks truth, human.”

Tas jolted. His stomach twisted and he closed his eyes. “Not now.”

“Tas? Are you all right?” Girik scooted closer and placed steadying hands on Tas’s shoulders.

“What is it?” the young man, Yan, said from farther away.

Tas gritted his teeth and gathered what strength he had left to battle with the stone again.

“Calm, human.”

A feeling of regret emanated from his link with the stone.

“You nearly killed me,” Tas thought directly at the stone.

“I was… overzealous, not quite awakened. I sensed abomination and sought to neutralize it.”

“At the expense of my life?”

That had originally been Tas’s plan as well, but he didn’t at all like someone else making that decision for him… or taking that decision from him by force.

After a brief pause, Tas felt what he could only describe as the emotional equivalent of a shrug travel over their link. This was not comforting in the slightest.

“Tas, what’s going on?” Girik whispered worriedly.

When Tas opened his eyes, he found Lyuc watching him intently and frowning.

“Faelir speaks truth,” Tasnerek repeated.

With a groan of defeat, Tas slumped back into Girik’s embrace. He couldn’t do it anymore. He couldn’t pretend to be confident and strong. Was every truth he’d ever been taught going to be ripped out from under him?

Quanna, Moc, and Chytel, why? Why have you taken my whole world apart?

“So you may build another, better one,” Tasnerek replied without an ounce of pity coloring his tone.

In a fit of pure infantile temper, Tas ripped the chain from around his neck and tossed the stone away from him. If he’d had the strength, he would have stomped off in the opposite direction and shouted what he thought to anyone who’d listen, including the gods, but he was just so tired.

“Brother Tasnerek,” Lyuc said sharply, all teasing gone, “what is happening?”

The wizard eyed him warily as he moved in front of Yan, as if to shield him.

It was Tas’s turn to roll his eyes. As if in his current state he was a threat to anyone.

“What’s happening is that I give up. That’s what’s happening,” Tas answered peevishly. “I’m done. You win. Do whatever you want. I don’t care anymore.”

“Tas,” Girik whispered as he wrapped Tas tighter in his arms and pressed his cheek to the top of Tas’s head.

As humiliating as it should be to be cradled in someone’s lap like a small child while potential enemies looked on, Tas couldn’t find the will to worry about it anymore. Girik’s warmth was a blessing on his aching body, and the man’s strength stopped Tas from feeling he might come apart at the seams any moment. Girik was solid, dependable, and real. He’d never lied to Tas or betrayed him.

While Tas glared defiantly at Lyuc, as if all of this were his fault, Lyuc exchanged a puzzled glance with his companion and then moved to sit back where he’d been before Tas’s outburst.

“What brought this sudden change of heart? A moment ago you were calling me a liar,” Lyuc said, studying Tas as if he were some strange creature in a menagerie.

“I was informed that you were telling me the truth,” Tas answered in a huff.

The wizard’s gaze grew wary again. “By whom?”

Tas glanced in the direction he’d thrown the stone. What did it matter anymore? Tasnerek was obviously on the wizard’s side.

“By him, Tasnerek.”

Lyuc’s eyes widened and he stilled. The wizard’s light above their heads snuffed out, leaving them with nothing but fire and moonlight to see by. Girik tensed behind him as Tas stared at the wizard.

“The stone spoke to you?”

The wizard’s voice sounded strained, almost afraid, and Tas’s stomach twisted. “Yes.”

“Has this happened before?”

“Only in the last few days, never before that.”

The wizard still hadn’t so much as twitched. It was becoming very unnerving.

“What did it say?”

“It said you were telling the truth. Or, more accurately, he said, ‘Faelir speaks truth.’ I assumed he meant you, since you were the one talking.”

The wizard lurched to his feet, a look of horror on his face in the flickering firelight.

“Lyuc?” Yan called, his voice filled with concern.

The wizard swallowed visibly and shook his head. “Gods above and below, no. It can’t be.”

“Lyuc, you’re scaring me,” Yan said in Gorazhani as he moved toward his companion, but Lyuc was staring off in the direction Tas had thrown the stone.

“I didn’t know. How could I have known?”

“Lyuc, please, what is it?” Yan pleaded.

While both Tas and Girik sat frozen on the ground, the wizard finally turned toward Yan and placed a hand on the young man’s cheek. “I’m sorry. I need some time. I need to think. I need—I don’t know what I need. Just give me a little while.”

It might have been the wavering firelight, but the wizard seemed to have aged decades in the space of a few seconds. Tas’s gut twisted into even more knots at the wizard’s reaction, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to know what had the man so spooked. He wasn’t sure he could handle any more revelations without wanting to find a cave somewhere to curl up in and wait for the world to move on without him.

Lyuc placed a quick kiss on Yan’s forehead before turning and disappearing into the woods behind him.

Girik was the one to finally break the silence that followed. “What is going on?”

Yan turned frightened eyes in their direction, but Tas wasn’t sure the young man even saw them. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen him like this before,” Yan replied, returning to trade tongue.

Yan stared at the spot where the wizard had disappeared for a long time before he seemed to shake himself out of his shock. When he turned to face Tas and Girik again, his jaw was set in a determined line. “Please eat the stew, Brother Tasnerek. You need your strength. And, both of you, please take the bed in the wagon again. Rest, recuperate. I don’t think Lyuc or I will be needing it or our bedrolls tonight. I’ll be back by the time you wake.”

Without another word, Yan bent and retrieved his short sword and dagger from beside the blanket and belted them on. Then he strode off in the direction the wizard had gone.

“What in the seven hells was that?” Girik asked in a hushed tone despite the fact that they were now alone.

“I wish I knew.”

Reluctantly, Tas climbed free of Girik’s embrace and slowly got to his feet.

“Come on. The fire’s nice, but the bed sounds much more appealing. I don’t think I can deal with anything more tonight.”

“What about the stone?” Girik asked as Tas turned and hobbled toward the wagon.

Tas grimaced and waved a dismissive hand. “He can sleep on the cold ground. See how he likes it. I pity any animal or person who tries to take him.”

Bayor whined from his place by Girik’s side, distracting both of them. “It’s okay, boy,” Girik said, rubbing the hound’s head. “Go. Hunt. You’ve been cooped up too long. Stretch your legs.”

He made a shooing motion, and the hound bounded off into the shadows.

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Tas asked.

“He can take care of himself. The monster is gone, and if the other, Bryn, wanted to hurt him, she’d have done it already. He’ll be back in a little while.”

Tas nodded as he opened the door to the wagon and dragged himself inside. He slumped onto the small bench across from the stove and worked his boots off. Girik followed him inside shortly thereafter carrying a small brand from the fire and the bowl of stew Tas had left forgotten on the ground. After using the brand to light an oil lamp Tas hadn’t noticed before, he handed Tas the bowl of stew and hovered over him until Tas wearily shoveled every last bit into his mouth. The stew was actually quite good for campfire food, but Tas barely tasted it.

“Thank you,” Tas said wearily.

After handing the bowl back to Girik, he tugged off his robe, left it where it fell, and climbed up into the bunk again. He sank into the feather bed with a sigh of relief and lifted his gaze to Girik, who stood uncertainly a few feet away.

“Are you coming?” Tas asked.

“The bunk is pretty small, and you need your rest. I shouldn’t crowd you.”

“We managed before.”

“You were out cold and needed to be kept warm.”

“So if I said I was cold now, you’d stop arguing and get up here?”

Tas had said it teasingly, but Girik immediately moved to the bench, tugged off his boots, and climbed into the bunk. Tas scooted backward to give him more room. Girik was right. It was a tight fit, but being tangled up with all that heat and muscle was worth it, at least for Tas.

Feeling a twinge of guilt, he held Girik’s gaze in the soft light from the lantern. “I’ve been fairly selfish. I’m sorry. If this is too uncomfortable for you, I was mostly teasing about being cold. I can warm up well enough under the blankets, and I can grab my robe if they’re not enough.”

“I don’t mind,” Girik murmured. His voice dropped even lower as he said, “Not at all.”

The deep rumble from his chest sent an answering shiver through Tas’s, and his loins stirred hopefully.

He might be exhausted, but he wasn’t dead. They were completely alone, without even Tasnerek to eavesdrop. Tas had a big, beautiful man lying next to him. The closest brothers were miles away. The gods were the only witnesses he might have, if they even cared. And, he’d almost died two days in a row.

He placed a hand on Girik’s cheek, and his heart squeezed when Girik nuzzled into his palm. “I’ve been selfish,” Tas repeated. “I haven’t had to think of much beyond my own needs for a long time. Being one of the Thirty-Six, we don’t interact much with our flocks, beyond the ritual and the Hunt. I could use that as my excuse, but I’ve been very wrapped up in myself.”

“You’ve had a lot on your mind,” Girik offered kindly.

With a smile, Tas moved his fingers to trace Girik’s firm lips, eliciting a small gasp from the man, so Tas must have been doing something right.

“I have, but that doesn’t excuse me from showing gratitude for all you’ve done for me. You saved my life at least twice. You’ve cared for me, protected me, even given me a shoulder to cry on. I’ve never met anyone so generous with himself. Frankly I don’t know quite what to make of you.”

Or my feelings for you.

Girik drew Tas’s fingers from his lips and wrapped them in his large, calloused hand. “If you remember, I haven’t exactly gone unrewarded. And much of what I’ve done has been to protect the village too.”

“But you’re still here.”

“I couldn’t leave you with a bunch of strangers when you were too weak to defend yourself.”

Girik sounded offended, and that was not at all what Tas was going for. “I’m sorry. I’m trying to tell you how grateful I am and how amazing I think you are, but I’m not doing a very good job of it. Superficial interactions have always been easy for me. I suppose I know how to charm a crowd, or at least put them as much at ease as they can be with one of the Thirty-Six. But I have little experience with true intimacy or friendship… or anything more than friendship. You’ve taught me more in a few days than I learned in a lifetime.”

Tas nudged his leg between Girik’s and pressed his hardening cock to Girik’s thigh. He raised an eyebrow and smiled into Girik’s eyes even as he blushed. Licking his lips, he scooted closer so their faces were mere inches apart. “You said only a short time ago that there was much you would like to teach me. Do you still feel the same?”

Girik’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed and took a quick intake of breath. “You’re probably still exhausted. Are you sure?”

Even as he asked the question, Girik’s big hand moved over Tas’s flank, making goose bumps rise all over his body.

“I won’t lie. I am tired. But I have a beautiful, kind, and generous man within easy reach. I’d have to be dead not to want him.”

“You’re the beautiful one, not me.”

“And you have no idea how extraordinary you are. Now stop arguing with me and start my lesson.”

Despite his denials, Girik had already draped himself over Tas, pressing his long, thick cock against Tas’s belly through the layers of cloth. Their faces were close enough together that Tas’s last words were breathed across Girik’s lips, and Tas had barely gotten the command out before Girik’s tongue invaded his mouth.

This time there was no fear of getting caught, no urgency, impending doom, or ritual that needed to be done. Tas didn’t give a damn if any of the strangers heard them either. He fully intended to surrender to hedonistic delight and make the world outside the confines of the wagon disappear for a while. Girik’s big body was a gift, a treasure, and Tas writhed feverishly, trying to touch every part of the man at once while Girik’s tongue and lips did wonderful things with Tas’s mouth.

“Off,” Tas moaned when they finally broke for air.

He tugged impatiently at Girik’s shirt even as he rutted against Girik’s thick, muscled thigh. Divesting themselves of their clothing proved challenging in the narrow confines of the bunk. There was a lot of grunting and twisting and a few thumps against ornately painted woodwork, but eventually they both collapsed naked into the feather bed. Tas had to take a moment to catch his breath. The stew and rest had done a lot, but he wasn’t as recovered as he would have liked. He hoped his performance didn’t disappoint.

Luckily, Girik didn’t give him time to fully explore his anxiety before the man pulled Tas on top of him and captured his mouth again. Girik’s big hands traveled down Tas’s back to his ass. He cupped a buttock in each palm and kneaded, encouraging Tas to move against him. Tas’s hips had a mind of their own, grinding his cock against Girik’s belly, smearing wetness between them.

“Show me,” Tas gasped. “Show me what you wanted to teach me.”

Girik nuzzled his neck and licked a stripe up to his ear before drawing back to hold his gaze. “It has been a long few days, Tas. Maybe we should wait for more until you’ve had time to rest.”

Tas’s heart kicked as he held Girik’s tender gaze, willing the man to understand so he didn’t have to say the words out loud. Tas knew the moment realization dawned because Girik’s face fell.

“You don’t know if we’ll have that kind of time,” Girik murmured with resignation.

“I can’t make any promises. I care for you, Girik. I really do. But I want to do what’s best for everyone, and I have no idea what that is right now. I’m sorry.”

As he reached up to cup Tas’s jaw again, Girik gave him a sad half smile. “It’s okay. If my life has taught me anything, it’s that I should make the most of what I have right now so I have memories to cherish later.”

Pressing his forehead to Girik’s, Tas closed his eyes and sighed. “It isn’t okay,” Tas whispered, “but the best I can promise is that I want to be here with you more than anywhere else in the world. I don’t want to think about anything right now but you.”

Girik’s eyes became suspiciously bright in the lamplight, but he quickly nodded. “Anything you want.”

He pushed himself up, forcing Tas to sit back on Girik’s thighs. Cupping the back of Tas’s head, Girik murmured, “Watch the ceiling,” before he captured Tas’s lips again. Tas wrapped his arms around Girik’s shoulders and rocked in his lap, rubbing their cocks together between their bellies. They broke apart, and both of them took a moment to watch their rigid shafts moving against each other before Girik wrapped them in one big fist. Tas moaned and arched his back, only remembering at the last second to put a palm flat on the ceiling of the wagon to cushion his head. When Girik bent forward, captured Tas’s nipple between his lips, and suckled, Tas’s ballocks tingled and another pearl of precome spilled down his crown.

