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      Chapter 01: Hollowtide
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram Vesper was not particularly happy this morning. Then again, he never was.
    

    
      
    

    
      Yesterday had been a real struggle at Tom's apothecary, and the patients were no better. Families. Fucking families. He groaned, picking up yesterday's tunic from the floor and putting it on yet again.
    

    
      
    

    
      He hated the prattling ones most. Worry-wart villagers wandering into his clinic with their endless questions, too simple to understand the answers and too stubborn to stop asking. No matter how many times he explained it, he found he always had to repeat himself three times.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was the little things.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared back at himself in the cracked mirror, splashing yesterday's water from the basin onto his face before blowing his nose into it. Bloodshot eyes. Dark circles. Teeth like a kicked fence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca would never go for the likes of him. Not that it mattered. She was the only human he'd liked better alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tied his boots. More holes than his cloak and smelled just as bad. He ducked out of Aunt Tilda's house and made his way into the village.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Awful," he muttered, squinting up at the sky. "Just awful. Why's that blasted thing got to shine so bright anyway?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He kicked a rock out of his path. It skipped into the dirt road and vanished under a cart wheel which made him feel a sense of satisfaction. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The clinic was just ahead—
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mornin', Azram!" The tanner was packing saddlebags onto his weathered horse for some ungodly reason, waving as blissful and ignorant as ever.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It sure is, Gary."
    

    
      
    

    
      He hated being spoken to when he wasn't expecting it. He walked on, sweating miserably in the sun, muttering under his breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gary. Bah. I liked him better when he couldn't talk. Last Orinsday he was on the poppy, silent, and perfectly content."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ahead, the apothecary came into view. A stone's throw from Tilda's, and that was the only reason he hadn't quit the job entirely. He was almost at the door when he spotted Rebecca outside, tying bundles of herbs, fingers moving without practiced ease.
    

    
      
    

    
      Instinctively, he licked both thumbs and smoothed down his eyebrows and mustache.
    

    
      
    

    
      He slowed his pace without meaning to. She had a necklace on today, a simple thing, a small pendant that caught the morning light when she moved and sat just at her collarbone—and he tracked it the way he tracked anything that interested him, which was to say carefully and without broadcasting the fact.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good morning, Az." She smiled without looking up. "Poppy tincture's been restocked. Old Tom says you're running through it faster than the crow flies."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah. Well. The cough is going round again. Everyone's drinking it down like ale." He pulled his eyes away from the necklace and aimed them at a point somewhere past her left ear. "Say… I might need a hand soon with that hog we've got pretending to be a patient. If he's still alive."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca stopped tying. She looked at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az. You cannot say such things about our patients. It's rude."
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes went wide. He never meant to say such things in front of her. It just happened. It always just happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I woke up on the other foot today," he said, drawing himself up with as much dignity as a man in holed boots could manage. "My sincerest apologies, Miss Solis."
    

    
      
    

    
      He went to tip his hat. He wasn't wearing one. His two fingers caught him directly in the eye.
    

    
      
    

    
      "God d—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He bit his cheek. Hard. His face went red. Rebecca pressed her lips together in a way that was not quite a smile and was absolutely a smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Morning," he said, to no one, and walked inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alone in the front room of the apothecary, he pressed the heel of his hand against his eye and muttered darkly at the shelf of tinctures.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is why we don't talk to women in the mornings. This shit always happens. Every time. My eye, I think I've—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Azram Vesper. You are late. Again."
    

    
      
    

    
      Old Tom was already coming up the back passage, one finger wagging pointedly into the air.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Listen here, I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No, you listen." The finger didn't stop. "Mr. Henrose has defecated all over himself again and I cannot turn him by myself. Since you're late, you get to deal with it. I'm going for supplies." He was already at the door. "And don't go dragging that sweet girl into this mess either. It's yours."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram straightened. "I was late because I was up all night. New tincture formulations. Very promising work."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom stopped and looked at him the way old men look at things they've seen through before. His eyes dropped, briefly, to the dirt caked into Azram's nails. His boots.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That where the mud came from then, is it? Tincture formulations?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He was caught. He knew it. Tom always knew it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not robbing," Azram said. "It's repurposing. They're not using it. I'm putting it to better use."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom's hand found the door handle. "Shameful behavior. I notice any more of my solvent going missing, I'm putting your arse in the stocks."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram recoiled like he'd been struck. "I'd die before I went in the stocks. Have it your way, old salt." He straightened his tunic. "Get the supplies sorted before midday. I'll need your help with the tinctures."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom paused in the doorway.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Azram."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's already midday."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods balls." He grimaced, eyes cutting to the back room where several patients were already coughing at each other. "Well hurry about it then!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The door closed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood there a moment in the quiet of the shop, alone with the shelves and the smell of dried herbs, and the distant snoring of someone who was definitely Mr. Henrose.
    

    
      
    

    
      He picked up his apron. Tied it. Eyed the back room tentatively. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Repurposing," he said to himself, fumbling with the ringed finger still in his pocket. "Perfectly reasonable."
    

    
      
    

    
      He went in.
    

    
      
    

    
      The smell hit him like a wall. He choked back a gag, eyes bulging, one hand flying up to cover his face as he tried desperately to breathe shallow.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods' teeth. I am beset by the vapors of a thousand rotting turds."
    

    
      
    

    
      He tucked his nose under the collar of his tunic. Long enough and crooked enough to hook over it, which was perhaps the only advantage his face had ever offered him. He discovered his own smell wasn't much better.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Henrose occupied the largest cot in the back room. He was all neck and one giant belly, two sausages for legs, currently unconscious and the source of everything wrong with the air in a ten-foot radius.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well. Here we are." Azram pulled on his work gloves. "Mr. Henrose. Can you hear me? Raise your hand. Open your eyes."
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing. Excellent. The best kind of patient.
    

    
      
    

    
      He gathered what Tom had left out: boiled cloth, herb water, tallow soap with wood ash. Azram got to work on the ankles first. It was the sensible direction, working up and away from the worst of it. He always had a system. The system was the only thing standing between a man and complete moral collapse in situations like this one.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Mr. Henrose produced a fresh bubble of flatulence directly in his face, and a soiled rag dropped from Azram's hand directly onto his boot.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at his boot and winced.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wave of nausea hit him so hard he dry heaved, felt his back seize halfway through, and had to grab the cot frame with both hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az?" Rebecca's voice from the front room, cautious. "Are you alright? What's happening in there? The smell is… gods, it's coming through the wall—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He kicked the rag off his boot and straightened up with what dignity remained to him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's on my boot! Start a fire."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Start a fire? Again? We're supposed to be boiling the rags, Az, you know perfectly well how—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "For my 
      boot
      , you brilliant woman. I've got it on my boot and these rags are beyond saving, we're burning the lot of them." He took a long sniff from the jar of vinegar on the shelf to reset himself. "Come and help me finish up, will you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A pause.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tom said not to help you under any circumstances. Sorry!"
    

    
      
    

    
      She did not sound sorry.
    

    
      
    

    
      He cursed under his breath, picked up a fresh cloth, and looked at Mr. Henrose's considerable bulk with the resignation of a man doing the arithmetic on how much of him remained to be turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      When I roll this man over
      , he thought quietly, 
      I hope I drop dead
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't. It took the better part of an hour. Cleaning, turning, cleaning again. By the end he had run out of rags, run out of patience, and developed a new yearning for any profession that was not this one.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just then the door chimed and Tom walked into the sick room with a grin already on his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bahaha. Serves you right. Fine job, Az." He clapped his hands together. "Now. We've got to make the tinctures, seeing as you poured yesterday's batch down the trough."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I did no such thing." Azram snarled, peeling off his work gloves. "These people—" he waved an arm in a wide circle at the cots "—are considerably more manageable when they're unconscious. I can take far—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom held up a hand. His grin faded.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was looking at the patients. Really looking. Five of them, doing more coughing than moving, skin the wrong colour, eyes that opened occasionally and saw nothing useful when they did.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, well." Tom's voice had changed. "You may be right. There's something serious going round this time. It isn't right, Az. They look like ghouls."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's jaw tightened. "They're not eating. And when they wake they're out of their minds entirely." He looked at the nearest cot. The man in it was breathing from his belly in a rapid fashion that he had seen several times before and knew how it ended. "I just hope it doesn't spread."
    

    
      
    

    
      The door chimed.
    

    
      
    

    
      They turned together.
    

    
      
    

    
      A man stood in the entrance in a plain brown monk's robe, hood up, utterly still. Like he had been placed there. Azram noted the pale face. Sallow skin. Lips sun-dried and cracked. The stranger looked at them without particular interest, the way you'd look at a chair.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shop's closed for another hour, friend," Tom called. "Unless something serious ails ye."
    

    
      
    

    
      He matched eyes with Azram. 
      Monks
      , his expression said. 
      There are no monks here.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram gave the smallest shake of his head in agreement and they moved toward the counter together, careful and unhurried.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So then, brother—" Tom started.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I seek herbs and resins for the long rest." The stranger's accent was something Azram couldn't place—not local, not from anywhere nearby, or from anywhere he could name at all. "The kind that keep flesh from turning. Myrrh, frankincense, aloeswood gum, cedar. A strong balsam. The thicker the better."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's eyes cut to Tom. Tom's face said, 
      Who the hell is this man?
    

    
      
    

    
      Nobody traveled to Thornwick. You ended up in Thornwick because the Nine had put you here and hadn't got around to moving you yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry, friend, we haven't the supply to be selling our—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The coin purse landed on the counter with a sound of conviction.
    

    
      
    

    
      Heavy. Leather. The kind of clank that rearranged a room.
    

    
      
    

    
      By the time Azram looked up from it, the door was already shut.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom stared at the purse. Then at the door. Then at Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What in the Nine hells was that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram already had the purse open.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fifty pieces of gold, Tom."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't—" Tom started, but Azram had already bitten down on one, leaving a crooked tooth-mark pressed into the face of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Real." He held it up to the light. "All of it, I'd wager."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom sat down heavily on his stool. "Gods. That's worth half the village. The whole shop and the cattle besides." He rubbed his face with both hands. "Something isn't right about this, Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Something isn't right about fifty gold pieces?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Something isn't right about the man."
    

    
      
    

    
      The door chimed. They both jumped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca walked in with the expression of someone who had no idea what the atmosphere in a room was. Her eyes landed on the coins Azram had stacked into neat equal columns on the counter —because he couldn't help it, it was just what you did with coins— and she stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      She pointed at Tom.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And you said you didn't have the coppers to pay me last week."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't! Becca, did you see the monk? Brown robe, pale fellow, looked like he hadn't slept since—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No, I haven't confessed in ages." She shook her head gravely. "Gods, I don't have the time for it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A man, Rebecca. Walking out of this shop. Just now."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did he?" She brightened. "Maybe I should take to confession after all. Do monks really carry all that gold?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Blast it all." Azram swept the coins back into the purse —a few lighter than it had started, which was just sensible— and turned to Tom. "Hide this and hide it well. Half the village would take it by force if they saw it. I'll start gathering the supplies. Do we give him the whole stock?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "We should fetch the Reeve," Tom said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's hand came down on the counter. "The 
      Reeve
      ? And lose all this gold? Have you lost your—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm taking lunch," Rebecca announced, hand on her hip. "And I'm saying my prayers. I'll be back for the dusk work."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Say them twice," Azram muttered, already turning back to the shelves. "Once for me too."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll say them three times!"
    

    
      
    

    
      And she left. Door swinging shut behind her, oblivious, unbothered, or just operating as she always did, on a frequency no one else could quite tune to.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom watched the door close. Then he sighed, long and low, the sigh of a man who'd already decided and didn't much like it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az. If we do this, we never speak of it. Truth be told, we need the coin. I spent the last silver on poppy today."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The dead don't pay their debts." Azram was already pulling the resins from the back shelf. "This is our chance to get ahead. New decanters. Vials. Rags, Tom. Gods, we need new rags—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not burning any more of my rags."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You didn't smell what soaked into them."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I did. That's why I left it for you. Hard work builds character."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've got enough character for ten of you." He set the cedar on the counter and looked at Tom squarely. "Let's close the shop and sell our souls. What do you say."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom was quiet for a moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Keep a knife on you when he returns." He reached under the counter for the lockbox. "And I'll pay you one gold to follow him afterward. See where he goes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Five gold."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three. And you owe me two besides."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The hell I owe you two gold—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I watched you pocket five from the purse not two breaths ago. Not another word or I'm fetching the Reeve."
    

    
      
    

    
      A long pause.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram placed five gold coins on the counter with great care and considerable dignity.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom looked at them. Then at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Keep it, lad." He pushed the coins back. "It's more money than either of us will see again. Don't go telling anyone." He picked up the purse and headed for the back. "And stay out of the graves. That's a year's wages sitting therr. Don't come expecting more next month neither."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stingy old sod."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Cease your blathering. Go get the supplies. He'll be back by dusk."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 02: Ashveil
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oi, Tilda's boy!" Tom's voice came rattling from the storeroom. "Get in here!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram was up off his stool before the words had finished, arms already swinging.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Blasphemy." He stomped toward the back, each footfall a small declaration. "Aunt Tilda is nothing but an overgrown sow with saddlebags for hips."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az!" Rebecca didn't look up from the haul she was organizing on the counter. She was sorting the resins, balsams, cedar bark, and everything else the monk had asked for. "You can't say that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I just did." He shouldered through the storeroom door. "I am not her boy, Tom."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom was grinning from ear to ear, which meant he'd done it on purpose.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aha. Got you here quick, didn't I?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It seems I was bamboozled." Azram straightened his tunic. "Don't call me that again or I'll burn this shop down with you still in it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bahaha!" Tom waved him off, then seemed to catch himself. The grin settled into something quieter. He looked at the storeroom door, left ajar, Rebecca's humming just audible from the front.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Listen, lad. You've been in my service a good while now. And Becca out there—" He paused. Rubbed the back of his neck. "She wouldn't… well."
    

    
      
    

    
      He sighed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What say we take this gold and open up proper in the big city? Real shop, real equipment, more business than we'd see here in ten years."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram was quiet for precisely one second.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I would move out of Tilda's."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tom." He grabbed the old man's arm. "Think of the bath houses. The taverns. The graves. They always know where the best stuff is in the city, I could get my hands on real—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm thinking of the patients," Tom said. "The equipment. The help we could actually afford to hire."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, yes, that too." Azram was already rubbing his hands together. "But the graves, Tom. Real city graves. Rich people's graves."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're hopeless." Tom shook his head, but the smile was back. "Picture it, though. A proper front window. Your name on it, even, once I'm too old to argue about it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stopped rubbing his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had not, in thirty-odd years, been offered anything he wanted. He examined the feeling with suspicion and found it did not go away.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There's one problem, mind." Tom's voice came down. "Becca. I don't think she'd leave. Her father's poorly and there's no one else to sit with him." He said it carefully. "She couldn't make the move."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Her father." Azram said it softly. "That's why she's stuck in this village in the first place. She's a good woman. What would she do without—" He lowered his voice. "We've got to take her with us. Fuck her father."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom's smile went out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There will be no such thing."
    

    
      
    

    
      They both turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca stood in the doorway with one hand on her hip. Her face was caught between offended and bemused, having worked with these two long enough to expect it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom looked at Azram.  
    

    
      Azram looked at Rebecca.  
    

    
      Tom looked at Rebecca.  
    

    
      Azram found something very interesting to look at on the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Their cheeks reddened at approximately the same moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram resigned himself to his fate, drawing the sign of the holy order across his chest and kissing his thumb.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll not be left alone at the front of the shop," Rebecca said, pointing, "while you two hide back here and leave me to deal with the monk."
    

    
      
    

    
      A beat of silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The monk?" Tom said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He has a robe on. Like you described."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom's mouth fell open.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's brow furrowed. "Is he… is he here?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's what I've been trying to—" Rebecca threw both hands up. "Yes! That's what I came to tell you!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stop, stop." Tom held up a hand, already moving. He clapped Azram on the back hard enough to stagger him. "The man's here. Let's go. Quickly. And the pair of you keep it calm, we're not frightening off fifty gold."
    

    
      
    

    
      "At once, my lord," Azram said, hoisting the supply bag onto his hip with exaggerated ceremony.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom was already through the door. Azram followed, and as he passed Rebecca he didn't quite look at her, which was the same thing he always did, and meant the same thing it always did.
    

    
      
    

    
      He and Tom exchanged a glance in the narrow passage between storeroom and shop—grinning, both of them, the grin of two men about to do something they probably shouldn't for money they definitely needed.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      The front room was cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not the cold of a door left open. It was a cold that had arrived with him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The monk stood at the counter exactly as he had before. Pale, sun-dried lips, the plain brown robe hanging from his shoulders. He didn't turn when they entered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I trust this will suffice?" Tom said, setting the last bundle on the counter with a nervous smile. "It's all we have, I'm afraid."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It will."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wonderful. And where… that is, shall we load it for you? Do you have a wagon nearby?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom looked at Azram. Azram looked at Tom.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What he means," Azram said carefully, the knife cold against his wrist inside his sleeve, "is where exactly would you like it loaded?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The saddlebags." The monk raised one arm and extended a long pale finger toward the door. "There."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course. Absolutely. We'll get you loaded up and on your way in no time." Tom turned, smile still fixed, and hissed through his teeth: "Azram. The bags."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I hear you." Azram was already moving.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She squeaked from somewhere behind them, having forgotten she was supposed to be calm.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come on then," Azram said, hoisting the first load. "Grab what you can carry and don't spill it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I won't be spilling things!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's what you said about the—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Here I come!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The three of them filed outside into the night air, arms laden, and as the door swung open they stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a horse.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram couldn't have said what was wrong with it. Only that Rebecca had gone very quiet beside him, and Tom had stopped walking without seeming to notice he'd stopped, and the animal was looking at all three of them with large dark eyes that were—
    

    
      
    

    
      Calm. That was all. Just very, very calm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Like it had been places that made Thornwick feel small.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram started loading the saddlebags and didn't look at it directly again. Rebecca handed him bundles without a word, which was so unlike her that he almost said something. Tom worked the other side and didn't say anything at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      When the last bundle was loaded Azram stepped back and brushed off his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well then," Tom said quietly. "Safe travels, brother. Gods keep you."
    

    
      
    

    
      The monk said nothing. He took the reins, mounted with practiced ease, and rode without looking back.
    

    
      
    

    
      A torch was fixed to the rear of the saddlebag. Just the one, small and steady, throwing a pale circle of orange light that grew smaller and smaller as the horse moved away until it was nothing but a distant ember floating in the black.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right," Rebecca said, after a moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye," said Tom.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram watched the light. Thinking about the monk's eyes the whole time they'd been out here. Whether they had blinked once. He didn't think they had.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom turned to him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Earn your gold, Az. Follow him. Find out where he's going. He's headed toward the old graves."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Follow him." Azram repeated it flatly. "Myself. In these boots. In the dark."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You can take Giselda. She's fine for a trot."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ten gold."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Five, and I don't tell Tilda you've been robbing graves."
    

    
      
    

    
      A long silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dammit." Azram looked at the distant torch. Down at his boots, then at the sky as though it might offer him something. It didn't. "Dammit all. Fine. This is extortion, Tom. I want that noted."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Noted. Now get going before he's out of sight."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm going, I'm going." He was already moving toward Giselda, muttering darkly at the ground. "Follow the strange monk into the dark graves road, he says. In these boots. On someone else's horse. For five gold." He grabbed the reins and hauled himself up with considerably less grace than the monk had managed. "I should've stayed in bed. I should've never gotten out of bed. I should've been born somewhere else entirely."
    

    
      
    

    
      Giselda turned one ear back at him, unimpressed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't." He pointed at her. "Don't start."
    

    
      
    

    
      He clicked his tongue and she broke into a reluctant trot, carrying him out into the dark toward the small orange light still bobbing in the distance.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dawn, Az!" Tom called after him. "If you're not back by dawn we're bringing the law and the dogs!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram raised one hand without turning around.
    

    
      
    

    
      The torchlight was small but steady ahead of him. The graves road stretched out beneath Giselda's hooves. The night air smelled of turned earth and cold grass. He rode on, cursing quietly, and didn't look back at the warm light of the shop behind him.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 03: Grave Understanding
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "Giselda. Heel. Slow it down, sweetheart."
    

    
      
    

    
      He whispered it into her mane, one hand patting her neck gently. Ahead, the light they'd been chasing had come to a sudden stop somewhere between the oldest stones and the treeline.
    

    
      
    

    
      Giselda slowed to a trot without complaint, which he appreciated. She was better company than most people he knew.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good girl. I'm going to tie you here—" he looped her reins around the fence post "—and I'll be back directly. Now don't go getting any ideas."
    