Before Tas knew what the man was doing, Girik wrapped Tas in his arms, twisted, and eased him to the mattress. He gripped Tas’s cock and stroked as he panted, “I want you inside me, Tas. Will you do that?”

It was hard to think with Girik pumping his cock, but Tas eventually caught up to what he was being asked and gulped. He stilled Girik’s hand with his own so he could form a coherent thought and didn’t make the question moot by climaxing too soon. Wide-eyed, he searched Girik’s face. “Are you sure? I mean, I haven’t done anything like that before, obviously.”

Tas grimaced; he sounded like a fool. But Girik only smiled and kissed him again.

“I’m very sure. I want you to hold me like you did for the ritual, but this time I want to feel you everywhere. I don’t want you to think about anything but how good it feels. I want you to come apart inside me.”

With a moan, Tas pulled Girik in for another kiss. He held Girik close to give himself a moment to calm down. Otherwise he might come from the man’s words alone. When he thought he’d mastered his body enough to not embarrass himself, he pulled back, held Girik’s gaze, and nodded.

Girik grinned and without looking reached behind him and pulled a corked vial from a small cabinet above the stove.

“Spotted this yesterday when I was looking for soap,” he said, smiling shyly.

He uncorked the bottle and poured a small amount of its contents into his palm. While Tas watched intently, he wrapped his fist around Tas’s cock again and smoothed the liquid up the shaft and over his crown. Tas shivered but put his hand over Girik’s again to halt his very thorough ministrations.

“If you want to save anything for what you’re talking about, you’d better stop,” he warned, and Girik chuckled warmly.

“Wouldn’t want that.”

Girik reached behind him, and Tas swallowed as his heart kicked up another notch. His imagination supplied him with plenty of images for what Girik was doing. And then he didn’t have to imagine anymore because Girik rolled over and presented that magnificent ass to him.

“Go slow. When you’re all the way in, give me a little bit to get used to you. But when I tell you, fuck me as hard as you want. Don’t hold back. I want to feel you all the way to my toes.”

Tas was so hot, he couldn’t even remember what it felt like to be cold. He had to pry his eyes away from Girik’s gorgeous ass and broad back to hold the man’s gaze to signal that he’d understood. The scars on Girik’s back made him pause long enough to kiss several of them tenderly before he took each of Girik’s buttocks in slightly trembling hands and pulled them apart. Breathing became difficult as nerves tried to pour a bucket of cold water over him. But as he ran a hesitant finger over the slick, puckered entrance to Girik’s body, lust and need swamped any other feeling.

After placing his crown against the hot, soft flesh, Tas closed his eyes, expelled a long breath, and pushed. Girik’s body resisted at first, but at Girik’s whispered words of encouragement, Tas gripped the man’s hips and pressed harder. Girik’s body swallowed his crown and they both moaned.

“More,” Girik panted.

Tas flexed his hips, trying not to be overwhelmed by the sweet torture of Girik’s tight channel. Black spots formed in Tas’s vision before he realized he’d stopped breathing and gasped for air. When Tas was finally all the way in, he pressed his damp forehead to Girik’s back and panted.

“You feel so good,” Tas gasped.

“So do you. Now move, Tas. Don’t hold back. Make me feel it.”

Again, Tas’s hips jerked almost of their own will. They drew back and thrust forward once, hard, sending sparks of pleasure over Tas’s entire body.

“Elan,” Tas grunted with his second thrust.

“What?” Girik asked before moaning and arching his back.

“My name… before the Brotherhood…. Say that name. Only here… like this,” Tas said between pants.

“Elan,” Girik whispered almost reverently.

Tas gave a few more slow, awkward, and blissful thrusts before his body finally settled into a rhythm with Girik’s. They rocked together on the feather bed, the blankets in a tangle at their feet. Tas was almost dizzy with pleasure, but remembering what Girik had asked for, he wrapped an arm around Girik’s chest and another around his waist and hugged him tight as he pumped his hips. He buried his face against Girik’s sweat-slick back and did his best to make the man feel it, even if he wasn’t sure he’d survive the effort.

Tas’s climax took him by surprise. The surge of pleasure set sparks dancing in his vision, and he cried out as he pistoned wildly before the world went black.




Chapter Nineteen

 

 

EARLY SUNLIGHT through the tinted glass above his head painted the inside of the wagon with even more color than it already had. The array of hues was so loud, Tas could almost hear it. Just one or two might have been pretty, but every part of the rainbow mashed together in one small space was far too much to deal with early in the morning. He grimaced and closed his eyes against it.

“It’s awful, isn’t it?” Girik murmured beside him.

Tas turned his head and found the combination of Girik’s sandy blond hair and sky-blue eyes much more pleasant to look at.

“Good morning,” Tas said with a shy smile. His face flushed as everything they’d done the night before came rushing back. “I guess I passed out on you. I’m sorry.”

Girik cupped his cheek and stroked his thumb across Tas’s lips. “Don’t apologize. You were perfect, and I was flattered I could make you lose consciousness.”

“It might have had something to do with almost dying two days in a row.”

“You remember it your way. I’ll remember it mine.”

The murmur of voices outside the wagon broke in on their little idyll, and Tas’s smile fell. He’d spent an amazing night wrapped tightly in the arms of a beautiful man, an experience he never even dreamed of having only a few days ago. But he couldn’t hide in a dream forever. He had to face the strangers and the millstone around his neck that lay discarded in the grass.

Girik must have sensed the tension in his body, because he sighed and released Tas from his embrace. “What happens now?”

“I wish I knew.” He felt cold without Girik’s arms around him, despite the fact that Girik had buried them in a mound of blankets sometime in the night. “This seems to be a time of revelations for me. You know, I’ve known almost exactly what to expect and what to do each and every day since the Brotherhood took me. I never really appreciated the amount of comfort and security I found in that. I may have resented many of the rules and tried to find improvements to the rituals ever since I was elevated to the Thirty-Six, but I was never left without a rudder. I always knew what I was meant to do… or at least I thought I knew. Now I’m cast adrift, and I don’t have the answers anymore. It’s a very humbling experience. Perhaps that’s what the gods intended. I can’t deny that I might’ve needed a little humbling.”

“You’ll do the right thing, Tas—uh, Elan. I believe in you.”

“I can’t think why… and that name belongs between the two of us, please. Honestly, I haven’t heard it in so long, I doubt I’d answer to it anymore anyway.”

“I understand,” Girik murmured as he lifted Tas’s wrist into the multicolored light and traced a thumb over the flames branded there. “What would your mark have been, if the Brotherhood hadn’t taken you?”

“A coil of rope. My family were mostly river folk—fisherman, dockhands, and the like.”

He said the words calmly enough, but the sight of his mark made something twist painfully inside him. The flames were branded into the skin, not inked, because the Brotherhood was forever. No one ever left… at least not alive.

“I can’t hide in here forever, though, can I?”

“Probably not,” Girik replied, his voice tinged with regret.

A thought occurred to him and Tas cringed. “I’m being selfish again. Forgive me. I won’t leave you and your village in danger, no matter what. If… if there’s some way to be sure your absence wasn’t discovered, you should be able to return to the village with no one the wiser of the part you played. You don’t have to stay here any longer. You’ve done more than your fair share. Whatever I decide, the Brotherhood never has to know of your involvement. You can still go back to your life and your mother.”

He had hoped to reassure Girik, but the look on the man’s face was anything but relieved. Girik drew away from him and climbed out of the bunk. He sat heavily on the bench beside the bed, and when Tas sat up, Girik wouldn’t meet his gaze.

“Girik? What’s wrong? What did I say?”

“Nothing. You’re right. We have to think practically about the future. We can’t mess about with stupid dreams and wishes.”

So much of Tas’s life was in confusion and tumult, he felt like a feather tossed about in a gale, but he hated the expression on Girik’s face and how defeated he sounded. Scooting to the end of the bed, he placed a hand on Girik’s shoulder. “If you were wishing and hoping, what would you hope for?”

Girik’s head dropped lower, and he shook his head.

“Please tell me.”

Without looking up Girik whispered, “I would follow you anywhere you wanted to go. All you have to do is ask.”

Tas’s mouth fell open as he stared at Girik’s hunched shoulders and bowed head. “You would?”

“Aye.”

“But why?”

Girik finally glanced up, but the look he gave Tas was anything but flattering.

“We hardly know each other,” Tas defended.

“We’ve had that discussion already,” Girik countered.

“But your home, your family….”

Sadness crept into Girik’s blue eyes as his expression softened. “I can build a new home. And my only family here is my mama. She’s—” His breath hitched. “She doesn’t have long.”

“You’d hardly want to leave her, then.”

Girik drew in a long, shuddering breath before blowing it out again. “She wants me to. She tried to make me promise the night I came to visit you at Elderman Servil’s.”

“Promise?”

“To not see her in her final days. To leave. To not watch her waste away any more than she already has.”

Girik turned his head away, and Tas squeezed the shoulder he still clasped, unsure how to comfort him.

“But you don’t want to leave her, and you shouldn’t have to. I’ll think of something. I’ll… I’ll take Tasnerek back to Blagos Keep, if that’s what it takes to keep everyone here safe, to keep you safe.”

“No.”

“Yes. I was willing to die out here for it. The keep will be worse, probably, but I’ll lie as much as I have to. I won’t let them believe you did anything wrong or know anything that happened between us. I can pretend long enough that no suspicions will fall on you or your village. I can do that. You keep your promise to say nothing, and I’ll talk to Tasnerek. I’ll make him play along as long as we need to.”

When Girik turned his gaze back to Tas, his blue eyes were fierce. “No. I want to go with you, Tas, somewhere else, somewhere far. You asked me what my dreams and hopes were, and I’m telling you. If we both just leave, they’ll never know what happened. You don’t have to die, and I don’t have to live alone with that guilt the rest of my life… unless you don’t want me to go with you.”

Tas sighed and slumped back against the side of the wagon. “I didn’t say that. I feel like I’m barely keeping my head above water here. I don’t know what the best move to make is. I don’t know what the Brotherhood will do, not for sure. At this point, I would gladly give them Tasnerek and disappear, but I don’t think that would solve anything. And there was all that business with the wizard last night. I don’t even know what happened there.” He dropped his face in his hands and groaned. When he lifted his gaze again, Girik was watching him with only patience and understanding in his eyes. “You are the most generous, brave man I have ever met. I have no idea why you want to give so much to me when all I’ve brought you is trouble.”

Girik’s smile was sweet enough to make Tas’s chest hurt. “You’ve given me much more than that and you know it. And if you haven’t guessed by now, I like taking care of people. It gives me purpose. I don’t do so well on my own. I made the bargain for my mama because I couldn’t take care of her anymore, not because I didn’t want to. And if going with you means I am granting her final wish, then I can live with that. As long as the village is kept safe enough that they can continue to care for her until the end, that’s enough for me. I can make my home anywhere, and so can Bayor.”

Tas couldn’t speak past the lump in his throat. Beyond Tasnerek choosing him, no one had ever offered him such a precious gift. He wished he felt worthy of it.

Was this what love was like? If so, he could understand why the Brotherhood forbade it. How could anyone function when their heart was pulled in so many directions at once?

When Tas didn’t speak for several moments, Girik’s expression turned sad. “This is a lot for so early in the morning, especially after the last several days. We’re both still a bit tired and hungry. I wish I could tell you going out there will make things easier, but I have a bad feeling it won’t. But maybe the stone or the wizard will have something to say that will point both of us in the right direction.”

With a weary nod, Tas took the temporary reprieve from the conflict inside him and climbed out of the bunk. Their clothes were strewn across the wagon floor, and they were both chuckling by the time they managed to dance around each other enough to get dressed in the small space.

Tas shivered when he opened the door and stepped out into the cold morning. A cheerful fire burned in the ring of stones, pushing back the heavy mist that still clung to the ground, and the strangers sat huddled together on the far side of it. Tas smiled in greeting as Bayor bounded away from Yan’s side to meet his master at the wagon, but Tas’s first glimpse of the strangers’ faces wiped the smile off his face. A huge black crow cawed from its perch high in a tree, making him flinch.

Yan turned his head toward them at the sound, and darkly ringed, sad green eyes met Tas’s.

“Good morning, Brother Tasnerek, Girik,” Yan murmured somberly. “There’s porridge with honey and dried fruit in the pot. You both may eat as much as you like. We aren’t particularly hungry right now.”

The wizard still gazed pensively into the fire. He looked haggard and drawn, nothing like the formidable man Tas had faced off with the day before.

“Thank you,” Girik said, moving past Tas to the pot.

While Girik spooned porridge into wooden bowls with Bayor plastered to his side, Tas moved cautiously around the fire. The blankets from the previous night were still in place, so Tas slowly sank onto one, watching the two strangers the whole time.

After his initial greeting, Yan had turned his attention back to the wizard. The two men sat very close together, with Yan holding one of Lyuc’s hands in both of his and gazing up at his companion with worried eyes.

Girik settled next to Tas after handing him a bowl, and the hound flopped behind them. Both were a warm, solid weight around him, and Tas longed to lean on them rather than allow his pride to keep his back ramrod straight.

“Perhaps it would be best for you to pick up your amulet, Brother. He should be included in this,” Lyuc said. “He can tell you if I speak truth.”

Tas had felt Tasnerek’s presence ever since he’d come outside, but he was reluctant to shoulder that weight again so soon.

“I would rather hear what you have to say without his interference. I will speak with him after, and he can tell me if you have lied.”

Lyuc lifted his head. “Can he hear us without your connection?”

The question caught Tas off-guard, and he cast a quick glance to where he’d thrown Tasnerek. There were so many things he didn’t know, but he wasn’t going to admit it to a virtual stranger. “I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.”

Lyuc sighed and nodded. “Very well. I guess I should begin, then.”

A long silence followed in spite of that declaration, and Tas finally grew impatient enough to prod. “What happened last night? Why did learning of Tasnerek’s ability to speak to me affect you like that?”

The older man finally met Tas’s gaze, and Tas swore he could see an eternity of sorrow swimming in those blue eyes. “I assume you’re familiar with the story of the creation of the Rift and the Anchor Stones… at least in part,” Lyuc replied.

Despite the power of the man’s unsettling gaze, Tas lifted his chin and scowled. “I’m a member of the Brotherhood of Harot and of the Thirty-Six. I have carried part of one of the Anchor Stones around my neck for years. Of course I know it. All brothers are given intensive study from the moment we enter Blagos Keep.”

Instead of the snappy rejoinder Tas expected, Lyuc sighed and turned his gaze back to the fire. “I meant no insult, Brother. But stories have a way of changing over a thousand years, and I have no real way of knowing what alteration or embellishment the Brotherhood or Harot may have put on it. So I will ask you a simple question. Who made the Anchor Stones?”

Frowning, Tas shot Girik a quick glance, wondering if this was a trick question. “The gods, of course. They came together, cast the hateful Three into the Rift, and lifted the stones to stop the crack in the world from spreading.”

“And what of the Volosoi?” Lyuc asked.

Tas’s sneer was automatic. “The Singers? They’re fairy tales. I’ve heard that some proscribed ancient folk stories say they had something to do with the stones, but that’s heresy, an insult to the gift and salvation the gods bestowed on us.”

Lyuc regarded him with sober, unblinking blue eyes for a long time, until Tas shifted uncomfortably and looked away. “You’re saying the Singers are real. That they and not the gods created the stones,” Tas said with a weary sigh.

In another life, or a few weeks ago, Tas would have been shocked, scandalized, and livid to be having this conversation. He would have railed at the man and quoted scripture from the Books of Harot. But one man could only take so many surprises before numbness descended. Frankly he wouldn’t be shocked by anything anymore.

“I have no desire to cast doubts on the tenets of your religion, Brother.”

The crow cawed loudly above them, a sort of laughing sound, and Lyuc cast a censuring look over his shoulder, though his lip curled slightly. “Perhaps I should say I have no desire to upset you. You’ve obviously had more than a few surprises thrown at you lately, and I have a feeling Tasnerek speaking was not the first.”

“It wasn’t,” Tas agreed wearily.

Girik scooted a little closer and pressed against Tas’s side.

Holding Tas’s gaze, Lyuc nodded, and his expression showed sympathy and understanding. “I will tell you the story. It is up to you whether you believe me or not. The Volosoi are not fairy tales. They were a real people who lived here long before the coming of man. As man spread out across the kingdoms, the Volosoi pulled back. They were a peaceful people, and never a very, uh, prolific one. Over time, their numbers dwindled. In the time of the creation of the Rift, they occupied what is now the Great Northern Forest in Gorazhan and some of the mountains of the Barrier. When the Three created the Rift, it was the Volosoi who intervened. Their magic was always strong, and they had a connection to this world that mankind simply cannot understand. They came together, all of them, from babes in swaddling to crippled elders. They pulled the stones from deep within the earth. They sang and died by the hundreds, even thousands… or at least that is what I thought for a very long time.”

Yan shifted next to Lyuc and pulled their joined hands to his chest, and Lyuc’s gray visage brightened a little as he gave his companion a weak smile.

Tas hated to break in on their moment, but he was lost, or his mind didn’t want to follow the path Lyuc was trying to lead him down. “I don’t quite understand. What does that have to do with Tasnerek speaking to me?”

If anything, the wizard looked paler when he turned his gaze back to Tas. “Tasnerek called me Faelir, didn’t he? It was their name for me. It means betrayer.” A single tear slid down the man’s cheek, but he continued to hold Tas’s gaze. “Don’t you see? Tasnerek is speaking to you with a consciousness of his own, speaking a name I haven’t heard in a very, very long time…. They didn’t die. All this time, I thought they’d sacrificed themselves and gone on to the Beyond—and that was bad enough—but they hadn’t. They’re still sacrificing themselves, trapped in those damned stones for a thousand years!”

Lyuc broke eye contact and dropped his head into his hands.

“Lyuc,” Yan murmured as he gathered the man to his chest and held him while Tas looked on, frozen in shock.

Girik appeared equally at a loss as they both sat in silence watching the couple on the other side of the fire seek comfort in each other. In a flutter of great black wings, the crow descended from its perch. Before it hit the ground, it transformed into a black cat and trotted to the two men. It circled around them a couple of times, rubbing on them, before settling at their feet and turning angry red eyes toward Girik and Tas. Bayor shifted behind them and let out a growl, but Girik put a hand on the hound’s scruff and he settled again.

“It’s not their fault, Bryn. The fault lies with me, as it always has,” Lyuc murmured as he slowly pulled out of Yan’s embrace. “Please speak to your stone, Brother Tasnerek. Tell me if I’m wrong.”

The plea in the man’s eyes did more to get Tas moving than anything else. Frankly he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answers Tasnerek might give him, but he wouldn’t be a coward about it. His tantrum the night before notwithstanding, he was still bound by duty and honor to serve Rassa and its people as best he could, and the gods had allowed him an entire night of selfish indulgence with Girik. He couldn’t keep asking for more.

Cold descended on him the moment he moved away from Girik’s warmth. He was still tired and his body ached from head to toe, but he climbed to his feet and shuffled to Tasnerek despite the weight of reluctance dragging at his heels. He wasn’t a petulant child. He was a man who’d been chosen by the gods for a reason. He needed to remember that.

“Faelir speaks truth, human,” Tasnerek said the moment Tas grasped the stone.

Tas jolted, still not used to the voice inside his head. “You heard?”

“Now that I am awake, I can hear and interpret the song of my surroundings.”

“You’re fully charged.” Tas stared at the stone in shock, sensing the energy pulsing inside it.

“Now that I am awake, I can resonate with the world as long as I’m in contact with it.”

“You mean you can recharge just from being left on the ground?”

Tas’s gut twisted with all the implications spinning in his head, all the pain he’d caused. He felt as sick as he had the first time he’d realized the journals spoke truth.

“There will be time for reproach and all of your questions later,” the stone continued coldly. “For now, I have questions I need Faelir to answer. You will ask them for me.”

Pride wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, and Tas’s kicked in past the haze of shock and guilt. He squared his shoulders and glared at the stone. “I don’t know who or what you are, but I will not be bullied and ordered around, particularly if, as you say, Lyuc was speaking the truth and you’re not a gift from the gods but some creature of legend. Keep it up and I’ll chuck you down the deepest well I can find.”

Surprise and irritation vibrated down the link they shared before what Tas could have sworn was a sigh. “I have been asleep for a very long time and slave to the whims of far too many of you. If the dreams I remember of my time with your Brotherhood are to be believed, I have been party to such foulness I feel my song will never be cleansed of it. Forgive me if I have not taken your needs into account.”

Acid dripped from the stone’s mental voice, but Tas lifted his chin stubbornly despite flinching a little. “I’m sorry for what you have suffered and for my part in it. I did what I believed was right at the time. But I suppose that doesn’t make any difference to you.” Tas rubbed his aching head with his free hand. “I have so much I need to think through and understand, but neither of us will get anything done if we’re fighting all the time, and I have duties and obligations I will not set aside.”

“If I answer some of your questions, will you ask mine?”

“Yes.”

“Then ask.”

“You said the wizard spoke truth. All of it?”

“Yes.”

“You were once one of these Volosoi?”

“Yes.”

“Will you tell me in your own words what happened?”

The stone remained silent for long enough that Tas wondered if something had happened to it.

“Tasnerek?”

“That is not my name,” he snapped.

“What should I call you, then?”

“It doesn’t matter. You do not possess the ability to sing my name, but I would prefer anything other than that one.”

“Okay. Uh, how about Singer?”

They could revisit the subject of names later, when Tas wasn’t so overwhelmed.

“That will suffice.” Singer’s mental voice was as noncommittal as his words. “As for my story, I fear much of it is lost in dream. I remember the Battle of the Rift and before. I remember singing the stones out of the ground with the rest of my people and letting go of my body, but anything after is disjointed, mere flashes. My sense of time is greatly altered since relinquishing my body. Faelir is much the same as I remember him, but the song of the world has changed. He said a thousand years has passed, but I don’t remember much of it. How long have I been with your Brotherhood?”

“Harot returned with the sacred stones nearly five hundred years ago, after the great plague.”

“I remember a surge of energy and being separated from the others. It hurt to be so alone. I could sing to them and feel their song, but only at a distance. I remember voices… not beautiful in true song, but a few close enough I could resonate with them… like you. I slept…. But I need to get back to the others. I must get back or I will never be freed and allowed to travel to the Beyond, as your people call it.”

The stone’s voice had been a bit vague at first but had strengthened and sharpened at the end until Tas winced.

“Tas?” Girik murmured behind him.

Tas had been so wrapped up with the stone, he hadn’t heard Girik and Bayor approach.

“I’m all right. We’re talking, that’s all.”

“Did the wizard speak true?” Girik whispered.

With a sigh, Tas turned to him and nodded. Girik looked pale and uncertain, but the next words out of his mouth made warmth bloom in Tas’s chest. “Are you all right?”

Of course, Girik would think of Tas first. Tas was divided between wanting to accept the comfort offered and wishing he was worthy of it.

His pride won, as it usually did.

“I’ll manage,” he said with as reassuring a smile as he could dredge up. “I’m asking him about the past, but I suppose all of us deserve to hear his answers. I shouldn’t make you all wait and watch me stand in silent conversation for hours.”

Now that he wasn’t so focused on the stone, he could feel the weight of the three strangers’ gazes on his back. The cat at Lyuc and Yan’s feet jerked its tail back and forth as it edged backward with each step Tas took toward the fire. The stone vibrated unpleasantly in his palm, making Tas’s shoulders tense.

“Will you stop that?” Tas thought at the crystal.

“That thing should not be here. Its song is wrong.”

“I’m very well aware of that,” Tas snapped back irritably. “But it helped save my life yesterday, and Lyuc—or Faelir, or whatever you want to call him—seems quite attached to it, so— Wait. You said before that Faelir was much as you remembered him, like he was part of your memories from before the stones, but how is that possible?”

Earlier Tas had thought he wasn’t capable of being shocked any more than he already had been, but with a sinking feeling in his stomach, he stared at the copper-and-gray-bearded man across the fire from him, already afraid he knew what the stone was going to say.

“I thought you knew. Faelir is long-lived for a human. But he looks remarkably young for his age, even by Volosoi standards.”

“Who is he?”

“He is Faelir, the one you humans called Lyucimir, I believe.”

“The Wanderer?” Tas choked on the name even as he gasped it aloud.

“Tas?” Girik hurried to his side and tried to grab him as Tas slumped into an untidy heap on the blanket.

Girik knelt on the blanket next to him and held his shoulders. “Tas, what is it? Are you okay? Is it the stone again? Do you need me to take it away?”

Lyuc’s grimace was apologetic as he climbed slowly to his feet and carried a pitcher and cup over to them. “I think the stone may have told the brother who I am, or he figured it out on his own,” Lyuc said, offering Tas a cup of water.

Tas took it in one trembling hand and gulped the entire cup before handing it back to the man—no, god.

“Oh no,” Lyuc said, “Don’t get that look in your eyes. I’m just a man, Brother, a man with power no man should have ever had access to… a man who made many mistakes.”

Anguish filled the wizard’s eyes as his gaze dropped to the stone Tas still held in his palm, and Tas’s shock slowly dissipated. Tas knew the moment Girik figured it out, because the big man sucked in a huge breath and his blue eyes rounded.

“The Wanderer,” Girik repeated in an awed whisper.

This time, it was Yan who offered Girik a cup of water. “I know. It takes a bit of getting used to, but he is a man, not a god. I should know.”

While both Girik and Tas watched in astonished silence, Lyuc threw Yan a sour look and gave his companion a gentle shove. Yan laughed and shoved him back. The black cat gave them all a disgusted growl, turned its nose up, and sauntered away.

“Can we get back to the matters at hand? I have answered your questions. Now I have some of my own,” Singer cut in, giving Tas the slap on the face he needed.

The stone hadn’t answered even a tiny portion of the questions Tas had swirling inside him, but since he was still struggling to understand the answers he had so far, he wasn’t going to argue the point.

“Tasne—Singer has questions for you,” Tas said, and Lyuc sobered quickly.

“Singer?” Lyuc asked, frowning.

“He’s asked that I no longer call him Tasnerek. The name offends him. He wouldn’t give me another, so I chose Singer for the time being.”

“I see. And did he confirm what I said?” Lyuc looked like he hoped Tas would contradict him, but Tas nodded reluctantly. All humor and lightheartedness died as Lyuc moved back to his position across the fire and slumped onto the blanket again. “I see,” he repeated quietly.

Yan and the Spawn moved to his side, and the group was quiet for a time.

“Ask him how the Stones fare. I can still feel them, but this far away, the song is not clear. If I am thirteen of thirty-six pieces that have broken off, how bad was the damage?”

Tas jerked at the voice. Would he ever get used to it?

Gods, he hoped not.

“He wants to know about the Anchor Stones. He’s worried about the damage caused and the loss of the thirty-six pieces.”

“I have been to the Rift since the damage was done, and the stones still held. I think it was a lightning strike that broke the shards free before Harot collected them. You don’t need to worry about that at least. In fact, from all I’ve seen in the last several decades, the Rift appears to be closing. Fewer Spawn come through with each passing year, and the land is healing.”

“Really?” Tas asked as the stone hummed relief in his head.

Lyuc gave him a weak smile. “Yes. I’ve encountered some troubling things more recently that have kept me from returning directly to the Riftlands, but every indication is that it won’t be too long before the blight is ended.”

“May the gods make it so,” Tas intoned aloud.

“What troubling things?” Girik asked from his spot beside Tas.

Lyuc’s smile fell away as he shot a quick glance at Yan before reaching inside his multihued robes and pulling out a stone box.