    
      
    

    
      She huffed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. I feed you when I get food. That's the best I can offer. Be a good horsie."
    

    
      
    

    
      He rubbed her nose once and turned down the path toward the graves.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nails—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram kicked his leg like a wet dog, boot having discovered a puddle. Cold water soaked straight through to his sock.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I absolutely, unequivocally, hate wet socks." He stood still for a moment, teeth clenched. "Arse. Now he'll hear me sloshing about if I'm not careful."
    

    
      
    

    
      He slowed his pace and picked each footfall with great care, which did nothing at all for the squeaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      The graves spread out ahead of him, grey stone and older shadow, the barrow mounds rising further back against the treeline. He knew this ground. He'd been out here enough nights to know which stones tilted, which plots were recent, and what families had the good jewelry.
    

    
      
    

    
      Except he didn't feel like himself out here tonight.
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt watched, which was different from being watched, but the distinction wasn't offering much comfort.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram froze.
    

    
      
    

    
      He heard it — no, felt it. A shift in the air, sudden and sourceless, the way the temperature drops before a storm. He squinted ahead through the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Wanderer was on foot.
    

    
      
    

    
      Out past him, at the edge of the trees, the horse stood with the torch still burning on its saddlebag. It did not move. It did not crop the grass.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Wanderer stood above an open grave, hood back, face tilted upward. His lips were pale blue. His eyes had gone white and glassy as old milk.
    

    
      
    

    
      Magic.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram moved behind the nearest headstone with more grace than he'd managed all evening and held himself absolutely still.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Wanderer raised one hand against his chest and began a low gutteral chant.
    

    
      
    

    
      The chant built slowly, each line lower and more resonant than the last. Azram couldn't make out any of the words. Green smoke began rising from the wanderer, spiraling outward in slow coils that caught no wind because there wasn't any.
    

    
      
    

    
      "By the Nine," Azram breathed.
    

    
      
    

    
      A branch snapped under his boot.
    

    
      
    

    
      He closed his eyes, gritting his teeth.
    

    
      
    

    
      The chanting didn't stop.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened one eye. The Wanderer's attention hadn't moved. His hand came up with a knife and he drew it across his palm without ceremony. Blood welled immediately, running freely, dripping down—
    

    
      
    

    
      Up.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blood ran up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Falling upward in slow dark beads, defying every principle Azram had spent his professional life working within. Blood magic. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ziva zera vex Rae — Zuma nox."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      The chanting stopped and the green smoke didn't disperse so much as thicken. It was pooling around the grave in a sickly luminous haze that spread outward across the ground like fog that had decided to glow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's boots wouldn't move.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was trying. He was absolutely certain he was trying. His legs simply hadn't received the information yet, or had received it and filed it under 
      not a chance
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      From the folds of his robe the Wanderer produced a crystal. Large, amethyst, catching the green light and throwing it back in fractured purples.
    

    
      
    

    
      He grasped it with the bleeding hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crystal drank.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blood absorbed into the facets, and the crystal began to glow from within.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Wanderer placed the crystal into the grave and paused when he stood upright. Azram held his breath. The silence was such that he could taste it, and he was afraid even his breathing might betray him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Wanderer suddenly looked up.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked directly at Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's mouth opened wide and he scrambled backwards screaming.
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn't a dignified sound. It was the sound of a man whose legs had finally received their instructions all at once. He spun, ran three frantic steps, caught his wet boot on a root, and went down hard on his back in the mud between two headstones. His arms flung wide and he found himself staring straight up at the sky and waiting to die.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Please," he said, to the darkness. "I am… I work in medicine! I have never—please."
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark said nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He lay there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing continued to happen. He heard no movement at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram turned his head to the left. Headstone. He turned his head to the right. Headstone. He looked up. Stars. Then toward the grave.
    

    
      
    

    
      Green glow. Soft and steady, rising from the open earth.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat up slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked behind him. The path was empty. Giselda stood at the fence post, watching him with unbothered patience.
    

    
      
    

    
      He scanned his surroundings, and settled on the grave.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Wanderer was gone and his horse was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      
    

    
      That was the part he didn't like, not the chanting or the blood. The man had looked straight at him, seen a shrieking apothecary in the mud, and decided he was not worth the walk over.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well then. Perhaps I imagined it. Well… no. The grave, it's glowing. But where did he take off to?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked around cautiously for a moment before his greed got the better of him.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Could be worth a hundred gold. Magic crystal, fresh ritual, probably still active. Something like that in the right hands—”
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood up, brushed the mud off his back, and took one step toward it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just a peek. That's all. I mean, it could be worth two hundred gold. City price."
    

    
      
    

    
      Another step. He kept darting his eyes back and forth, looking for any sign of movement.
    

    
      
    

    
      That blood went into it. Whatever that man put in there is in that crystal right now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gaining confidence as he crept forward, his mouth began to salivate.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rare purple bloodstone, yes… that has quite the ring to it. Sod Tom's shop in the city. I might never need to work again if I can sell this."
    

    
      
    

    
      He was at the edge of the grave now, looking down.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crystal sat in the open coffin below, glowing purple-green against old wood. Beside it: a skeleton, ancient, arranged with the neatness of someone interred with ceremony. Brass scales in the ribcage, still balanced after however many years. Silver coins on each eye socket.
    

    
      
    

    
      A priest, then. A priest of Lord Death.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked back at Giselda in the distance.
    

    
      
    

    
      She huffed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know," he said. "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached down and picked up the crystal.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was warm.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned it over in his hands. Heavier than it looked, the facets luminous, the purple depth of it catching his eyes and pulling them inward. He could feel something in it, not magic exactly, nothing he had words for. Just a quality of fullness. Like a flask that had been filled with something heavier than liquid.
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh
      , he thought. 
      It's getting warmer
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      It was. Noticeably. He shifted it from one hand to the other.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now that's quite warm actually.
    

    
      
    

    
      The glow was brightening. Not dramatically. Just steadily, the way a coal brightens when you blow on it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to set it down.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands didn't open.
    

    
      
    

    
      Interesting
      , he thought. He examined most things clinically in his life, often trying to find the logic behind them. 
    

    
       
      Why am I unable to
      —
    

    
      
    

    
      The crystal was hot now. Genuinely hot, the glow between his fingers throwing green and purple across the headstones.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I think it's going to—" he started.
    

    
      
    

    
      It did.
    

    
      
    

    
      The light detonated outward in a single silent pulse of green and purple. It was immediate and cold. It washed out across the graveyard and beyond. The light continued past the treeline and the fence where Giselda screamed and reared, expanding out across the dark toward Thornwick and every sleeping body in it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram was thrown backward.
    

    
      
    

    
      He hit the ground hard, crystal still clutched to his chest, and lay there looking up at the stars as the light faded from his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crystal wasn't glowing anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's eyes closed as he groaned, "Worth at least three hundred," and passed out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hours passed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Somewhere in the dark a dog howled and Azram's eyes opened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dogs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh gods.
    

    
      
    

    
      He went to rub his face and discovered two things: the crystal was still in his hand, and his neck had a deep ache from resting against a headstone instead of a pillow. He was folded against it at an angle that no living spine was designed to maintain.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram sat up slowly, legs and arms fizzing with the protest of returning circulation.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom said dawn. He said if you're not back by dawn we're bringing the law and the dogs.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Giselda!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Neigh," she called, from somewhere ahead in the grey.
    

    
      
    

    
      There she was, still tied to the fence post, watching him with the same smug face she'd been wearing all night.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods, poor girl. You've been waiting patiently all this time." He was standing now, or attempting to, his knees had their own thoughts about the matter. The sky to the east was going pale at the edges.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The sun's rising. Shit. Shit shit."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the crystal. Turned it over. Dark, cold, the facets catching nothing like they had last night. He shook it once, experimentally.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was glowing before the—
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh. Right.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at it a moment longer. "Why aren't you glowing?" He shook it again, harder. "Maybe you need more blood. We'll sort that out later."
    

    
      
    

    
      His teeth were chattering now, the cold having worked its way through every layer and into the bones themselves.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods' teeth. I'm freezing. My foot is wet. I've got no food, no fire, no jewelry to show for any of it." He kicked the ground once in protest. "Five gold. He said five gold. He's giving me ten. He's giving me ten or I'm quitting. Shit. I left my gold on the counter to boot."
    

    
      
    

    
      He tucked the crystal into his cloak and set off toward Giselda, brushing at the new dirt on his coat. The old dirt would remain. It was part of his wardrobe now.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There, there, sweetheart." He untied her reins and pressed his forehead briefly against her nose, which was the warmest thing he'd touched since yesterday. "Just get me back and we'll both eat. Fair?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She neighed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good horse."
    

    
      
    

    
      He hauled himself up and clicked his tongue and she broke into a gallop. The wind of it was enough to bring tears streaming from his eyes. He hunched low over her mane and held on.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mmmiserable," he grumbled to her back. "I'm taking the week off. A man catches his death like this, or worse. I'll tell Tom I was nearly killed in the graveyard and he'll say well you should've been back by dawn and I'll—I'll—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't finish the thought. He was too cold for endings.
    

    
      
    

    
      They rode until the sun crested properly, the silhouette of Thornwick now visible on the brightening horizon. No dogs on the road. No sign of the law. 
      Maybe I made it back in time
      , he thought. 
      Tom's going to lose his mind when he hears this. Blood magic in the graveyard, a crystal that drank from a cut hand. Wait—
    

    
      
    

    
      He saw the smoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not one plume. Several. Rising from different points above the town in thick dark columns that had no business being that size at this hour.
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach dropped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hyah!" He spurred Giselda faster, and she found something extra she'd been holding in reserve, because she was a better horse than she looked.
    

    
      
    

    
      As he approached he scanned the road out of habit. He should be seeing the usual morning procession of horses and wagons heading out for market, the noise of it, the smell of bread from the baker's. The market bell. Something.
    

    
      
    

    
      The road was empty.
    

    
      
    

    
      No traffic. No sound. The back of his neck prickled with a feeling he recognised from the graveyard and hadn't wanted to feel again so soon.
    

    
      
    

    
      His brows pulled together.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ahead, in the baker's garden, a figure was moving. Stumbling, really, arms loose, lurching through the rows in a way that suggested either considerable drink or considerable illness.
    

    
      
    

    
      At this hour?
    