“Is that blackstone?” Tas asked nervously. His hand involuntarily clenched Tasnerek tighter. Blackstone blocked anything magical, including the sacred stones.

“Yes. I hadn’t originally intended to show this to you, but in light of everything I’ve learned, I cannot, in good conscience, keep it locked away any longer. Brother Tasnerek, are any of the brothers who are still close by sensitive?”

“Sensitive?”

“Can they feel magical energy, sense its presence? I assume no other members of the Thirty-Six are near, else they would have joined you in the Hunt or come hunting Bryn since.”

“You mean are there any Finders? No, the annual choosing circuit is only in spring and summer, when the weather is kinder. Their talent is rare, so they stick to the cities and ports or the keep the rest of the year.”

“You spoke of others of the Thirty-Six possibly being sent for, would they be closer by now?”

“No. They shouldn’t be. Even if Brother Saldus sent for them after the Hunt returned to the village without me, it will be days before any receive the message, let alone make the trip. Why?”

“My magic use yesterday was all earth magic, nothing unusual, so any sensitives in the area could have chalked that up to you and your stone. But this will possibly draw more attention. Thankfully, the Great Barrier has enough magical energy stored in some of its mountains to confuse and block any eyes from that direction, so I’m mostly concerned with Rassans. We’re close enough that we can disappear into the mountains fairly quickly. I just don’t want to have to rush before we’ve learned all we can from each other.”

Tas had no idea what he expected to be inside that box, but he barely had a glimpse of milky white stone before Singer hummed joyfully in his palm and light exploded from him. Tas turned his head from the blinding light, only to see the stone in the box flare to life as well. Singer’s voice sang in his head as it emitted a clear audible tone at the same time, and a chorus of many tones, all in a strange alien harmony, rang from the one Lyuc held.

“What’s happening?” Tas sent to the stone in his palm.

“Family” came the joyful reply. “Please, place us all together or on the earth so we can better sing, without your human song or the blackstone interfering.”

Tas supposed he should have been offended by that, but Singer sounded so happy, he didn’t have the heart to complain. He probably wouldn’t hear Tas anyway, as obviously distracted as he was.

“He wants to be next to the other stone,” Tas relayed.

Lyuc stood and set the box on the ground. Tas took the stone from the box and set them next to each other on the soft earth. The singing died to a sweet humming, like the far-off strains of some barely remembered tune.

“Well, if there were any sensitives in the area, they certainly would have felt that,” Lyuc commented wryly.

“You did the right thing,” Yan said as he came up to their little group, took Lyuc’s hand, and squeezed.

Lyuc blinked rapidly and nodded, before turning to Tas. “What are they saying?”

Tas shook his head. “I can’t hear them beyond the music. Maybe they’re speaking in their own language. I think I can only hear Singer when I’m touching him anyway, or when he wants me to, and I don’t think I want to interrupt whatever is happening.”

The stone Lyuc had produced was much larger than Tas’s, nowhere near the size of High Brother Vienas’s, but still fairly large, and something Singer had said suddenly made sense. “Place us all together,” he murmured.

“What?” Girik said from behind him.

“The stone, Singer, he said, ‘place us all together.’ He said they were family. I think he means there’s more than one spirit, or whatever they are, in the other stone, which makes sense, I suppose… if any of this makes sense.”

Quanna, Moc, and Chytel, please help this make sense.

“How many?” Lyuc asked soberly, cutting in on his silent prayer.

“I don’t know. I’d have to ask him. Tasnerek was the smallest of all the sacred stones. Maybe that’s why there is only one voice in my head. Where did you get that stone?”

“A merchant caravan traveling from the northern edge of Gorazhan to Zehir. Rassan merchants stole it from another trader in the caravan during a storm, but I still don’t know how the first trader got it or how the Rassans knew to look for it… or how the bandits knew to come for it on the road either.”

“Rassan merchants?” Tas asked in surprise.

Did the Brotherhood know of this? The discovery of another sacred stone was huge. Why had he heard nothing? He was a member of the Thirty-Six. He should have heard something.

“How long ago was this?” Tas asked sharply.

“We left the caravan with the stone nearly two months ago.”

Tas hadn’t discovered the journals when the Rassan merchants had probably left for Gorazhan, so that couldn’t have been a factor in his being left out of the loop. Were the merchants sent specifically? Did the Brotherhood even know?

He cast a glance at the two crystals glowing faintly in the sunlight, still singing their strange harmonies, and the sight brought him up short. Did any of those questions even matter anymore?

His earlier thoughts of returning to Blagos Keep and lying long enough that no one in Comun would be suspected crumpled to dust. There would be no hiding this.

Quanna, Moc, and Chytel, what am I to do? Please give me guidance, a sign, anything.




Chapter Twenty

 

 

TAS SEEMED to curl in on himself, and his gaze grew distant, leaving Girik with stones glowing and singing on the ground next to him and a wizard god, a Spawn cat, and a man staring at them in expectation. Girik shifted uncomfortably and buried his hand deeper in Bayor’s coarse fur, seeking comfort in the hound’s solidity.

He was in way over his head, again, but that seemed to be his new normal. Thank the gods, Tas had been there to slog through the morass ahead of him so Girik could simply follow along in his wake, up until that point. But now Tas seemed to be overwhelmed too, and Girik was going to go crazy if someone didn’t say something.

“Uh,” Girik croaked, “Rassan merchants? Bandits? That sounds like a story.”

“It is,” Yan replied, sharing a smile with Lyuc.

With a nod, Lyuc said, “We were in a merchant caravan when I discovered the stone. Two Rassan traders had stolen it from a Gorazhani merchant. We were hit by a very bad storm out in the plains. I guess the traders decided it was too perfect a distraction not to take advantage of the confusion. I probably should have taken the stone as soon as I discovered it, but….” Lyuc shrugged, and Yan bumped their shoulders together. “Well, let’s just say I wasn’t as interested in getting involved as I am now.”

Tas finally shifted next to Girik, and Girik was sure Tas had to be positively overflowing with questions. Tas was fast like that, while Girik was still floundering, trying to wrap his head around the fact that they were talking to a god of legend.

If the sacred stone and Tas were to be believed—and there was no reason for them to lie—the man sitting so calmly across from them was Lyucimir the Wanderer, one of the three gods whose war opened the Rift, the infamous Three who were supposedly sent into the Rift by the other gods as punishment for their crimes. Yet here he was sharing his fire, his wagon, his food, and his story with them like any simple traveler. Girik had no idea how he was going to make that work inside his head, but the more the man talked, the easier it was to push some of that aside.

“How did you end up with the stone, then?” Girik asked when Tas still didn’t seem ready to join the conversation.

“The caravan was attacked by a large raiding party, led by a Spawn.”

“What?” Tas jerked beside him, but all Girik could do was gape.

Lyuc nodded, seeming unperturbed by their reactions. “I found it as difficult to understand as you do now. I mean, obviously, it is possible for a member of their species to retain its intelligence and reason on this plane of existence. Bryn is proof of that.” The Spawn in question simply swished its feline tail and blinked slowly at them. “But Bryn was a very special case. We developed an understanding over centuries. I’ve never met another like Bryn.”

“Until now,” Tas added.

“Hardly.”

Bryn had been in animal form long enough that Girik actually jolted at the unfamiliar voice. He didn’t bother to glance in her direction. He knew she’d still be naked and laughing at his discomfort.

“Of course,” Yan cut in with a somewhat indulgent tone. “There is no one quite like you, Bryn. We only mean, another Spawn that could talk and had taken uncorrupted human form. That’s where the similarities ended.”

Lyuc leaned forward, his blue eyes intense. “I should tell you, Brother, that the Spawn I fought wielded magic.”

“And you’re sure it was Spawn?” Tas asked incredulously.

For the first time since Tas had revealed that his stone was speaking to him, Lyuc actually looked more like the being of legend Girik had seen dispatch a Spawn with the wave of a hand. The man lifted his chin and cocked an eyebrow at Tas as his lip twisted.

“Young man, I have just revealed to you how long I have walked this world. Do you not think I, of all people, would be able to recognize a Spawn when I see one?”

Movement at Lyuc’s side caught Girik’s attention in time to see Yan ducking his head to hide a smile, and Girik felt himself wanting to smile too, if only because some of the strain and worry had fallen away from the man’s face. Yan’s normalcy was all that was keeping Girik from giving up on trying to grasp this whole situation altogether.

Tas winced and lifted a hand. “My apologies, of course. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised by anything anymore.”

He let out a sigh of such weariness, Girik swung his worried gaze back to him. He longed to wrap Tas up and hold him until all of this went away, but that wasn’t an option.

“You’re far too young not to be surprised by almost everything,” Lyuc replied a little more gently. “Even as old as I am, I continue to be surprised. I just wish I could have a few more pleasant surprises to offset the unusual number of unpleasant ones I’ve had recently.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Yan murmured, and Lyuc smiled at him.

“Ugh. Don’t start that again or we’ll never get any decisions made,” Bryn cut in caustically. “Most importantly, what are we going to do with those stones so they don’t have to be here anymore? That would be a good place to start.”

Girik couldn’t exactly say he liked Bryn, but he appreciated her pragmatism. If decisions were made, he’d have something to do. He’d have a direction to go in, and he wouldn’t feel so useless.

“I think the stones might have something to say about that,” Lyuc replied soberly. “I will do whatever they need me to. I owe them that, at least.”

Lyuc held Tas’s gaze as he spoke, as if waiting for Tas to challenge him on it, but Tas merely sighed and nodded. “I can’t take them back to Blagos Keep. I have been praying for guidance, but honestly, I don’t think the decision is mine to make anymore. Even if I ignored every shred of common decency inside of me and forced Singer to return, what good would it do? My brothers in the Thirty-Six would know the instant they came in contact with the stone that something was wrong, and if all the others react like yours did, I can’t even imagine the chaos that would cause. And that isn’t even counting what might happen to Girik’s village if the Brotherhood thought they were somehow involved.” Tas groaned and hung his head, and Girik didn’t fight his impulse to scoot closer this time and offer what little comfort he could.

The others sat quietly across the fire from them, their faces masks of sympathy. Even Bryn’s habitual mocking sneer had fallen away when Girik risked a glance at her.

After only a few seconds, Tas lifted his head again, his expression more determined. “When Singer spoke to me before, he said he needed to get back to the others. I’m pretty sure he didn’t mean the Thirty-Six. I think he meant the Anchor Stones themselves. He said he would never be freed to go to the Beyond if he wasn’t with the others.”

“Did he say how?” Lyuc asked.

“No, but I can ask.”

Girik was so busy trying to keep up with what all of this meant that he jolted when Tas took his hand and squeezed. He turned questioning eyes to Tas, but Tas was still staring at the group on the other side of the fire.

“As someone once told me,” Tas continued, still holding Girik’s hand, “when the implications, choices, and consequences are too overwhelming to understand, it’s best to concentrate on what we know and can control. Right now, it is a single stone and bearer that won’t be returning to the keep. Brother Saldus has been in the village this entire time. He should know they’ve done nothing wrong and they know nothing of what has happened here. The Brotherhood will want to avoid drawing attention to this entire embarrassing affair. I pray that is enough to keep Comun safe from reprisals. The only one beyond myself who might be in danger from them is Girik, and if he disappears with me, it will just be one more mystery they can’t solve.”

Girik squeezed Tas’s hand back as his heart leapt in a combination of happiness that Tas was including him in his plans, sadness for who he was leaving behind, and fear of the unknown path ahead.

“And what of the other stones, Brother? Will you leave them to their fate?” Lyuc asked, throwing a bucket of cold water over Girik’s excitement.

Tas winced. “Don’t ask me to choose between them and my people. If all of the stones are awakened and taken back to the Rift, it will leave Rassa practically defenseless against our enemies and Spawn. The kingdom will be in chaos. Hundreds, if not thousands, could die. Raiders from the Southern Isles and Samebar test our borders regularly. Barbarian clans from the Great Barrier might grow bold enough again to come down from their mountains. All that is keeping Samebar’s wizards, barbarian shaman, and pirate tricksters at bay is fear of the Brotherhood’s magic, fear of the stones.”

“Only because your Brotherhood has for centuries ruthlessly stamped out any magic-bearing bloodlines beyond what they could use,” Lyuc countered.

Tas bristled for a moment before he sighed and shook his head. “I won’t argue with you on that. I have turned a blind eye for a very long time because I wanted to believe in what I did. It’s all come crashing down around me now, and perhaps deservedly so. I don’t know. But that doesn’t change the fact that innocents will suffer along with the guilty, and many more of the former than the latter.”

“We could talk to the stones,” Yan suggested gently. “We could see what they had to say. Maybe they’d want to help.”

“We could,” Tas said, “but every indication I’ve gotten from Singer is that he cares little for the fate of men.”

“They cared enough to sacrifice themselves for all of you,” Lyuc shot back.

“Except what I’ve heard of the forbidden stories says the Singers boarded ships and sailed off to the west, so maybe they sacrificed for their own people, not ours,” Tas replied.

“The fact remains, none of us would be here if they hadn’t. We all owe them,” Lyuc insisted.

Girik’s neck was beginning to hurt from twisting back and forth as the two men volleyed.

“I have a duty to my people as well. I am sworn to aid and protect them,” Tas fired back. He sucked in a breath, most likely to say more, but Lyuc held up a hand.

“Wait. Perhaps Yan is right. Perhaps we might reason with them. Your stone, Singer, says he must return to the Rift if he ever wants to be set free, but they won’t be set free until the Rift is closed and their job is done, I should think. There is time. Perhaps we could convince them to work with the Brotherhood, to make a sort of transition period. I don’t actually believe you need the stones. Magic users are magic users. Your gifts may lend themselves to working with the energy a specific way, but that doesn’t mean you can’t learn another, particularly if the Brotherhood stops culling out those with talents beyond their narrow scope.”

The blossom of hope in Girik’s chest withered when he saw Tas’s grimace.