    
      
    

    
      He was at the town's edge now and could see past the figure to the source of the largest smoke column, and his stomach dropped a second time because there was nowhere left for it to go.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom's shop was on fire.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 04: Penniless
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram urged Giselda forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      She bucked, threw him clean off, and deposited him flat on his back in the road with an impact that knocked every particle of air from his body. He grabbed his stomach and rolled onto his side like a dying cockroach, eyes bulging, mouth opening and closing on nothing at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to suck air.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to breathe.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was stuck in a full exhale long enough that his vision started to get fuzzy at the edges.
    

    
      
    

    
      By the time his lungs remembered their purpose Giselda was gone, vanished somewhere into the empty streets.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I said I'd feed you at —where the hell did she—" He looked at the street. Empty. Looked at the shop. Smoke. Then at the street again. Still empty, which wasn't right. "Where is everyone? Tom's shop is on fire and there's not a soul in the—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He was already moving, hobbling at first, his wet boot making a sucking sound with every step until he found something like a run.
    

    
      
    

    
      The front door of the shop was shut. Inside, he heard someone rummaging. Heavy, irregular, the sound of things falling.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tom!" He hammered the door. "You in there? There's a fire! Becca? Anyone?"
    

    
      
    

    
      More rummaging.
    

    
      
    

    
      The back half of the shop was stone and would hold. The front was wood walls, ceiling, all of it. Once the fire crossed the threshold between old build and new it would go fast. He had minutes at best.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened the door carefully, because if someone had found out about Tom's gold then careful was the right approach, and stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blood on the wall. Not a small amount. Splattered like it had been thrown, dark against the plaster, running in streaks down to the ruined floor below. Bottles everywhere. The front room was in complete disarray.
    

    
      
    

    
      A groan from the sick room turned his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked left.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Henrose was looking back at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Except Mr. Henrose's skin was the colour of sour meat, greenish, wrong, the kind that had no medical explanation. His eyes were wide and milky, mouth blackened. He was coming across the room at a lurch, arms loose, feet not quite finding the floor where he'd left it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ahhh—" Azram backed up automatically. "Nine hells. Get out into the street, the shop's on fire, you need to… gods, you look—"
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      Dead
      .”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Henrose groaned, which was not a reassuring response, and continued forward. Azram continued backward and then Mr. Henrose lunged. He missed Azram entirely and hit the wooden railing with the full momentum of a man who was all neck and belly. The impact snapped the top board clean in two. Mr. Henrose went through the vertical slats face-first and ended up pinned there, arms and legs flailing at the air.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram screamed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked down at the flailing bulk of Mr. Henrose, who should have been screaming too, and should have been dead, but was instead working his limbs against the railing like a turtle flipped onto its back.
    

    
      
    

    
      He's not breathing
      . Azram noted it from somewhere far off. 
      He's dead. He's moving and he's dead.
    

    
      
    

    
      More banging from inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had to find Tom. He had to find Rebecca. He had to find the gold.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened the door to the sick room, peeked in, and immediately wished he hadn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were all in there. Two standing in the corner, the rest writhing on the cots, and every single one of them was most certainly dead. The same greenish skin. The same milky eyes. They turned toward the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      Toward him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. No no no—" He slammed it shut and drove the latch home. It wouldn't hold long but long enough, maybe, if he was fast.
    

    
      
    

    
      One more room. The storeroom behind the counter.
    

    
      
    

    
      The smoke was thickening now, the crackle of fire getting louder, the air starting to taste of it. His eyes were watering. The shop had minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands were shaking. He looked at them like they belonged to someone else.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gold. Tom. Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Old salt!" He put his hand on the storeroom door. "If you can hear me, I'm coming in!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened it.
    

    
      
    

    
      And froze.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom was on the floor with an old sword in his hands and a massive bite taken out of his neck. Beside him, Rebecca lay with her jaw crooked as if something had hit her with considerable force. There was blood across her dress, her face, her hands. Between them, a ghoul with its head severed and completely still.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd died trying to save her. Of course he had. It was exactly the thing Tom would do.
    

    
      
    

    
      No
      . Azram stepped forward and his knees gave out before he reached them. He sat down hard on the storeroom floor, eyes burning, the banging from the sick room a distant thing behind the roaring in his ears.
    

    
      
    

    
      He put a hand on Tom's boot.
    

    
      
    

    
      You old bastard. Why'd you have to go and be a hero.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached over and closed the old man's eyes with two fingers. They didn't want to stay shut. He held them there until they did.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he looked at Rebecca. At the ruin of her jaw, and the stillness of her, and the way her hands had fallen open.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had never once touched her hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram moved to her and took it. It was cold. He'd known it would be cold and it still wasn't something he was ready for.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I wanted to take you with us," he said, tears welling up. "Save you from this town. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."
    

    
      
    

    
      He hung his head low, her hand in his. The only two people he cared for, and had hoped to return to, lie motionless in front of him. The banging from the sick room was getting louder. He didn't care.
    

    
      
    

    
      He took her face in both hands —just once, just this— and looked into her eyes, locked in that distant unfocused stare, and felt his lips trembling.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wake up," he said. "Please. Come back. You can't be gone. Not like this. We never got to—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      He scrambled back. Her head moved with it, tracking him, focusing.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No. Not one of them—”
    

    
      
    

    
      He moved closer anyway. He didn't know why.
    

    
      
    

    
      It went against everything sensible and self-preserving in him. He moved closer and took her face again. Her neck twitched, but her eyes were on his and they were not the milky nothing of Mr. Henrose's eyes, they were—
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rebecca. Are you in there?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She shook her head.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No? No what?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A sound escaped her, low and strange, nothing like her voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then she bit him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Right on the neck. No warning, just teeth, and Azram screamed and recoiled as his hand came up and he slapped her before the thought had finished forming.
    

    
      
    

    
      He grabbed his neck. Blood running warm between his fingers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Damn you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Sorry
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      He froze.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked around the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was hungry
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      The voice had no sound to it. It arrived fully formed somewhere behind his eyes, clear as spoken words and entirely without origin.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked back at him. Tilted her head. A low growl in her throat as she made ghoul noises.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rebecca." He pointed at her slowly. "Are you… are you in my mind? Are you with it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The sick room door burst off its latch.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram was on his feet before it finished swinging, spinning to find two ghouls stumbling through the frame, the rest pressing behind them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can you walk?" He grabbed Rebecca's arm. "They want to eat me too, we have to—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom
      , she said, in his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at Tom, and the sword in Tom's hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're right." He pried it free, both hands, and straightened up. "I'm sorry, old man. And the gold—" He cast one desperate look around the storeroom. Shelves, bottles, rags, nothing. "Where's the gold? Rebecca, where's the—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She shrugged.
    

    
      
    

    
      The nearest ghoul reached the doorway.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram swung the sword.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had never swung a sword in his life and it showed. He was wild, threw in way too much shoulder, the arc went everywhere it shouldn't, but the ghoul walked directly into it. It caught the ghoul above the ear, went through, and buried itself in the lantern on the shelf.
    

    
      
    

    
      The lantern came down.
    

    
      
    

    
      Oil first, then flame, and the storeroom went from smoky to actively on fire in the span of a breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." He grabbed Tom under the arms. "Up you come. Come on. I'm not leaving you in here, you stubborn—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      Az, he's
      —
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know, Rebecca." He had Tom halfway to the door, dragging, the smoke dropping fast. "He's coming with us. Don't argue with me right now."
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't argue. She followed, lurching badly, her jaw still crooked, one hand trailing against the wall for balance. Azram backed through the shop with Tom's weight across his arms, Rebecca behind him, and the ghouls somewhere in the smoke ahead. The whole front room was starting to catch.
    

    
      
    

    
      He hit the door with his back and the cold morning air came in hard. He stumbled down the steps and kept going until his legs ran out on the road outside. Azram went down on his knees with Tom in his arms and Rebecca lurching out behind him. The shop was burning properly now, roof catching, windows going orange.
    

    
      
    

    
      He knelt there in the road.
    

    
      
    

    
      Looked at the shop.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then at Tom.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tom." His voice came out very quiet. He was staring at the fire, not at him. "Where's the gold."
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The front window went last. He watched the glass go white and then go, and thought about a name that was never painted on it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca sat down next to him in the road. Her jaw was at a very wrong angle and her dress was ruined. She smelled of things Azram was choosing not to examine, and she tilted her head at the burning shop with large dark eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      There go our patients,
       she said plainly.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at the fire for a long moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're certainly going somewhere," he nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat back on his heels, staring at his hands, which were covered in blood from his neck and Tom's, and whatever else the morning had deposited on them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Penniless," he said. "Absolutely penniless. With a ghoul."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca tilted her head the other way.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm a… ghoul
      ? she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well you're certainly not alive. You've got no pulse and you're not breathing."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her head sank low.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But—but, it's okay. We'll figure this out. You're still talking, and your eyes are yours. But you did bite me."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sorry
      , she said quietly, more of a whisper in his mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she looked up at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      You smelled delectable
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood up, slowly, every part of him protesting. "Well you can't eat me. Hell, I might turn into one of these things now too. If it's a contagion…"
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stared back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Somewhere down the street, a thing that had once been a Thornwick villager rounded the corner and began stumbling toward them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram picked up Tom's sword.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're burying him first," he said. "Then we're leaving. Then—" he pointed the sword vaguely at the burning shop "—then someone is explaining to me where that gold went."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca stood up, lurching, and put one cold hand briefly on his arm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sorry.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't shake it off.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 05: All Roads West
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "Say… Rebecca." Azram kept his voice low, eyeing the ghoul stumbling up the far end of the road. "I want to see what happens if you walk toward it."
    

    
      
    

    
      So I get eaten.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No! No. You're undead too, you're just… different. If it goes for you, run back and I'll swing the sword."
    

    
      
    

    
      You want to chop me in half.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rebecca, please." He gripped the sword, which was already getting heavy. He was not built for manual labour. Cleaning patients was work enough. "I'm trying to figure this out. We'll get you back to normal. Err. Somehow."
    

    
      
    

    
      She gave him a look that her jaw being crooked did nothing to diminish, flipped her dark hair with dignity, and walked toward the ghoul with her chin held high.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram held the sword at the ready and kept one eye on the surrounding streets. Something wasn't adding up. If the whole town had turned, Thornwick should be crawling with them, yet the roads were nearly empty. A few stumbling shapes at the far ends of lanes, but nothing more.
    

    
      
    

    
      Maybe they're in their houses,
       he thought. 
      Or maybe they're—
    

    
      
    

    
      He said hello to me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked up. Rebecca had stopped a few feet from the ghoul, which by the look of his remaining coat was Jarrik the tailor.
    