“I would like to believe they would be open to such a thing,” Tas said, “but recent experience makes me doubtful. Besides, the stones prove we have the blessing of the gods. Without them, the people may lose faith in us.”

“That might not be such a bad thing.”

“Lyuc,” Yan gently scolded.

Lyuc sighed. “The Brotherhood may have no other choice. While I agree with you that leaving Rassa magically defenseless is neither fair nor just, I can’t simply allow the Brotherhood to continue on as they have indefinitely, if that means the Volosoi will suffer an eternity of servitude and never again join their kin… even if it’s only a small portion of them. I can’t do it. I’m sorry.”

Lyuc stood up straight and tall. Something shifted in the air, and Girik thought he could almost feel the power radiating from the man. His eyes were the same blue, but if Girik stared at them long enough, he feared he might get dragged into their depths, into some otherworldly place he’d never come back from.

Quickly averting his gaze, Girik tightened his grip on Tas’s hand.

“I will give the Brotherhood time,” Lyuc proclaimed. “That is all I can promise. But now that I know the nature of the stones, I will not leave them enslaved. The Brotherhood will adapt or it will die. That is up to them.”

While Girik still sat in awed silence, Tas gave his hand a small squeeze before climbing to his feet to face the wizard.

“I understand,” Tas said. “Obviously, I can’t stop you from doing whatever you choose to, and I can’t force Singer to do anything he doesn’t want either. This leaves me at a bit of a loss as to what I can do and what my duty demands for me to do in light of that. I guess I’ll need some time to think on it, I—”

The stones suddenly glowed brighter, and their song grew loud enough to cut Tas off midsentence. Frowning, Tas crossed the space between them and retrieved Singer.

His face was white when he turned back to them.

“My brothers are coming,” Tas whispered.




Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

“WHAT?” GIRIK croaked.

Tas turned to him as all his hopes dwindled into a hard lump of regret in his stomach. “You need to go, Girik. Now!” he cried. “At least two of the Thirty-Six are on their way here. Singer only just sensed them. They’re close and moving fast.”

“I haven’t felt anything,” Bryn said, and for once the Spawn actually looked afraid.

“You will,” Tas replied as he hurried over to Girik. “You need to go. They haven’t seen you yet. They can’t know anything.”

“I thought you said they couldn’t be here by now,” Girik argued.

“I didn’t think they could. I don’t know what’s going on, but they can’t find you here. You have to go.”

Girik got that same damned stubborn look he’d had in the woods when Tas had tried to reason with him before, and Tas wanted to shake him. “Please. Go before they see you. I’ll try to cut them off. They don’t need to know any of this has happened beyond the fact that I no longer have my sacred stone.” Tas turned to Lyuc. “Please. You said they’d have time.” He held out the stone, who was now clamoring angrily in his head. “Take him. Put both of them back in the box and go farther into the mountains. The others will still be able to sense Bryn, but you’ll be long gone before they’ve put a party together to search.”

“And what of you?” Lyuc asked grimly as he accepted the stone.

“I’ll stall them.”

“No,” Girik cried, and Tas groaned.

Would no one do as he asked, just this once?

Quanna give me patience.

“I don’t have time to argue with all of you. I need to keep them as far away as possible.”

“I won’t let you face them alone,” Girik growled stubbornly.

“So instead you’ll die for no reason?”

“No one is going to die,” Lyuc said with a finality that turned Tas’s stomach. If the gods had intended to humble him by making him feel powerless at every turn, they were certainly doing a good job of it.

“You said we’d have time,” Tas repeated a little more desperately.

Instead of answering, Lyuc collected the other stone and placed both in the blackstone box.

“Good,” Girik said, somewhat breathlessly. “The stones are in the box, so if Bryn flies off, we can all leave and they won’t be able to follow any of us. This is a good plan.”

But Lyuc’s expression said that wasn’t what he had in mind.

“I want to have a talk with your brothers,” Lyuc said, confirming Tas’s worst fears.

“You said—”

“I said I’d give Rassa time, and I intend to, but I want them to know that time is limited. I want them to take word back to Blagos Keep.”

“You won’t harm them?” Tas asked in resignation.

“Not unless I have to.”

This was not the reply Tas had been hoping for, but it looked like that was the best he was going to get. He was tempted to argue a little more on principle alone, but without a word or gesture, Lyuc’s robes began to change from their multihued patchwork into a solid midnight blue wool, finer than any Rassan wool Tas had ever seen, effectively shutting him up.

“I sense them now,” Bryn said before she transformed into a giant black stallion with glowing red eyes in the blink of an eye, and Tas sighed.

He hunched his shoulders and turned back to Girik. Bayor practically vibrated beside his master, his hackles raised, and a lump formed in Tas’s throat as he tried to drink in every detail of the picture they made. “Will you please at least stay out of sight?”

Seeming to take pity on him, Girik gave him a small smile and nodded. “Unless you need me,” Girik said, and Tas nodded in resignation.

It gave Tas a small measure of satisfaction to see Lyuc having a similar conversation with Yan and having about the same amount of luck. Yan appeared to be as stubborn as Girik.

“Out of sight, but not far,” Yan huffed at Lyuc in Gorazhani as he finished tying his leather bracers onto his wrists and then reached for his short sword. “And don’t you dare magic me in place like you did after we crossed the border.”

“I promised I wouldn’t,” Lyuc responded petulantly in Gorazhani as well. “Now, go. Go keep Girik safe for our priest.”

Yan’s frown softened as he chuckled. “Flattery will get you everywhere, as you well know.”

Yan might be half Girik’s size, but it still gave Tas a measure of comfort to know he would have Girik’s back and that Lyuc was thinking of him. Hopefully, no matter what happened, Lyuc wouldn’t allow Girik to be harmed. After what he’d seen so far, Tas was fairly certain the wizard was a match for anything the brothers threw at him, but he wanted to keep the collateral damage to a minimum, if he could.

Quanna, Moc, and Chytel, I know I have failed in my duty, but not in my heart. My heart and my body remain in service to my people. Guide me to make the right decisions for everything that I love.

Hoofbeats in the distance announced the arrival of the party, and Tas swallowed against the storm of emotions raging inside him. He moved to Lyuc’s side as the wizard stepped forward to meet them. A quick glance over his shoulder showed Girik, Yan, and Bayor melting into the cover of pine boughs and thick oak trunks on the far side of the clearing. Then eight horses and riders burst from the trees in front of him, and he had no more time to worry about Girik.

Four brothers in russet travel robes led the party. Tas recognized Brother Saldus first, and Brother Lijen behind him, but the two brothers leading the party soon captured his full attention, and his stomach twisted.

“Greetings, Brother Sanerku and Brother Yeresun,” Tas called after the riders pulled their horses up short and attempted to settle them.

“Two members of the Thirty-Six, as you predicted. You know them?” Lyuc murmured as he eyed the party calmly.

“Not well,” Tas whispered back.

Unfortunately what little he did know of them did not bode well for this conversation. There were a few like Tas in the Thirty-Six, who were known to be open to new ideas and to change, but Brothers Sanerku and Yeresun were not among them. They were rigid traditionalists.

The brothers’ stones, Sanerku and Yeresun, glowed brightly against their chosens’ chests, and Tas cringed as he cast a quick glance at Bryn. They should have sent the Spawn away. Its presence would not start this conversation off on a good foot.

The four riders who were not brothers milled nervously behind them. Tas recognized Thram the woodsman and three others from the Hunt. They looked frightened and tired, and guilt stabbed him.

“Brother Tasnerek,” Brother Sanerku called, “step away from the Spawn and we will dispatch it.”

Tas opened his mouth, unsure of exactly what he was going to say, but Lyuc beat him to it. “You will do no such thing. Brynthalon is under my protection. He will do you no harm as long as you do no harm to him. That goes for me as well.”

“Brother Tasnerek, who is this man?” Brother Sanerku asked, ignoring Lyuc’s declaration.

Licking his lips, Tas stepped forward a couple of paces, putting himself in front of Lyuc—more to protect the rest of the party from the wizard than the other way around.

“Brothers, greetings.” Tas’s voice cracked a little, and he swallowed. “If you would but stand down and give me a moment, I will explain everything. You have my word these strangers mean you no harm.” I hope.

Brother Saldus glared at him. “What is the meaning of this, Brother? That is Spawn. Our duty is clear. Why have you not attempted to dispatch it yourself… and where is Tasnerek?”

Everyone’s eyes went to Tas’s chest where his somewhat rumpled and dirty robes hung empty.

“That is a long story, and I will tell it. But please, come down from your horses and be at peace. I swear by all the gods, no one here means you any harm.”

The brothers exchanged looks, but no one made a move to dismount, and the stones still glowed.

“Maybe if Bryn left?” Tas murmured as he cast a pleading look to Lyuc.

“The Spawn stays where we can see it,” Brother Yeresun shouted. He turned to Brother Sanerku and nodded.

Tas had only a moment for his stomach to drop in realization before the brothers started the Hymn of Cleansing and Unmaking.

“Please, stop!” Tas cried as Bryn let out a squeal and reared.

Tas hurried forward, waving his hands, but skidded to a halt when he saw surprise and shock roll through the assembled party like a wave. Every man and woman in the group gaped, wide-eyed as their horses snorted and tossed their heads. Tas groaned and swung around, afraid of what he might see.

A bubble of writhing light surrounded both Lyuc and Bryn. Bryn seemed agitated but unharmed. Lyuc’s face was stony as power flared and crackled throughout the shield.

From the moment Singer had revealed Lyuc’s identity, Tas had struggled to reconcile the god of legend with the man in front of him. He didn’t struggle anymore. Like Girik had told him, Lyuc hadn’t uttered a single word or sung a single note. There were no relics or charms in his hands or around his neck. Tas could feel the energy radiating off the man in waves, and Lyuc didn’t seem to be exerting himself in the slightest.

The brothers’ song died behind Tas, and he cringed.

“For the sake of your Brother Tasnerek and attempting to build some sort of understanding between us, I have held back. But I am not generally a patient man when it comes to stupidity,” Lyuc announced calmly. “I told you Brynthalon was under my protection. I will not allow you to harm him. I recommend that you take those words to heart and do not attempt such foolishness again.”

“Who are you?” Brother Saldus cried.

Tas could have sworn Lyuc winked at him, but maybe it was a trick of the swirling light from the shield. Tas blinked, and Lyuc was facing the others again.

“Don’t you remember your stories, Brother? Is there not one in your texts that warns against accosting the simple traveler, lest he be more than he appears?”

Bryn snorted, and Tas groaned. The bastard was enjoying himself. If Tas wasn’t afraid the man could turn him into a pile of ash on the spot, he would have cheerfully throttled Lyuc.

“Brothers, please,” Tas called desperately over the muttering of the crowd and nervous whinnies of the horses. “Please, let us talk. Let me explain. The Spawn is obviously under this wizard’s control. It poses no immediate threat to us. The wizard has given me his word they mean us no harm and they fully intend to leave Rassa as soon as they are able. We’re obviously in uncharted territory here. Can we not take a moment to reflect and discuss before things go too far?”

“Where is your stone, Brother Tasnerek?” Brother Yeresun shouted. “Why are you not joining us in our sacred duty? We cannot even sense your stone. Has this wizard done something to it? Has he done something to you?”

“No! No. The wizard has done nothing to either of us. He helped me destroy the Spawn that was terrorizing the village. Brynthalon carried the head back to the village as proof. The wizard and his familiar both hunt Spawn, the same as us. May Moc strike me down where I stand if I do not speak true. Please, let us talk calmly together and I will explain.”

Tas had no idea exactly what he was going to explain. He just needed to stop this situation from escalating. Hopefully the gods would take pity on him and the rest of it would come to him when the time was right.

“Tell us where Tasnerek is,” Brother Saldus demanded shakily, his wizened face an alarming shade of gray.

Of course the Inner Circle would be more concerned with the loss of a sacred stone than the brother who wielded it. Tas could be replaced all too easily. It was definitely not righteous or godly of him, but Tas very much wanted to punch his brother right in his wrinkled, sour face.

“The sacred stone is safe. That is some of what I would talk to you about, if you would only come down and listen.”

“Give us the stone and we will listen,” Brother Saldus replied.

“You really don’t want that,” Lyuc said unhelpfully.

Brother Saldus squared his bony shoulders and glared at Lyuc from the back of his horse as some of the color returned to his face. “You are a stranger here. We are the Brotherhood of Harot, the servants and mouthpieces of the gods. Do not dare to tell us our business, wizard!”

Tas winced and glanced at Lyuc, but now that the assault on Bryn was over, the man seemed mildly amused and a little bored. That was good. Tas would rather that than an angry lesser god, or whatever he was.

Chytel, how do I make them listen to reason?

“I have decided to make it my business,” Lyuc said, taking the decision out of Tas’s hands. “Recently I have discovered something about your sacred stones. Now, if you don’t want every village from here to the capital knowing what that is, I suggest you either send these people on their way or come down off your bloody high horses and have a civilized conversation with us by the fire out of their earshot. The decision is yours, but I would firmly recommend you follow my suggestion.”

With that lofty declaration, Lyuc let his shield fall, turned his back on the mounted party invading his campsite, and strolled to the far side of the fire ring. Pine branches burned quickly, and the fire had died without anyone to tend it, but Lyuc waved a hand and flames erupted from the smoldering embers in the pit, without any new fuel to feed them.

A memory of Yan muttering “show-off” around that very same fire only a short time ago almost made Tas smile, but the pulsing headache in his temples chased it away before it could bloom. Lyuc was a man, not a god. He made mistakes. He was one of Three who’d made the biggest mistake in the history of the world. Tas had to remember that and not let him take control of this conversation without putting up a fight.

“Brother Tasnerek, explain yourself,” Brother Saldus hissed as soon as Lyuc had moved away.

“I’m trying,” Tas complained. “I will explain everything, but the wizard is right. It would be better if those outside the Brotherhood were not privy to what we have to discuss.”

Tas glanced meaningfully at the four nervous villagers behind his brothers, and Brother Saldus scowled.

“Honestly, Brother,” Tas continued, “you’ve seen a little of what he can do. What good will four shepherds, farmers, and woodsmen do against that?”

“I think he may be right.” Brother Lijen spoke up for the first time, casting a worried glance at her flock.

Her care and concern gave Tas hope that the Brotherhood would survive what was to come. There were only thirty-six true weapons in the Brotherhood’s arsenal. There were hundreds of brothers who nurtured and guided their flocks without the aid of sacred stones.

The other three brothers looked at her as if they’d forgotten she was there, and Tas frowned.

“Perhaps you should go with them, Brother Lijen,” Brother Saldus replied acidly. “See to their safety, by all means.”

She looked stricken for a second before her face went blank and she jutted her chin out. “Yes, Brother, if I am not needed.”

“I will take Brother Tasnerek at his word that they should not overhear what is discussed, but remain close by, in case you are needed,” Brother Saldus ordered dismissively.

She nudged her horse around, without meeting the gazes of any of her fellow brothers. The four villagers followed her a short distance away, back into the shadows between the tree trunks.

“Thank you, Brother Saldus,” Tas said with some relief.

Brother Saldus scowled at him. “Do not thank me,” he hissed, bending low on the back of his horse so their faces were closer together. “Does the wizard have Tasnerek?”

Tas blinked. Brother Saldus asked the question as if he already knew the answer. “Uh—”

“You will get me that stone,” Brother Saldus continued in an angry whisper.

Tas froze and gaped at the man. He cast a nervous glance at Lyuc, but the wizard stood calmly by his fire, simply watching them.

“How did you know the wizard has it?” Tas asked stupidly.

“The precious Thirty-Six are not the only brothers with talent,” Brother Saldus hissed with a sneer. “The wizard and Spawn are flooding the clearing with energy, but there is a dead spot somewhere in his robes. I assume blackstone?”

“You’re a Finder?” Tas yelped.

A quick glance at the other two brothers showed their surprise as well.

Brother Saldus’s pinched lips curled in a mockery of a smile. “Keep your voice down. And who else would the Inner Circle send out with a wayward stone bearer? I sensed a change in Tasnerek immediately after your pathetic attempt at the ritual. I sent for these two that day, by means that the Inner Circle chooses not to share with outsiders. I had hoped you would save us all a great deal of trouble and die out here fighting the Spawn. Then the other brothers could finish the job and we could retrieve the stone and see what could be done about cleansing it of whatever taint your doubts, stupidity, and activities had polluted it with. But things have obviously escalated beyond my original plans.”

“We will get the stone if the wizard has it, Brother,” Brother Sanerku murmured, eyeing Lyuc determinedly.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Brother Saldus snapped disgustedly. “The two of you might be able to take the Spawn, but are your senses so dulled by your own self-importance that you can’t feel the power that man wields? This is no crystal-and-potion-toting mage from the Scholomagie, no shaman from the mountain tribes, or even the Battlewitch himself. You are no match for him, even fully charged.”

Tas had still been struggling to get over his surprise at Brother Saldus’s revelation, when the brother’s last words slapped him across the face.

Fully charged.

He felt sick.

What village had they “charged” their stones in? Who else had suffered because of him?

“As you seem to have developed a relationship of sorts with the wizard,” Saldus continued, pulling Tas up short with a cold glare. “You will get the stone from him. If he hands it over freely, he may say whatever he wishes to say, and then he will leave our kingdom and not return, or he will have to face the full might of the Brotherhood and the Thirty-Six come to hunt him down. Tell him this.”

Tas blanched. This was not going at all well. The Inner Circle never left the capital, so Tas didn’t have to worry about them. But if a large number of the Thirty-Six gathered all in one place, it would do most of Lyuc’s work for him.

“Brother, you must understand,” Tas whispered urgently. “Keeping the stone locked in blackstone is necessary. You yourself said you sensed a change in it. You don’t know the half of it. Tasnerek is awake. He has spoken to me.”

“He?” Brother Saldus leaned back a little, and his heavy gray brows drew even closer together.

“Yes. The stones aren’t what we thought. They’re alive… or at least they have a consciousness of their own.” Tas cast a worried glance at Lyuc, but the wizard was frowning in the direction that Yan, Girik, and Bayor had disappeared.

Quanna, please let them be patient. All of them. Give me a few more minutes to convince him.

Tas gripped Brother Saldus’s sleeve. “We can’t let Tasnerek out near the other stones. The results could be catastrophic. Tasnerek can charge himself now, without a ritual, and he is no longer under my control.”

Brother Saldus paled. “What have you done?”

“There’s more. There’s another stone. The wizard said it came from traders in Gorazhan. The two stones are in communication. They can talk to each other in a language I do not understand. Now you see why I had to give it to him. I needed him to take it far from here, far from the others.”

“The wizard knows all of this?” Brother Saldus asked after a few moments’ silence.

“Yes,” Tas replied, hanging his head.

“The wizard has your trust?”

Tas’s head snapped up, and he studied his brother warily.

“To some extent.”

With a nod, Brother Saldus bent forward and climbed down off his horse. Without warning, he stepped close to Tas and hugged him.

“Is the wizard watching?” Brother Saldus whispered close to Tas’s ear.

“Yes,” Tas croaked in shock.

“Good.”

Before Tas knew what was happening, something cold and heavy was placed in his hand. Without missing a beat, Brother Saldus pulled back and placed his hands on Tas’s shoulders.

“Where does your duty lie, Brother Tasnerek?” he asked, staring at Tas intently, his back to Lyuc so the wizard could not see his face. “Who are your sworn brothers and the flock you have pledged to protect? You were chosen by the gods to protect Rassa from all threats. You have strayed recently, but that does not mean you could not be redeemed and welcomed back into the fold if you do what must be done.”

Holding brother Saldus’s steely gaze, Tas felt a sudden cold wash over him.

“Hide the blade. The wizard trusts you enough to allow you close. The weakness of most magic users is their hubris. You no longer have Tasnerek, so he will not see you as a threat. Do what damage you can and retrieve the stones and all will be forgiven.”

“But the stones…. Did you not hear what I said?” Tas managed over the pounding of his heart.

“We cannot leave here without the stones. The Inner Circle will know what to do. Trust it, Brother. Trust in your family and the gods.”

Brother Saldus turned and started walking toward the fire ring. As he passed Brothers Sanerku and Yeresun, he murmured under his breath, “Be ready for the Spawn.”




Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

THE SMALL thin knife was heavy in his palm as Tas stared at Brother Saldus’s retreating back.

Quanna, he can’t be serious. He’d have me stab a man in cold blood?

“Wizard,” Brother Saldus called as he walked. “Forgive us our poor welcome, but you must understand magic users are forbidden entry into Rassa by every treaty we have signed with our neighbors. The fact that you travel with Spawn, a creature we have sworn to destroy, also does not count in your favor. But our brother promises us you mean no harm. If you are willing to send the Spawn away to prove that, we would be willing to hear what you have to say so that you may also be on your way.”

Brother Saldus stopped on the far side of the campfire, a safe distance from Lyuc, and shot a glance over his shoulder at Tas. Tas’s feet were leaden as he approached the two men. Movement in the woods caught Tas’s eyes while he desperately fought an inner battle. A glimpse of tousled wheat-colored hair made him close his eyes and swallow.

If he did as his brother demanded, Rassa might be safe from the catastrophe Lyuc threatened to unleash. The children of Rassa might be safe from civil war and even worse. The wizard had been kind enough to offer the Brotherhood and Rassa time to adapt, but how much time? And would it be enough? He barely knew anything about Lyuc other than stories that were a thousand years old. Could a knife kill a god, or even a thousand-year-old wizard?

If it could, was one man’s life and Tas’s soul worth it to protect thousands of innocents?

Girik would never forgive him. Tas knew him well enough to believe that. But Girik didn’t fully understand all of the factors Tas had to take into account. And if Tas could go back to Blagos Keep, he’d never see Girik again anyway. Tas could go home, Girik could return to his mother and his village, and they all might be safe too. Maybe.

Girik would have a better, safer life without Tas screwing it up. Girik wasn’t a fighter. All Tas could offer was a life on the run away from everyone and everything he’d ever known.

Wise Chytel, please, give me a sign. Tell me what to do.

After a quick questioning glance at Tas, Lyuc murmured something to Bryn. The stallion snorted, and to amazed gasps from all of the onlookers, turned into a great black crow that took to the air and disappeared into the trees beyond their little clearing.

Tas’s stomach plummeted as he watched Bryn go. The wizard was alone now. Yan and Bryn, and even Girik and Bayor, were too far away to stop Tas before he could strike.

When Tas was a few feet from the wizard, he held out the hand that wasn’t carrying the blade, while the other stayed hidden behind the folds of his robe.

“Will you give me back the box, please?” Tas asked.

“Do they know?” Lyuc asked.

“Yes. I told them.”

“And what will they do with stones they can’t control?” Lyuc prodded, glancing between Tas and Brother Saldus.

“They are our sacred stones,” Brother Saldus intoned, “revered as gifts from the gods. We will treasure them, of course, whether or not they can be used. Perhaps we may learn from them.”

Lyuc eyed him for a moment before he sighed and shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. You have your stones that are still asleep, and you may keep them for the time being. But these two are awake now. It would be the height of cruelty to leave them enslaved or trapped inside a blackstone prison after all they’ve done for us. I can’t do that. I’m sorry.”

Brother Saldus’s lips tightened as he cast a meaningful glance at Tas. This was it. Lyuc would know something was up if Tas didn’t do something right now. He’d lose his chance.

Bile rose in his throat as he fingered the cold blade in his palm.

I don’t want to fail my people or my brothers again, but how can I do this thing? Quanna, Moc, and Chytel, is this really what you would have of me? Don’t make me do this. Don’t make me choose between one man and thousands of innocents.

Tas tried, but he couldn’t force his legs to take those final steps. He stood frozen a couple of feet away from Lyuc, desperately wracking his brain for some other way.

At first, Tas thought the buzzing in his ears meant he was going to pass out and save himself the agony of making a choice. But then he caught sight of a strange wave traveling down the mountains beyond Lyuc’s shoulders. By the time the wave reached them, the buzzing had become a roar as a great gust of wind rolled across the clearing, rattling tree branches and kicking up pine needles, dust, and woodsmoke. Tas threw his arm up to protect his eyes while his heavy robes flapped around him. Horses whinnied and men shouted as they fought with their mounts.

When it seemed as if the initial onslaught of debris had slackened, Tas lowered his arm and squinted through the blast in time to see a streak of gray fur coming right at him but too late to do anything about it. He didn’t have time for more than a yelp before Bayor barreled into both him and Lyuc, sending them crashing to the hard ground.

The knife went flying out of his hand as he registered Girik’s shout of alarm, but the strange, joyful harmony and blinding light of Singer and his companion stone soon stole all of Tas’s attention. Lyuc had apparently dropped the box when Bayor hit them, and now the stones lay on the ground a few feet away, shining brighter than the midday sun.

Once the shock wore off, Tas cried out in dismay and scrambled for the box, but even as he fought with his robes and crawled toward them, he had a sick feeling it was too late. Two strangled cries from behind him confirmed that thought only a moment later.

With dread, Tas turned toward his brothers. Brothers Sanerku and Yeresun were still astride their balking horses, but both men had their hands clapped over their ears and were crying out in apparent pain as the stones on their chests glowed brightly against their russet robes. A shock of pure energy radiated up Tas’s arm as he snatched the stones off the ground and crammed them back in the box. A great black shadow fell over him, and he lifted his head skyward in time to see Bryn descend, carrying a sword in its talons. She changed shape even before she hit the ground and stood next to Lyuc in the form of a naked woman brandishing that sword. Although she looked ready for battle, her red eyes blazing, Tas could see the fear etched into her features as she faced the glowing white stones on the brothers’ necks.

Tas groaned as Girik and Yan came running out of the woods too. Bayor’s tongue lolled and he trotted over to his master, seemingly unfazed by all the chaos he had caused. Tas had a moment to wonder if Girik had sent the hound crashing into them, but a flurry of cries from the other side of the clearing distracted him. Brothers Sanerku’s and Yeresun’s horses turned and bolted, with the brothers still clinging to their backs.

“Oh, Brother,” Lyuc called archly.

Brother Saldus turned wide eyes to the wizard.

“I’d recommend you go after them and salvage what you can, since your other plan doesn’t seem to have worked.”

Lyuc caught Tas’s eye before casting a meaningful glance at the blade gleaming dully in the dirt, and Tas flinched and looked away, but not before he caught a glimpse of Bryn’s glowing red eyes and elongated canines as the woman-thing hissed loudly.

Brother Saldus scurried for his horse as fast as his bony legs would carry him. He didn’t seem to need help mounting this time, and as he galloped after his fellow brothers, the rest of the villagers and Brother Lijen followed him.

The wind died almost as suddenly as it had appeared, and in the absence of all the people and horses, a leaden silence fell on the clearing. Tas groaned, closed his eyes, and dropped to his knees.

“Tas? Tas, are you all right?” Girik asked as he knelt at Tas’s side and placed a hand on his shoulder.

“What did you do?” Tas whispered hoarsely.

“Me? I didn’t do anything,” Girik replied.

When Tas opened his eyes, all he could read was worry and confusion on Girik’s face, no guilt. He hadn’t sent Bayor.

“Was that wind you?” Tas asked, turning to Lyuc.

Yan stood close to Lyuc, holding his hand and looking worried, but Lyuc’s stern gaze was firmly fixed on Tas. “No,” he answered curtly.

“I don’t understand what happened,” Girik said. “Bayor has never done anything like that before, and then the wind and the yelling and the light. What’s going on, Tas?”