    
      
    

    
      I think he's nice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jarrik shuffled past her. Then past Azram, and continued up the main road without breaking stride, groaning softly to himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stared after him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did he really?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca was already walking back, head still high.
    

    
      
    

    
      He just kept saying it. Hello, hello, hello
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "Was it in your head or could you actually understand him?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He said it out loud. Didn't you hear?
    

    
      
    

    
      "All I heard was a groan from a walking corpse."
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      They watched Jarrik diminish down the road, heading west with the steady pace of someone who knew where he was going.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No matter." Azram lowered the sword. "He's following the road. They all seem to be following the road." He scanned the road west, then turned to Rebecca. "We follow them. Warn the next town. Or find out where they're all headed."
    

    
      
    

    
      You want to follow a bunch of ghouls?
    

    
      
    

    
      "I want answers, and they seem to have a destination." He glanced at her dress which was ruined beyond repair. "We need supplies first. And you need new clothes."
    

    
      
    

    
      I don't have any proper clothes. My best dress is completely ruined.
    

    
      
    

    
      "As it happens—" he nodded toward Jarrik's retreating shape "—that was the tailor. Shall we?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Really?
       She tried to smile. Her dislocated jaw made a poor job of it, and Azram hid the cringe as best he could.
    

    
      
    

    
      "My treat." He gestured grandly at the empty, burning town. "Go get whatever you want."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What about Tom?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram turned. He'd laid Tom down right there, not twenty minutes ago, and now there was nothing. Not a trace.
    

    
      
    

    
      He's gone
      , she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know he's gone, he's—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at the empty road for a moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now we don't have to dig
      , she said with a small shrug.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He must have turned." Azram said it to the road rather than to her. "Like the rest."
    

    
      
    

    
      He waited a moment longer, eyes focused west, as if the shape of an old man might resolve out of the smoke and save him the trouble of the thought.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." He picked up the sword. "Supplies first. Enough to fill saddlebags. Farmer Garrett's barn will have mares, we can ride out and sell one when we reach Nockport." He glanced at her ruined dress. "You go to the tailor. I'll be next door at the butcher."
    

    
      
    

    
      And dresses
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "And dresses."
    

    
      
    

    
      The town had gone quiet in the way a pasture goes quiet at night. It wasn't the silence itself but the pieces of it, the sense that sound should be happening and wasn't. Doors banged in the breeze. Somewhere a fire was still going. Nothing else moved except the occasional distant shape following the western road.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram checked the tailor's shop front before leaving Rebecca to it and crossed to the butcher next door. Empty. He made sure of it, set the sword on the counter, and found the largest burlap sack available.
    

    
      
    

    
      Salt and meat. He worked methodically, filling the sack with the best cuts from the cold store, dried strips from the back shelf, everything that would travel. Thirty pounds, maybe more, but that was fine. Garrett's barn had horses.
    

    
      
    

    
      He helped himself to a strip of dried meat while he worked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mm. That's deli—
    

    
      
    

    
      The scream hit him so hard and so fast it felt like something had cracked behind his eyeballs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca!
    

    
      
    

    
      He dropped the meat and ran, catching his hip on the counter, grabbing the sword off it without stopping, and hit the tailor's door with his shoulder hard enough to feel it tomorrow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca slammed into him coming the other way and they both staggered out into the street.
    

    
      
    

    
      He caught her. Spun back to the doorway.
    

    
      
    

    
      A man stood inside with a long red beard, manic eyes, a knife working the air in wide slashes. Behind him on the floor, clearly dead, a woman in a tailor's apron. The streaks on the floorboards told the rest of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kill her!" The man's eyes hadn't left Rebecca. "That there's an undead, lad! Turn around before she gets ye!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram checked on Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a knife in her side.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at it as his blood began to boil. Then he set his feet, and shifted his grip on the sword, and found that his hands had gone very steady.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's not like the others." He stepped between them. "Lower your knife. She's with me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not letting that thing walk away! It's you or me but she's dying like the rest of 'em!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," Azram said. "She isn't."
    

    
      
    

    
      The man charged.
    

    
      
    

    
      Red beard, wide eyes, knife swinging. Azram really didn't want to, but he did. He drove the sword forward and the man ran onto it and stopped, hands finding the blade, the fight going out of his eyes. Azram had only ever seen that look before in the patients he knew wouldn't be coming back.
    

    
      
    

    
      The man spat blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She." A pause. "Fuckin." Another. "Bit me."
    

    
      
    

    
      And then he was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood there with the sword and looked at the man on the floor and then let the sword go, which remained upright, and turned around.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You did what," he said flatly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca was looking at her feet. Her hands were clasped in front of her. She made ghoul noises in response.
    

    
      
    

    
      He called me a… freak.
       Her voice was quiet in his mind. 
      I tried to cry. But it wouldn't work
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked up. Her eyes were full of something that had nowhere to go. She had no tears, nothing to show for it, just the pain sitting there without a way out.
    

    
      
    

    
      He crossed to her without thinking about it and took her face in both hands. Trying to put the fact that he just killed a man out of his mind. His resolve was clear. If there was someone trying to take her away, he wouldn't allow it. They deserved it for not listening. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "You aren't a freak."
    

    
      
    

    
      Look at my mouth, Az. I saw myself in the mirror. It's all wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let me fix your jaw." He said it like it was simple. "Will you let me do that? And then we'll find you a proper dress. Get you cleaned up."
    

    
      
    

    
      But in the city—
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. We'll figure the city out." He met her eyes. "One thing at a time."
    

    
      
    

    
      …Just leave me here
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound that came out of him was not dignified. Something between a wince and a word, and his eyes went wet before he'd decided they were going to. He took both her cold hands in his.
    

    
      
    

    
      "If you stay, I stay. And we never get to the bottom of any of this." He held her gaze. "I'm not going anywhere without you. I'll protect you. That's all there is to it."
    

    
      
    

    
      You mean it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I mean it."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was quiet for a lingering moment. 
      Well. Let's find a really nice house then. We could even rename the village.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Blast it, woman—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She smiled, as best as she could with half a face working. 
      You really don't think I'm a freak?
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked down at her hands. Her arms. Greenish, but not the deep rot-green of the ghouls on the road. It was something lighter, something that still looked, if you were charitable or just desperate, like her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're Rebecca," he said. "You're bea—" He stopped. Swallowed. Tried again. "A beau—"
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes went sideways. Back. He closed them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are beautiful. Even as you are. Anyone who can't see that is a daft imbecile." He opened his eyes. "Now hold still."
    

    
      
    

    
      He set his hands to her jaw and tried very deliberately not to think about anything else.
    

    
      
    

    
      Crack.
    

    
      
    

    
      You bastard!
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hold on—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She worked her mouth. Open. Shut. Open. Shut. Ran her tongue along her teeth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh. That's much better.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." He stepped back. Dusted his hands off. "Now. Dress. I'll wait outside."
    

    
      
    

    
      Won't you help me pick something out?
    

    
      
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      
    

    
      What?
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not good with clothes." He gestured at himself. Evidence enough. "I'd have you wearing a burlap sack."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram! That's highly inappropriate. It's hardly long enough to cover anything.
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised an eyebrow.
    

    
      
    

    
      "…Aye."
    

    
      
    

    
      Fine. But I'm picking your clothes too. You look like a beggar.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am a beggar."
    

    
      
    

    
      You are not.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I beg for gold." He looked at the empty town, the smoke still rising, the western road and all its shuffling traffic. "And look where we are now."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 06: Thornwick
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh, this looks splendid. Try it on!
    

    
      
    

    
      "Absolutely not."
    

    
      
    

    
      It suits you.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I want a plain tunic and new boots. This one has buttons and it's likely to get me robbed where folks think I can actually afford it."
    

    
      
    

    
      But we can!
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well." He looked at it. Then at her. "You say so."
    

    
      
    

    
      You'll look handsome.
    

    
      
    

    
      "H—handsome, you say?"
    

    
      
    

    
      His cheeks went red. He stared at the floor. Not once, not ever, since he was a wee lad had anyone called him handsome. Once his nose started growing in the same direction as his teeth it had been fairly well settled.
    

    
      
    

    
      He took the shirt.
    

    
      
    

    
      Black. Long sleeves. Better stitching than anything he'd owned in his life, and he made a point of not thinking too hard about whose shop he was standing in while he put it on. He did up the buttons and turned around.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca clapped her hands together, quick and delighted, the way she'd clapped over a good batch of tincture back when she had a pulse. He had to look away.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right then." He cleared his throat. "You get to wear —" He turned to the rack and found it without much searching. "— this one."
    

    
      
    

    
      A deep blue dress. Good fabric. Lower cut than strictly necessary, which was not an accident.
    

    
      
    

    
      But that won't hide the green on my chest
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nobody should hide your chest."
    

    
      
    

    
      He said it before he'd finished thinking it, which was how these things always happened with him, and then he found a very interesting spot on the wall to his left and addressed his next remarks to it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But. Err."
    

    
      
    

    
      You're right,
       she said. 
      What's the use in hiding anyway. You'll protect me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll protect you," he agreed, still looking at the wall.
    

    
      
    

    
      A low groan from the floor interrupted them.
    

    
      
    

    
      They both looked down. Mr. Redbeard was moving. Slowly. The colour went out of his face, grey from the jaw up. His hands started to shake. His eyes drifted off to somewhere else and then came back and found Azram standing over him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Go change," Azram said quietly. "Best if you don't see this."
    

    
      
    

    
      Don't get bitten.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I won't get bitten if you're in the changing room."
    

    
      
    

    
      How rude. It was only once.
    

    
      
    

    
      She took the blue dress and tiptoed away, holding it carefully. Whatever her face was trying to do, the jaw wasn't cooperating.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram pulled his sword free and stood over the man and waited. There was nothing else to do. The shivering reached its peak, and Azram brought the sword down. It severed the neck with a sound that made him nauseous, and he closed his eyes after it was done.
    

    
      
    

    
      Poor soul
      , he thought. 
      Died in a panic. Woke up just long enough to go back to sleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood there in the quiet of the shop with the sword in his hand. Wondering why he didn't feel as bad about killing a man as he should have. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then a screech from the changing room brought him around and he was through the door before he'd decided to move, shoulder first, sword up —
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca clutched her dress to herself and made a sound that was half ghoul and half outrage.
    