He sounded so lost and shaken, Tas wanted to be the one to reassure him, but his feet had been kicked out from under him, literally and figuratively, so he had no comfort to give. He eyed the box in his hands like it was a snake. Fairly certain he already knew the answer, he pulled Singer out of the box, held him in his palm, and asked, “Are Sanerku and Yeresun awake now too?”

“Yes!” Tasnerek’s response was joyful, and Tas tried not to resent him for it.

“What will happen?”

“I do not know. That depends on your people, not mine. Awake, we have free will, but we are no longer truly alive. We are bodiless, bound to our crystals until the day our duty is done and we are set free to go to the Beyond.”

“You heard me talking to Lyuc. You know what that might mean for my people.”

“Your people took something that did not belong to them. I am sorry that you have become so dependent on us, but we did not remain in this world as we are for the purpose of serving this one kingdom and one religion. We remain to sing until the world is healed. That is our sacrifice. That is all. What your people have done with us and in our name would make me shudder to think about, if I still had my body.”

“Tas?” Girik whispered worriedly, gripping his shoulder tighter.

“The stones are awake,” Tas said loudly enough for everyone to hear. “I don’t know what my brothers will do now or what that means for Rassa.”

“I’m sorry, Brother Tasnerek,” Lyuc said quietly. “I tried to give them the time I promised.”

Tas shook his head. “They wouldn’t have allowed you to leave here with Singer or the other stone, not without a fight.”

“There is still time. We can go after them and take the other two stones before they wake any more,” Lyuc said.

Tas’s stomach plummeted, fearing the wizard would force the issue as he had with Singer. Anger surged in him at his own helplessness to stop any of this from happening. Except he hadn’t been helpless. Brother Saldus had given him the power to change the course of events, and he hadn’t used it.

“You made the right choice,” Singer said.

“How would you know what choices I made? You were in the box.”

“I may not have been awake for it, but you and I have been bonded for a long time. I know your song, even if it is sometimes discordant to me. I see the knife and the wizard, the hound and the wind, like faint echoes of melody in your mind. Your song is the only thing you take with you to the Beyond. You would not wish to taint it with something so ugly.”

“Instead, I will have to live with the repercussions of what I have done, or what I didn’t, and hope they aren’t far worse.”

“Tell Faelir not to go after the others.”

“What?”

“Tell him. He said himself that the Rift has not closed. I can feel it still. Our job is not done, and it may be some time before it is. I have had time to think, and as much as it would bring me joy, I should not return to the Riftlands yet, and neither should the others. We are vulnerable, separated from the whole. We cannot be left there alone. Someone else could easily come along and simply take us again. And if we are all together, even with a human as powerful as Faelir, we are vulnerable too. At least this way, we are contained within the borders of a single kingdom but have many protecting us… and it will give your people the time you said you wanted.”

“You would do that?”

“I am not entirely without compassion for your plight. Now that I have had a chance to sing with others of my kind, I’ve received varying points of view. If we have Faelir’s word he will come for the rest when the time is right, we will attempt to sing to the ones awakened today before they are too far away. We will tell them to wait and to be patient. We will remain with you and Faelir until it is time, and we will collect the others only then.”

“I’m not staying with Lyuc.”

“He could teach you much. His song can be… disagreeable at times, but he possesses a great deal of knowledge you could find useful.”

“No.”

“Then where will you go?”

“Lyuc, Singer says he wants you to leave the others where they are.”

Lyuc raised a skeptical eyebrow, and Tas sighed and grimaced guiltily. “I know I’ve given you reason not to trust me, but I’m telling the truth. He says it is better for the rest to stay where they are until nearer the time they can be freed. Just, please, don’t go after them.”

After studying Tas for a few moments with pursed lips, Lyuc slowly nodded. “I would like to have further discussion with you and your stone very soon.”

With a relieved sigh, Tas also nodded.

Gods, he was tired. He could barely remember what it felt like not to be tired.

“Tas?” Girik murmured hesitantly. “What’s going on? What happened?”

Shoving weariness aside, Tas took Girik’s hand and squeezed it before climbing to his feet. “Are we safe here for now?” Tas asked, turning to Lyuc. Lyuc would understand the multiple layers to that question.

“I don’t think any of us will need to make a run for it,” Lyuc replied. “But we shouldn’t stay another night here. Yan and I will begin packing up camp. Bryn, will you follow our former guests’ trail to make sure they’re gone?”

Without a word, Bryn shifted into a black crow again and shot into the air in the direction the party had fled.

“What you and Girik do is up to you, Brother,” Lyuc continued, his face an unreadable mask.

Tas swallowed and nodded. After hanging Singer around his neck, he set the box with the other stone in it on the ground and reached for Girik’s hand again.

“Let’s take a walk.”

With Bayor trailing behind them, Tas led them out of the clearing and into the shadows of the woods. Not far up the stream from the clearing, they found several large boulders along the bank that were big enough to sit on. Tas lowered his weary body onto one and simply listened to the burbling of the water over the rocks. Scattered sunlight sparkled along the water’s surface, temporarily easing some of the tightness in his chest. How could anyone not feel serene in a place bathed in so much of the gods’ artistry?

Girik was as kind and generous as ever. He allowed Tas his moment of peace, despite having every right to an explanation.

“Thank you,” Tas murmured finally.

“For what?”

“For… everything. I don’t know what I would’ve done if you hadn’t been here reminding me of what a good man is. I may yet live to regret the decisions I’ve made, but at least I can say I haven’t lost sight of who I am. Even if I’ve betrayed everyone else, I haven’t betrayed myself. I suppose that must be something.”

Frowning, Girik moved to sit next to Tas on his boulder. Having Girik’s warmth beside him helped.

“I don’t understand,” Girik said. “What happened out there wasn’t your fault. You haven’t betrayed anyone. If anything, I should shoulder some of the blame because it was my hound who knocked the box out of Lyuc’s hand. I still don’t know what got into him. I swear he’s never done anything like that before.”

Grimacing, Tas lifted his head and met Girik’s gaze. He didn’t want to change the way Girik looked at him, but he wouldn’t hide from the truth either. Girik deserved at least that much.

Haltingly, Tas told him everything Girik couldn’t have witnessed on his own, from his whispered conversation with Brother Saldus, to the charge the brother had given him, to his discussion with Singer after. Thankfully, the stone remained silent on Tas’s chest so he could get through his confession without any interruptions.

“But you didn’t do it,” Girik insisted after a brief silence between them.

“I might have.”

“But you didn’t.”

“Your hound sort of took the choice out of my hands,” Tas reminded him.

“Maybe.”

Girik’s brows were drawn tightly together, and his gaze was distant as they sat side by side in silence.

He’s trying to find excuses for me. He’s trying so hard to make me a better man than I am.

Tas had never wanted to kiss him so much as he did now, but he didn’t think he had the right. He didn’t deserve Girik’s faith or his loyalty. He’d bungled pretty much everything from the time he’d left Blagos Keep, or even before.

The babbling brook and bright sunshine weren’t as idyllic as they’d seemed before. He was cold and tired. The sun had almost reached its zenith, when he would have sung the midday hymns, but his tongue lay leaden in his mouth.

What do I do now?

“They answered you,” Girik finally murmured, breaking the silence between them.

“What?”

Girik lifted his head, and his wide blue eyes bored into Tas’s. “You said you prayed with all your might as you went to Lyuc. You prayed to the gods for help, and they answered you.”

“It was the wind and your hound.”

“How else would they answer?”

Tas shook his head. “Why would the gods allow such a terrible thing to happen? The stones are awake. Do you know the havoc they could wreak, the lives at risk?”

“Maybe to stop a worse thing from happening. You’re the brother. Don’t you teach us that we cannot fully understand the ways of the gods, or is that just for the common folk?”

“Of course no man can ever truly understand the gods. Even blessed Harot admitted that. But—”

“Then why are you trying so hard to prove me wrong? You’re the chosen of the gods. You’ve devoted almost your whole life to them.”

“I wish I knew what that meant now,” Tas bemoaned.

“Maybe you do.” Girik turned to face him fully and tucked a leg under him. He took Tas’s hand and squeezed, his eyes bright with excitement. “Tas, think about it. I haven’t had time to put all the pieces together yet. For me, it might take weeks, but you’re fast and smart. You were the one to find the journals. You were the one who couldn’t bring himself to do the ritual and found another way. You went out to face the Spawn, fully intending to sacrifice yourself, and yet Lyuc shows up out of nowhere to save all of us. You were Singer’s bearer when he chose to wake up. He’d never done it before, right? You haven’t said as much, but Singer doesn’t seem to have cast you aside. And when you were being forced to pick between two impossible choices today, Bayor did something he’s never done before and a great wind dropped down from the mountains out of nowhere.”

“I’m still not convinced Lyuc didn’t have something to do with that,” Tas muttered uncertainly.

“Why would he lie?”

“I don’t know, so I wouldn’t blame him for what happened?”

“Do you really think he cares if you blame him? He’s the stuff of legends, Tas. This… all of this is. Is it so hard to believe the gods would want to intervene, like they did in the old tales?”

“It’s hard to believe they would intervene for me,” Tas replied.

“It isn’t hard for me to believe.”

Tas didn’t stop himself this time. He kissed Girik with all the gratitude and hope and fear inside him. He might not deserve Girik’s faith in him, but he needed it. He needed it to become that person. Especially now that he’d lost the path he thought he’d been destined to walk.

“Thank you for being here for me, for staying,” Tas whispered shakily when they broke apart. “I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

“I’ll be here as long as you want me.”

“I don’t deserve that.”

“Then it’s lucky for you that I think you do. Do you think I’d fall in love with someone undeserving?”

Tas’s mouth fell open, and he stared at the man smiling at him from only a few inches away. “I—you love me?”

Girik’s even white teeth gleamed as his smile widened. “Maybe you aren’t so fast and smart after all.” When Tas continued to gape, Girik’s expression softened. “I may be slow about some things, but when it comes to matters of the heart, I’ve never had the luxury of time. I know what I feel, even if I can’t fully explain the whys and hows just yet. I’ve never met anyone like you. I will go where you go, if you let me.”

Tas blinked rapidly and swallowed against the lump in his throat. “You’ve put a lot of faith in me.”

“You deserve it.”

Unable to say anything more, Tas buried his face in Girik’s neck and hugged the man as if his life depended on it. Girik was solid and real. He was the only thing keeping Tas from scattering into a million pieces. Tas hoped Girik knew that, because he was afraid to say it out loud. He was afraid to say a lot of things.

“You make a lovely melody together… for humans,” Singer opined.

“Shut up or I’m putting you back in the box.”




Chapter Twenty-Three

 

 

GIRIK CLUTCHED at Tas and held him tight, grateful for the contact. Tas was the first to pull away, and Girik reluctantly let go.

“What now?” he asked hesitantly.

“I need to meditate on what’s happened and what you said too. I need to talk to Singer and spend some time in prayer, because I don’t feel like I have answers right now, only questions.”

“I understand.” Girik knew better than anyone the necessity of a little time to think. If all of this craziness ever let up, he could probably sit and think for a month and still not sort through it all. “I’ll go back to camp and see what Yan and Lyuc are going to do.”

“Thank you.”

Tas looked so tired, Girik’s heart ached for him. From Girik’s point of view, being the chosen of the gods sucked. He was kind of glad to be just an ordinary, if a bit larger than average, man. After one last hand-squeeze and reassuring smile, Girik stood up and whistled for Bayor.

“I’ll meet you back at the camp,” Tas said as Bayor came bounding out of the undergrowth lining the creek.

“I’ll see if I can find some food for us,” Girik replied before turning and heading back the way they’d come.

“And no more craziness out of you, boy,” he murmured, giving Bayor a stern look.

Back at the campsite, the fire still burned, this time with actual branches to feed it, but the blankets and assorted cookware and tools had all been packed away.

Yan smiled in welcome when Girik stepped out of the trees. “I have some bread and cheese and dried meat for you if you’re hungry… oh, and some tea as well,” Yan said, motioning to the pot and bundles resting on the back of the wagon.

“Thank you.”

Girik went to him and gratefully took the mug Yan handed him. Lyuc was apparently inside the wagon, because Girik could hear grumbling and thumping coming from the other side of the door. Bryn was still nowhere to be seen.

Girik took a sip from his mug and a bite of dried meat before handing a small tidbit to Bayor. “How do you deal with all this?” The question popped out of him before he had a chance to think about it, but Yan smiled in sympathy.

“You get used to it… eventually.” Yan chuckled at Girik’s grimace.

“Where will you go now?” Girik asked.

After shooting a quick glance at the door to the wagon, Yan shrugged. “We were following rumors of Spawn. Lyuc was worried about the one we met in Gorazhan. Apparently the thing intimated that it was not alone. Whatever conspiracy led to it knowing about and wanting the bit of Anchor Stone the merchants had is troubling, especially since we know almost nothing about it. Your Spawn here seemed ordinary enough, though.” Yan paused and grinned. “Look at me talking like I see such things every day. The thing was horrible and had me scared nearly witless. If I’d seen that back home, I would have fainted dead away, or panicked and run until my legs gave out.”

“But not anymore,” Girik supplied.

Yan’s smile fell a little. “Not anymore. But as to your question, Lyuc wants to know what Brother Tasnerek has planned, and I think he’d like to speak to the stones, or at least the brother’s stone through him, before he makes a decision. All we know now is that it isn’t safe to stay here. We need to put some distance between us and the Brotherhood while we plan our next move. What about you?”

“I go where Tas goes,” Girik said with more confidence than he felt.

“You love him, don’t you?”

“I do,” Girik replied with a shrug. He saw no reason to be coy about it.

“He loves you too, you know,” Yan continued, making Girik’s eyebrows shoot to his hairline. “Oh, don’t look so surprised. I’ve seen the way he looks at you and how protective he is of you. He puts himself between you and Lyuc every time.”

“That’s his nature. He’s a member of the Brotherhood, sworn to tend and defend their flock.”

Yan shook his head. His pale green eyes were smiling. “It’s more than that.”

“Maybe you’re just seeing love everywhere these days,” Lyuc said as he stepped out of the back of the wagon, bent, and kissed Yan on the forehead.

Girik stepped back a little, still uncomfortable in the wizard’s presence.

“Where is the brother?” Lyuc asked.

“He needed some time to think.”

Lyuc gazed past Girik’s shoulders and frowned.

“He wasn’t going to do it, you know,” Girik felt compelled to add.

An arched brow was the only reply the wizard gave, and Girik shifted uncomfortably. After swallowing, he said, “That really wasn’t you who called the wind?”

“It wasn’t me.”

Bayor nudged Yan’s hand until the man scratched his scruffy head, and Girik shifted a little closer to Yan too.

Lyuc stepped down from the wagon and moved to the front, where he began to inspect the leather harness. “So you’ll go wherever Brother Tasnerek goes, but do you know where that is?” he asked without turning from his task.

“Not yet. He’s thinking.”

“Perhaps you could find a bit of a safe haven for the winter with your people,” the wizard murmured casually.

There was a strange note in the way the wizard said “your people” that made Girik nervous. Frowning, he edged a little closer to Lyuc. “If it isn’t safe to stay here even one more night, it certainly isn’t safe to return to the village.”

“I wasn’t talking about the village.”

Girik cast a questioning look at Yan, but Yan only shook his head and shrugged.

“The only ‘people’ I have is my mother, and she’s in the village.”

“Your father?” Lyuc asked, still not looking at him.

“I don’t know him.”

Lyuc looked up at that. His silver-and-ginger-speckled brows drew together. “But your family mark.”

Girik glanced at his wrist before frowning right back at the wizard. “What of it? It’s my mother’s family, but I’ve never met any of them. I don’t know what part of Rassa they’re from.”

“Because they aren’t from Rassa,” Lyuc said, finally walking away from his inspection and closing the distance between them. “Your mother didn’t tell you this?”

Heat rose to Girik’s face as he squared his shoulders and glared at the man. He wouldn’t let anyone say anything against his mother, god or not.

Seemingly ignoring Girik’s change in attitude, Lyuc continued, “Is she tall like you?”

“No.”

“Have you ever met any Rassan as big as you are? With light coloring like yours?”

“My mother is fair.”

“But most Rassans are dark and somewhat squat… your rangy brother notwithstanding. Did it not seem odd to you that you’ve never met anyone like you?”

Girik folded his arms across his chest and frowned at the man.

“Lyuc,” Yan murmured in that lightly chastising tone he seemed to use often with his companion. “Why don’t you just tell Girik what you’re thinking. This has been a stressful few days for all of us.”

If the man hadn’t been an incredibly powerful wizard, possibly even a god, Girik would have sworn Lyuc pouted.

“Fine,” Lyuc replied with a sigh. “The mark on your wrist—at least in part—is from one of the mountain clans. I will admit, the vine pattern amongst the posts threw me a little, but I’ll have to assume they are part of your mother’s family mark that the artist simply blended with the clan mark rather than placing the new mark higher on her wrist, as is traditional. I would have assumed she would have told you all of this.”

For a few seconds, Girik just blinked at the man. He probably looked as dim-witted as everyone always assumed he was, but he had no idea how he was supposed to respond. He wasn’t Tas. He couldn’t call the man a liar to his face. But surely his mother would have told him.

“You’re trying to tell me I’m half barbarian raider?” he finally managed.

Lyuc rolled his eyes. “Who the barbarian is all depends on your point of view. I’m sure they don’t see themselves that way. But in any case, did the description of these barbarians not ring any bells?”

Girik gave the man what any ordinary person would have found a quelling look, but Lyuc only stared back at him with a bland expression and a raised eyebrow. “The raiders haven’t come down from the mountains in decades, long before my time… not since Brother Sephan the Great beat them back, at least that’s what the tales say. So no, nothing in the story rang any bells.” He paused and frowned. “Come to think of it, my mama never liked that story, so I didn’t hear it often.”

“Well, now I suppose you can understand why she didn’t like it.”

Bryn arrived in a great flap of black wings while Girik was still reeling. Without even a moment’s hesitation, Lyuc simply walked away to greet her. Girik had no idea what they talked about after Bryn landed and shifted into her female form again, and he was too distracted to care.

The wizard had to be wrong. His mama never would have kept something like this from him, would she? And now he couldn’t go back to the village to ask her. There was no window he could fit through in his mother’s room. He couldn’t sneak through the house without one of Elderwoman Shaum’s immense brood noticing.

“Girik?” Yan said softly.

He lifted distraught eyes to Yan, and Yan’s expression softened in sympathy. “I’m sorry. Lyuc can be a bit blunt. He doesn’t mean to hurt people. But after living a thousand years, he doesn’t see things quite the same as the rest of us do. I can promise you he believes what he’s saying. He isn’t lying to you. He might be wrong. He is capable of that, believe me. But he isn’t lying.”

Bayor moved to his side, somehow sensing his distress as he always did, and Girik scratched the hound’s head to comfort both of them. “But he could be wrong,” Girik repeated.

“Yes.” Yan sighed, and his cute little face pinched in apology. “But he wouldn’t have bothered to mention it if he wasn’t fairly certain. Would it be so bad, having a father from the mountain clans? I mean, I’ve heard most Rassans are quite proud and devoted to their homeland, but you haven’t seemed particularly pained by the thought of leaving here.”

“I don’t want to leave my mama, but she doesn’t want me to stay. Other than that, no, leaving this village and Rassa to follow Tas won’t break my heart. I just… I can’t believe she wouldn’t have said anything to me. I wish I could talk to her, one last time.”

Yan stepped closer and gripped his arm. “I know how that feels. We could get a message to her, if you like. That may not get you any answers, but it’s something.”

Girik shook his head. “She’s in a busy household, with people around her all the time. I saw to that on purpose so she’d be well taken care of.”

“Bryn could do it,” Yan insisted.

Girik cast a glance at the two figures speaking on the other side of the fire, and then quickly turned away again, blushing. “She could?”

“Yes. I know she could.”

“Would she?”

Yan’s lips curved slyly. “She’ll do it for me. It’ll take a bit of pleading, but in the end, she’ll do it.”

Before Girik could say anything more, Lyuc returned.

“Bryn says the brothers didn’t turn back. They were still galloping toward the village when she left them, so we have a little time to finish packing up and put some distance between us.”

Girik didn’t bother to form a reply, and when Yan simply widened his eyes and gave Lyuc a meaningful look, the wizard frowned. “What?”

It was Yan’s turn to roll his eyes. “We really need to spend more time around people. You just dumped something a little major on Girik and then walked away. He needs a little time.”

“He can have all the time he wants to think while we’re moving,” Lyuc replied as he waved a dismissive hand in the air and bustled back to the front of the wagon.

“Lyuc,” Yan said in that now-familiar tone.

The wizard turned and sighed. He pierced Girik with his intense blue eyes and said, “Look. I’m sorry if you don’t like what I have to say. You can choose to believe it or not. For proof, you need look no further than the mark on your wrist, your own reflection, and the hound at your side.”

“Bayor?” Girik asked, utterly confused.

“Have you ever seen another hound like him here either?”

“Well, no.”

“And where did he come from?” Lyuc pressed.

“I found him in the woods as a puppy. He must have gotten lost or his family was killed.”

“And he came right to you and does whatever you want, never wants to leave your side?”

Girik didn’t like it when people tried to make him feel dumb. He set his jaw and folded his arms over his chest as Bayor pressed against his thigh.

When no one said anything, Lyuc glanced at Yan, grumbled something, and then blew out a long breath. “That’s a Barrier Hound, bred by the mountain clans to chase off bear and wolves and take down elk and mountain rams. I haven’t spent much time with the clans because their shamans aren’t particularly friendly to other magic users, nor are the clans welcoming to outsiders in general, but I can recognize one of their hounds when I see one, even if they’ve changed a bit over the centuries. Your Bayor came to you. He bonded with you because that’s what they do. They choose one person and never another. I don’t know if he came looking for you or someone brought him here for you, but there he is—proof I know what I’m talking about.” He turned to Yan and put his hand palm up in a pleading motion. “You know I only mentioned it in the first place to try to help him… and us. If we had an in with the mountain clans, we’d have a place to rest and regroup without having to head all the way back south again, and I might be able to glean a little information from the clans, to see if they know anything. It would give us a direction to go in. I was merely trying to be helpful.”

Yan went to him and kissed his bearded cheek, and Lyuc’s somewhat petulant expression softened.

“Girik?”

Everyone turned to see Tas emerging from the woods. He looked calmer, more like the man Girik had first seen in the village square, with his stubborn chin held high and his shoulders back. Girik hurried to meet him, relieved to have someone to stand behind. Tas would know what to do. He would pick a direction, and Girik would follow, guard Tas’s back, and take care of the practicalities of living rough that Tas had no experience with. That was something he could handle.

“Meditation all done?” Lyuc asked, his tone not particularly warm.

“Yes,” Tas replied, sounding more confident than he had since their time in the village. “Singer and I have spoken. He wishes to stay with me until the time comes for their release. And he’s convinced me I should stay with you, long enough to learn to work without him. He seems convinced that you will be able to teach me so I may teach others.” Tas took Girik’s hand and squeezed it as he crossed the clearing to the wagon. “He has agreed to answer your questions in exchange for your teaching me and continued protection of both stones.”

“Done,” Lyuc said, clapping his hands together.

Tas held up his free hand. “I’d like to add one caveat, however. I don’t want to travel too far from Rassa. I don’t know what the gods have planned. I don’t understand all that they’ve allowed to happen.” He glanced at Girik and smiled. “But I do believe they have intervened here for a reason. I will not abandon my people in the chaos I’ve unleashed. I will use all I learn from you to help them as best I can, even if I have to do it from the shadows.”

Without waiting for a response from Lyuc, Tas turned to Girik and took his other hand. He tilted his head back and gazed at Girik with sober brown eyes. “You understand what that means? Anytime we return, we will be hunted. It will be dangerous, and I don’t even know how much I can do to salvage this situation.”

“I understand.”

“We won’t be able to settle,” Tas persisted. “We probably won’t be welcomed anywhere. You didn’t sign up for this. You’re not a warrior, Girik. You’ve done nothing wrong, and you should be able to pick up anywhere and live a happy life.”

“Without you?”

Tas grimaced. “I have to do as I feel called. I’m responsible for much that is to come, and despite any other feelings I might have, I must do all I can. If I can’t stop it, at least I can try to ease the transition and protect who I can.”

“I told you. I’m going with you as far as you’ll let me,” Girik said, jutting his own not inconsiderable chin out.

Tas’s answering smile was sweet, and Girik liked to think he saw relief there. Tas needed someone to take care of him, not that he would ever be comfortable admitting it. But Girik liked Tas’s pride. He loved it, in fact.

He held Tas’s gaze for a long time, trying to put as much of his admiration, trust, and love into his eyes as he could until someone cleared their throat, cutting in on the moment. A glance over Tas’s shoulder showed Bryn sitting on the front of the wagon, scowling at them and swinging her still-naked leg impatiently. “Can we go now?”

Lyuc had a somewhat softer look on his face as he held Yan’s hand and watched them, but the wizard still fidgeted with obvious impatience too. Yan gave Girik an apologetic smile.

“We can go,” Tas said. “Although we have little more than the clothes on our backs at this point.”

The wizard waved that away. “We have plenty of food, and we’ll reprovision at the first friendly settlement we can. The question is, which way do we go?”

Lyuc didn’t seem particularly invested in the answer, but he did glance in Girik’s direction with a raised brow.

“Uh—” Tas began.

“North and west, to the mountains,” Girik said.

Tas shot him a surprised questioning look, and Girik shrugged.

“Lyuc seems to think I have barbarian blood in me. I’m not sure I believe him, but I’m willing to try… and we won’t be too far from Rassa that way.”

“Really?”

Girik shrugged.

“But the mountains? In winter?” Tas said, turning to Lyuc.

“Like I may have mentioned before, there is a great deal of power stored in those mountains and only scattered clans to witness or object to me using it. Plus, you and I will be able to practice your lessons without worrying too much about unwanted interruptions, whether or not we are welcomed by Girik’s clan.”

Tas turned back to Girik. “Your clan?”

“I’ll tell you on the way.”

“You’re sure about this?”

“Do I have you?”

Tas’s smile was instantaneous and brilliant. “You have me.”

“Then I’m sure.”

Greatly daring, Girik bent down and kissed Tas in front of everyone. When he pulled back, Tas was still smiling, although his cheeks had reddened. He gave Tas’s hand a brief squeeze before letting it go again. Gathering his courage, he strode to where Bryn sat and cleared his throat. She lifted a haughty brow and smirked at him, and his confidence wobbled. But after a quick glance over his shoulder at Tas and another at Yan, who gave him a nod of encouragement, he asked, “Bryn, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important, but do you think you could take a message to my mother for me before we go? Please?”

She frowned. “You want me to go back to that village with two stone-wielders on the loose? Do I look like a carrier pigeon with a death wish to you?”

“Uh—” Girik floundered for a response, but Yan stepped in to save him.

“It’s important. His mother is ill, and this may be the last time he has a chance to communicate with her. Besides, we all know there’s no one craftier or cleverer than you. Those brothers never stood a chance. It’ll save you having to sit around in boredom while we pack up, and I’m sure Girik would be happy to give you many thorough rubdowns to say thank you.”

Girik gulped and turned huge eyes to Yan, wondering what the man had gotten him into. Bryn smirked and gave Yan a sideways glance. “Flattery and a rubdown will get you anywhere.” She turned laughing eyes back to Girik’s flaming face and said, “Write your letter. I will see it delivered.”

She hopped off her perch and swaggered away, her full, round, naked bottom swaying as she went.

Girik sent a pained look toward Tas, who held up his hands and shrugged.

“May the gods protect us.”
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