    
      
    

    
      Out! Get out!
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh — I heard — I thought —"
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes went everywhere they shouldn't. He dragged them to the ceiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      There's a knife in me. It's stuck
      . A pause. 
      But don't look at me. I'm all green.
    

    
      
    

    
      He swallowed. His thumb found his eyebrow and smoothed it flat.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was a ghoul.
    

    
      
    

    
      But she was still Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned his head with enormous ceremony and addressed the door frame.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can — err — I can help take it out. If you like."
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Are you shy?
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's just — you're — well. You know."
    

    
      
    

    
      I don't.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're out of your dress. And I'm a man. You know."
    

    
      
    

    
      You like me. Even like this.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course I do." He said it without hesitating, which surprised him slightly. "Now. Are we getting the knife out or not?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Yes. Do it quick
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do you feel pain?"
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm not sure.
    

    
      
    

    
      "When he stabbed you… did it hurt?"
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn't notice until now.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." He turned back and looked at the knife. Only at the knife. It was a hunting knife, buried deep, the handle flush against her side.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stop staring
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sorry. Sorry." He grabbed the handle with both hands and pulled.
    

    
      
    

    
      It didn't move.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pull harder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm trying, blast it." He reset his grip. "I might need to brace my foot against you for support."
    

    
      
    

    
      Not with that foot. Look at those boots.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. Fair." He repositioned. "Hold onto the door and I'll give it one more go."
    

    
      
    

    
      Okay.
    

    
      
    

    
      She gripped the door frame. He grabbed the knife, set his weight, and pulled with everything he had. It came free all at once. He went backward into the wall behind him with a sound like a dropped log.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods' teeth — agh —"
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat on the floor rubbing the back of his head. Rebecca looked down at him. Whatever she was doing with her mouth now, it was closer to a smile than before.
    

    
      
    

    
      It's not bleeding,
       she said, looking at the wound in her side.
    

    
      
    

    
      He climbed to his feet and looked at it properly. The edges were dark, sealed, the flesh around it already settling back into stillness.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Coagulated. It might even… heal. I can't be sure." He studied it a moment longer. "Did that hurt?"
    

    
      
    

    
      No.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      She shrugged. Then looked at him pointedly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now let me change
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      He was leaning against the door frame when she finally emerged, having made three trips to the front to check the road and found nothing each time except empty streets and the distant sound of something that used to be a neighbour.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stepped out and gave him a twirl.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was absolutely looking at her necklace. Azram shook it off, he swallowed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "As pretty as ever." He hadn't meant to say it out loud.
    

    
      
    

    
      She hugged him. It was cold. He let her do it anyway, and stood there longer than he needed to.
    

    
      
    

    
      You really know how to make a ghoul feel special.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Green or not." He stepped back before he said something else he meant. "Don't mention it. I'm just glad you're still with us."
    

    
      
    

    
      Who's us.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The living. Or — me. I just didn't want to say it like that."
    

    
      
    

    
      He was sweating.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm glad too,
       she said. 
      It was terrifying
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      He picked up the supply sack and slung it over one shoulder, testing the weight. Thirty pounds, maybe more. Fine. The farm wasn't far.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You remember… dying?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Not exactly.
       She fell into step beside him as they moved toward the door.
       I remember screaming. Something hit me very hard and then it all went black.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What was the next thing you remember?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She was quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      You calling me home.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped walking.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      You said wake up. And I heard it. It was like being in a dream where everything was black and I was so frightened, and then it got fuzzy around the edges and my eyes opened and there you were.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood in the doorway of the tailor's shop looking at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I did that," he said, pausing. “There's no way I —”
    

    
      
    

    
      It worked
      , she said simply.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I —" He closed his mouth. Filed it. "We'll figure that out later." He shifted the sack on his shoulder and stepped out into the street. "I want you normal again. If that's even possible. We follow the ghouls, we find the monk, we find answers."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Wanderer
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "Him." He nodded west. "Come on."
    

    
      
    

    
      They walked together into the empty street, his boots making their familiar sucking sounds, her footsteps quieter than they should have been. The town moved around them in the breeze. Doors banging, a sign swinging, the distant crackle of burning.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm sad about Tom,
       she said, after a while.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Me too."
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to save me
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's Tom." The sack was already getting heavy. "That's exactly Tom. Stupid heroic old sod."
    

    
      
    

    
      They walked for several paces before she spoke again. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Az. There's something you should know.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her sideways.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom's bite… the one on his neck.
       She looked at her feet as she walked. 
      That was me.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened his mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Closed it.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was a real ghoul when I woke up. Not like now. I didn't — I didn't know where I was or who he was. I just —
       She stopped. Made a small sound that wasn't quite a ghoul noise. 
      And then something hit me. Something heavy. And it all went dark again until you.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram walked in silence for several steps.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He hit you," he said finally. "To stop you."
    

    
      
    

    
      I think so.
    

    
      
    

    
      "To save himself."
    

    
      
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And then he sat down in that storeroom with his sword." Azram's jaw was tight. "And he waited."
    

    
      
    

    
      Yeah.
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought about Tom's hands around the hilt. The way he'd been sitting, back to the shelves, feet flat, sword across his knees. He'd worked it out and then he'd sat down to wait for it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That sounds terrifying," he said. "I can't even be angry at you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca put her cold hand on his arm as they walked.
    

    
      
    

    
      They didn't speak again until the farm.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      Garrett's farm sat at the eastern edge of Thornwick. Azram had already complained about the distance twice before Rebecca pointed out that the farm was where the farm was.
    

    
      
    

    
      The gate was open.
    

    
      
    

    
      The paddock was empty.
    

    
      
    

    
      Every stall. Every post. The water trough still full, hay still in the racks, the whole barn smelling of horses that were nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood in the middle of the paddock and looked at the empty stalls for a long time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he looked at the supply sack in his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thirty odd pounds of salted meat, dried strips, good cuts, the best the butcher had to offer, packed with the confidence of a man who had a plan.
    

    
      
    

    
      He set it down.
    

    
      
    

    
      Picked it up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Set it down again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're gone," he said, exasperated.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mmhm.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The horses."
    

    
      
    

    
      All of them, it seems.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I carried this —" he lifted the sack "— all the way here —"
    

    
      
    

    
      You did.
    

    
      
    

    
      "— across an entire ghost town —"
    

    
      
    

    
      Mm.
    

    
      
    

    
      "— thirty pounds of meat —"
    

    
      
    

    
      At least.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tossed the sack down and kicked the paddock fence so hard the old board cracked. He grabbed his foot and sat down hard in the dirt pouting.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca watched with her head tilted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have to walk," he grumbled. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Indeed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "To Nockport."
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh no. That seems rather dreadful. How far is it?
       
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked up at the sky begging for a miracle.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Two days," he said, letting out an exhale. "On a horse."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat in the dirt wishing about options he didn't have. Then he stood up, brushed himself off, picked up the sack, and slung it over his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right," he said. "We're stuck walking."
    

    
      
    

    
      I don't mind.
       She shrugged.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I mind."
    

    
      
    

    
      You pouted long enough.
       
    

    
      
    

    
      "My boots have holes in them."
    

    
      
    

    
      You can borrow my shoes
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's going to rain."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her. She looked back with large dark eyes and tilted her head, and he was already learning to read that tilt. She found something funny and wasn't going to say so.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not a word," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn't going to say anything.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned west and started walking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca fell into step beside him, and the road stretched out ahead. Behind them, Thornwick smoked against the morning sky.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram didn't look back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca did, once. Her blue dress catching the wind, and then she turned away and walked on.
    

    
      
    

    
      Neither of them said anything about it.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 07: Moonlit Lake
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram wiped his forehead with his new shirt. "My feet hurt, it's too damned hot, and this sack isn't getting any lighter."
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm hungry,
       Rebecca said, otherwise indifferent.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's high time we make camp. I can't take any more of this."
    

    
      
    

    
      Mmhm.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is far too much work for a man of my stature."
    

    
      
    

    
      And what stature is that?
    

    
      
    

    
      "One who hates the sun, the rain, and being outside altogether."
    

    
      
    

    
      At least we've got some shade.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca watched from a safe distance as he got the fire going good and high, just the way he liked it. He looked up to find her several feet further back than she'd been a moment ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You alright?"
    

    
      
    

    
      It's fine. She was looking at the flames with an expression he couldn't quite read. 
    

    
      Just. Make it a little smaller, maybe
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's barely anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      A teeny bit smaller.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the fire, then back at her. He moved two of the larger pieces away without comment and sat down on the least uncomfortable root he could find.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fire was smaller than he would have liked.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled out a strip of dried meat and tore into it. If he ate enough tonight he'd have less to carry tomorrow, which was what any sensible man would do.
    

    
      
    

    
      He held a strip out to her.
    

    
      
    

    
      She took it. Examined it, put it in her mouth and her face did something complicated.
    

    
      
    

    
      She spat it into the grass.
    

    
      
    

    
      It tastes like sweaty dirt!
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's cured pork."
    

    
      
    

    
      More like dirt that used to be pork
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled the strip back and ate it himself. "What do you want to eat then."
    

    
      
    

    
      I don't know.
       She sat across from him, just outside the warmth of the fire's reach, and pulled her knees up. 
      I'm so hungry, Az. I can't stop thinking about it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How hungry."
    

    
      
    

    
      Can't think straight, hungry.
       She looked at him. 
      What if I go mad. What if I just — what if one morning you wake up and I'm not me anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      He chewed his meat and thought about this with the seriousness it deserved.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'll catch something. A rabbit. A deer."
    

    
      
    

    
      I saw a horse earlier.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped chewing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You saw a —" He set the meat down. "Rebecca. There was a horse!?"
    

    
      
    

    
      It was further up the road. It smelled terrible though.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You should have said something!"
    

    
      
    

    
      I was too hungry to talk.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You were too hungry to… that horse could have carried the meat, Rebecca, that horse could have —"
    

    
      
    

    
      Sorry.
    

    
      
    

    
      "saved my back, my feet, we could have —"
    

    
      
    

    
      Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was looking at him with large dark eyes and her hands folded in her lap, and her face said everything she didn't. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He picked up the meat again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      I really am sorry.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know." He chewed. Swallowed. Stared into the fire that was smaller than he liked. "We'll find another one."
    

    
      
    

    
      She nodded. Then, quietly: 
      Az. I need to tell you something.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      
    

    
      I think I need blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked up.
    

    
      
    

    
      I can smell yours.
    

    
      
    

    
      He could tell from her tone, it had been gnawing at her for a while. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I've been able to smell it since the shop. Since I bit you. And I… it's all I can think about. It was like wine. Sweet and warm and I know that's a terrible thing to say but I can't help what it —
    

    
      
    

    
      "How close to mad are you?" He said it clinically, pondering how her ghoulish condition worked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Closer than I'd like.
    

    
      
    

    
      The silence sank back in as the fire popped. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "An animal would do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The horse smelled terrible, I think it has to be —
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." He looked at his wrist. Rubbed his neck. He stared into the trees as though they might offer a third option. "Very well. Just don't take more than you need."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was across the camp and beside him before he'd finished the sentence, and he held very still. He felt like a mouse that a cat had suddenly stumbled upon.
    

    
      
    

    
      She took his wrist.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared in the opposite direction and tried to clear his mind with all a great amount of concentration. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram winced when she bit, but she was surprisingly gentle about it. When it was done she sat back and he pressed his sleeve to the small wound. In the silence afterwards, he heard the crickets, the far off owl, and the fire crackling softly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he looked at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her colour had shifted. Just slightly. Something warmer underneath the green, it hadn't been there before. Her eyes were a little brighter, the dark circles of exhaustion less pronounced. She looked… not alive, not even close, but more present. A little more… her.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't mention it.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was looking at her own hands, turning them over slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      
    

    
      Why didn't you come back sooner, to the shop? 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh. Right. Well. “
    

    
      
    

    
      He frowned, taking another bite of meat. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I followed the wanderer to the graves, and”.. he stopped, head darting to the side as if he heard whispering nearby, but it must have been the wind. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And?
       She said
    

    
      
    

    
      “And, he was above an open grave performing some ritual with blood, and this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He produced the large amethyst shard from his robe 
    

    
      
    

    
      Woah! That must be worth-
    

    
      
    

    
      “Three hundred gold!  Well. Before it happened anyway.”
    

    
      
    

    
      What happened?
    

    
      
    

    
      “I'm getting there! So, he cut his palm and the blood flowed up. Not down. Up, and into this thing. It started glowing and he looked right at me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She made a ghoulish gasping sound and put her hand over her mouth
    

    
      
    

    
      Did you fight him?
    

    
      
    

    
      “I scared him off. Then, this green haze was everywhere above the grave. I walked over, and the skeleton looked like some sort of… death priest. Silver dollars in the eyes, even I dare not touch those. And there were scales in the coffin. And this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      So why's it not glowy? Like you said
    

    
      
    

    
      “I picked it up and it got really bright and hot, then, it exploded and I got thrown through the air and passed out till near dawn. Rode in town and well,  you know the rest. “
    

    
      
    

    
      That's amazing. I wonder what it is.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I'm not sure. I was going to see if blood would go into it, but I can't afford to lose any more tonight. “
    

    
      
    

    
      Sorry..
    

    
      
    

    
      “Its.. fine.. really. It didn't hurt. And you might be right about your… condition. 
    

    
      If you don't get blood, we don't know what will happen. I won't lose you again.”
    

    
       He swallowed once. “Is your hunger any better?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mmhm. I feel all better, like I took a nap.
       
    

    
      
    

    
      “Aye. So I'm your personal flask for the time being. “
    

    
      
    

    
      Yep!
       
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded. 
    

    
      
    

    
      So what do you think the wanderer wants? Why are we trying to find him?
       
    

    
      
    

    
      “I suspect there's something to do about that detonation in the grave and the ghoul uprising. If he caused it, he might be able to undo it. Undo, you. “
    

    
      
    

    
      That makes sense.
       
    

    
      
    

    
      “We saw a few ghouls on the road today and more in the distance. They're all going west. I just hope we make it to Nockport before something bad happens.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh gods. What if they've all been turned dead too? That's scary Az. And what about the death priest you mentioned? You think the wanderer is one too? 
    

    
      
    

    
      “My fear exactly. If it spreads from bites, I didn't catch it from you. Maybe that's just you though. As for the dead priest.. I don't know much about the Nine, but I recognize the symbols when I see them. Our wanderer could be a priest of Lord Death, but the skeleton was definitely someone important. I have a thousand questions with no answers. Now. I'm beat. I think… I'll lie down now. “
    

    
      
    

    
      Mmhm.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Goodnight Rebecca.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Goodnight Az.
       
    

    
      
    

    
      Hours passed as he slept, Rebecca did the only thing she felt like doing. Which was at this point, staring at Azram until she couldn't take it anymore or wait for him to wake up. It was the latter.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was crouched down beside him as she'd been for a while now, shaking his shoulder as he groaned about gold and incoherent dreams. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Az! Wake up! I think I discovered something
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "If it's that you need more blood id much rather —"
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ah. It's still dark. Are you ok?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Come here! 
      She stood up and moved toward the tree line with a purposefulness that made him follow out of sheer curiosity despite the fog of sleep still thick in his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a pond. Small, dark, the surface catching the moonlight in pieces.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca walked toward it without slowing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rebecca —"
    

    
      
    

    
      She walked in up to her ankles. Her knees. Her waist. She kept going, the blue dress spreading around her on the surface. Quickly, she was up to her shoulders, then she was simply gone, the water closing over her head.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood at the edge.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rebecca."
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rebecca!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Still nothing. The surface settled. The moonlight reformed across it, unbroken.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood there for what felt like an unreasonable amount of time for someone to be under water and he started to feel the anxiety bubble through. He was not a good swimmer. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rebecca —"
    

    
      
    

    
      She walked out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Water poured from her hair, her dress, her mouth. She tipped her head and it ran out in a steady stream, she straightened up and looked at him with the brightest expression she'd managed since the storeroom.
    

    
      
    

    
      Did you see?
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You were down there for… how long were you —"
    

    
      
    

    
      It didn't bother me at all! 
      She gestured back at the pond with genuine delight. I could feel the bottom and everything
      . I could see the fish! Az
      ! She gasped. 
      I think I could sleep down there.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You could —" He closed his mouth, realizing what had happened. "You don't breathe."
    

    
      
    

    
      I know! 
      As though this were wonderful news, which apparently it was.
    

    
      Isn't that incredibly useful?
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the pond, and back to her, then the pond again. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's —" He searched for the right words. "— yes. Yes, actually. That's incredibly useful."
    

    
      
    

    
      She wrung out her wet hair and had no complaints about it, Azram stood on the bank in the dark and watched her. In that moment, he felt a little relief. She could still find joy, and she was definitely still herself, mostly.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm going to practice, 
      she announced.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're going to —"
    

    
      
    

    
      She walked back in.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat down on the bank and waited with a smile, he looked up at the stars and listened to the silence of the water. Azram was thinking about sweet wine and a blue dress, and a woman who had found something wonderful about being dead. He tried not to examine any of it too closely.
    

    
      
    

    
      The pond was still.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd wait.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 08: Red sun rising
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca had been standing at Azram's feet for several hours.
    

    
      
    

    
      She wasn't entirely sure when she'd stopped moving. Somewhere around the second hour she'd noticed how pink his skin looked in the firelight, the way his exhales moved his mustache in small regular intervals, the warmth coming off him that she could sense without feeling. She'd been watching that mostly. The warmth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca had to remind herself to blink sometimes.
    

    
      
    

    
      She missed blinking. Or she thought she did. Hard to remember what it had felt like when it was automatic.
    

    
      
    

    
      She shifted her weight finally, after a long while, and her joints made a sound she didn't like.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's eyes opened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ahh —" He scrambled upright, taking in her wide eyes and the angle she'd been standing at and the fact that she was directly at his feet. "Gods teeth. What are you doing? How long have you been there?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh.
       She straightened up. 
      All night, really. I couldn't sleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You could pretend to." He pressed a hand to his chest. "Nearly gave me a heart attack."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sorry.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't stand over people like that. It's very —he searched for the word— ghoulish."
    

    
      
    

    
      Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What."
    

    
      
    

    
      I am a ghoul.
    

    
      
    

    
      He considered this.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Still," he said, exasperated.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram kicked dirt over the fire's remains and looked at the sky. Red at the edges, orange bleeding into grey, the sun coming up mean and low. He knew what kind of day it was, and he was already unhappy about it. He stretched, felt the soreness in his entire body, and reluctantly picked up the sack.
    

    
      
    

    
      Still heavy. Naturally.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." He slung it over one shoulder. "We continue to Nockport. Even if it kills us."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca shot him a playful glare as they set off down the road.
    

    
      
    

    
      He ate as he walked, which he'd always considered a sign of poor character in other people. Having not trusted the pond water entirely, he poured some alcohol into his water skin. It was hard not to spill while walking. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Did you just pour dirty water into your whiskey?
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. I poured whiskey into my dirty water. That's how you do it on the road. No time for boiling. They say the alcohol makes it safer."
    

    
      
    

    
      I never knew that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “A lot of people don't." He squinted ahead. "Hey, there's something on the road."
    

    
      
    

    
      I see it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wagon's on its side by the look of it. And there's a man."
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm hungry.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned to look at her. "What!? I'm still healing from last night."
    

    
      
    

    
      You're eating. It's making me hungry. I can't walk any further without —
    

    
      
    

    
      "Try some dried meat."
    

    
      
    

    
      No.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just try —"
    

    
      
    

    
      It tastes like ash and sweat and I want to die every time I put it in my mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've already —" He stopped. Pinched the bridge of his nose. "Fine. Fine. Best before we reach the wagon anyway, lest your hidden desires get the better of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      And what would you know about a woman's hidden desires?
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's face went red, he started shuffling forward lazily.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I meant, if you're hungry you might want to bite the man ahead. Which would be inconvenient. So best to… just… here." He stopped walking again and stood very still and looked at the road ahead with unwavering focus.
    

    
      
    

    
      She came up behind him. He heard her before he felt her, and suddenly her arms were around him, a hug from behind, cold and genuine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thank you,
       she said.
       For feeding me. I know it can't be easy.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No matter." He cleared his throat. "Just hurry about it."
    

    
      
    

    
      She bit him low on the neck, just beneath the collar, he winced as he stood there looking into the distance and thinking about absolutely nothing while she took what she needed.
    

    
      
    

    
      When she stepped back he was slightly more aware of the ground than he'd been a moment ago. The world had a gentle sway to it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca, on the other hand, was already ten feet ahead of him and moving at a pace that suggested she felt considerably better.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rebecca —" He started after her, legs less cooperative than they'd been yesterday. "Wait — slow down —"
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't slow down. She looked back at him over her shoulder with a wry smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      Come on, Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I feel like I need to lie down," he informed her back.
    

    
      
    

    
      You can nap when we get to Nockport
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's three days away."
    

    
      
    

    
      Two and a half now.
    

    
      
    

    
      He caught up to her, breathing harder than he'd like to admit, just as the overturned wagon came into full view. Crates scattered across the road, cloth spilling from a broken chest, a wheel lying in the middle of the road. Beside it all, completely absorbed in his task, a man in a merchant's coat was kicking a tree.
    

    
      
    

    
      The same spot, over and over, with no rhyme or reason. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram and Rebecca stopped walking at the same moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      They exchanged a look.
    

    
      
    

    
      He's a ghoul,
       she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let's find out," Azram said, and walked forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      The man stopped kicking and turned around. His coat was mostly intact, and he had a face that had once been trustworthy and was now the colour of old celery.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mornin!" he said, with a hearty warmth. "Terrible road, this. Absolutely terrible."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm." Azram frowned at the overturned wagon, then turned to the man. "What happened?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ruffians." The merchant shook his head with feeling. "Blocked the road completely. Bit my horse — can you imagine? Bit him. Poor animal bolted and took half my stock with him." He looked mournfully at the scattered crates. "Haven't seen hide nor hair of him since."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sorry to hear it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you. Decent of you to say." The merchant noticed Rebecca. His eyes went to her, to her colour, her dress, then back to Azram. "Your… ah. Your companion. Is she quite —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Consumption," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah." The merchant nodded with great sympathy. "Terrible time for it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca stared at the merchant while giving her face the best impersonation of a living human. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He smells, 
      she said, in Azram's head.
    

    
      
    

    
      He smirked, and shook his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You haven't seen any…other unusual travelers on the road?" Azram asked, turning back to the merchant. "Anyone strange. Perhaps a monk. Brown robe, pale, didn't blink."
    

    
      
    

    
      The merchant considered this. "Can't say I have. Only the ruffians, and they were strange enough. Greenish lot. Very aggressive. One of them bit my horse, did I mention that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You did."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Terrible business." He shook his head. "The undead, I heard someone say once. Ghouls. Horrible creatures."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked at him for a moment, blinking several times.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ghouls," he repeated.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dreadful things. Mindless. No sense of civilized conduct whatsoever."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." Azram glanced sideways. Rebecca had drifted toward the overturned wagon and was crouching over the scattered cargo with the interest of someone taking inventory. "You haven't noticed anything different about yourself lately? Since the ruffians?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The merchant frowned. "Different how."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your colour, perhaps."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I tan easily."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your appetite."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Robust, as always. In fact —" The merchant stopped. His nostrils moved. His eyes, which had been a reasonable shade of brown, went slightly distant. He was looking at Azram's neck with an attention that had shifted from friendly to something uneasy. "You know, I find myself… rather… hungry, actually. All of a sudden."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm," Azram said, taking a step back. "Yes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've got a very —" The merchant tilted his head. "— a very, ah —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sir —"
    

    
      
    

    
      The merchant lunged.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was faster than he looked for a man of his build, Azram got his arm up in time to take it on the forearm rather than the neck. There was a brief scramble during which Azram said several things he wouldn't repeat and the merchant got two good handfuls of his new shirt before Azram managed to put a crate between them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What —" Azram pointed at him from the other side of the crate, breathing heavily "What was that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The merchant straightened his coat. Smoothed his lapels. His expression had returned to something less feral. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "I beg your pardon," he said stiffly. "I don't know what came over me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You tried to bite me!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was quite famished, you see."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You said you weren't a ghoul!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am not a ghoul." The merchant drew himself up. "I am a merchant of twelve years standing. I have a licence. I pay my taxes." He looked genuinely affronted. "Ghouls don't pay taxes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's… that's not the… that doesn't —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll thank you not to make such accusations." He picked up his hat from the road, dusted it off, and placed it back on his head with finality. "Good day sir.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned and walked back to his tree and resumed kicking it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood behind the crate and breathed.
    

    
      
    

    
      That was,
       Rebecca said in his head, 
      rather funny.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned around.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was standing beside the overturned wagon with a wide-brimmed hat on her head and a fan in her hand, which she was opening and closing experimentally. She had also acquired a light travelling cloak arranged around her shoulders with a satisfied grin on her face. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just how long have you been standing there?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Long enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well you could have helped."
    

    
      
    

    
      You seemed to have it handled
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "He had both hands on my shirt, Rebecca."
    

    
      
    

    
      It is a very nice shirt
      . She tilted the hat brim down. 
      How does this look?
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where did you —"
    

    
      
    

    
      The wagon. He won't miss them.
       She fanned herself, experimenting with angles. 
      He's a ghoul, Az. He doesn't need a hat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's…" He looked at the merchant, who was still kicking the tree with the same gusto as before. "That's probably true."
    

    
      
    

    
      The cloak covers the green quite well
      . She turned for him, demonstrating.
       And the hat covers my face if I angle it down. If I hold the fan like this —she raised it just below her eyes— you would barely see anything wrong at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked at her for a long moment, nodding.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That," he said, "is actually very clever."
    

    
      
    

    
      I know.
    

    
      
    

    
      He picked up the sack. Glanced once more at the merchant, who had not broken stride.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right," he said. "Let's go."
    

    
      
    

    
      They walked on. Behind them the steady rhythm of kicking continued, he did not look back and the road continued west.
    

    
      
    

    
      They walked in comfortable silence for a while, it started feeling natural between them, until Rebecca said: 
      Why didn't you kill him?
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram thought about it for longer than the question probably required.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He said good day."
    

    
      
    

    
      That's your reason.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's a perfectly good reason."
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to eat you.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He apologized. And then he said good day and went back to his tree." Azram shifted the sack on his shoulder. "The interaction was concluded."
    

    
      
    

    
      You're very strange.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I work with the dead."
    

    
      
    

    
      Worked
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "Worked." He looked at the road ahead. "Those ruffians who blocked the road and bit his horse, that's why Garrett's barn was empty. I reckon the horses got bitten. Turned. There are probably ghoul horses somewhere between here and Nockport right now."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ghoul horses?
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ghoul horses."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      I hope they're okay.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're ghouls, Rebecca."
    

    
      
    

    
      I know. I still hope they're okay.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her sideways. The hat angled just so. The fan. The cloak over the blue dress. The complete unbothered calm of a woman who had died last week and was hoping the horses were alright. He had wondered why she didn't like biting animals instead of him and why the merchant wanted his blood too. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're the one good thing about this world that's left standing," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      She tilted her head, 
      I'm not standing. I'm walking.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't ruin it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sorry.
    

    
      
    

    
      She wasn't sorry. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They walked on.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 09: Grimward
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Say, Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mhm."
    

    
      
    

    
      How do you reckon we find this monk when we get to Nockport anyway?
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well. Err."
    

    
      
    

    
      You hadn't thought of that yet, had you.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well. No. Not exactly."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ah
      , she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought for a moment, lip curled in a half-frown. The sun was high and mean and he was sweating through his new shirt. It was hard to think when you were hot. Hard to think when your boots had holes and the road was nothing but dust and flat nothing in every direction. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A dust devil spun lazily across the road ahead and dissolved.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I suppose we follow the ghouls, " he said finally. “See where they're headed. I pray the city isn't taken over entirely, else we might be in dire straits.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I prayed three times
      , Rebecca said. 
      Didn't help me at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye." He nodded. "If he was a monk, we check the temples. Nockport has three of the Nine. Real ones, proper stone. Arzone, Aeolex, and —" He paused. Swallowed. "Lord Death's."
    

    
      
    

    
      I bet a temple to the God of Death is a neat place
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not as scary as you'd think. Nicest of the lot, actually, from what I've encountered."
    

    
      
    

    
      Good
      , she said simply.
    

    
      
    

    
      A raven passed overhead, cawing once, and was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      A sound reached them from behind, faint at first, then rapidly less so. The crack of a whip. A distant hyah. Azram turned and saw the dust cloud before he saw the wagon, a great billowing column rising from the road behind them with the silhouette of a cart and two horses coming at considerable speed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Quick." Azram stepped closer to Rebecca and lowered his voice. "You have consumption. Don't say anything. Pretend to cough. If… err… you can.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      I can't.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh. Right. Well, don't make any strange noises."
    

    
      
    

    
      Are you saying my noises are weird? Is that what you're —
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ahoy!" He threw his free arm up, waving, and put his other arm around Rebecca's waist. "Ahoy there!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh. So forward of you, all of a —
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're my sick patient. Play the part."
    

    
      
    

    
      She began fanning herself slowly, shoulders drooping, the picture of a woman suffering through considerable illness. She was, Azram had to admit, convincing. The hat helped.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wagon slowed as it approached, but not by much — it came off the full gallop into something that was still moving faster than comfortable. The driver began hauling back on the reins with weariness and caution written all over his brow. He was broad-shouldered, road-worn, somewhere in his forties. Beside him on the bench sat a boy of perhaps twelve, gripping the seat with both hands and trying to look like he wasn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      The driver had a hand near something under the bench. He kept it there.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stand clear!" He pulled the horses to a rolling stop a few lengths away, eyes moving between Azram and Rebecca and back to Azram. "Let me see your faces. Both of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stepped forward with his hands out, open, unhurried. "Easy, friend. We're human. Both of us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I said let me see your —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Here." He turned his face full into the sun. "See? Pink as a boiled ham and twice as unhappy about it."
    

    
      
    

    
      The driver looked at him for a long moment. Then at Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca fanned herself and managed what appeared to be a weak smile from beneath the hat brim.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's wrong with her," the driver said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Consumption. I'm her physician, ran the apothecary back in —" He did the sign of the holy order across his chest  " —back in Thornwick. Rest his soul, old Tom."
    

    
      
    

    
      Something shifted in the driver's face. The hand moved away from whatever was under the bench.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tom," he said. "Tom Aldric?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The same."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I knew old Tom." He said it quietly. "He… he's dead?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ghouls."
    

    
      
    

    
      The driver closed his eyes briefly. Opened them. "Gods." He looked at the road behind Azram, then at the road ahead. "You walked from Thornwick."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Since yesterday morning. We saw the state of things and got out while we could." Azram nodded back the way they'd come. "Passed a merchant on the road. Fellow with an overturned wagon."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I saw him." The driver's jaw tightened. "He was.. there was something on the ground near him. I didn't stop."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wise."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is he —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ghoul. Completely gone, I'm afraid."
    

    
      
    

    
      The driver exhaled through his nose and was quiet for a moment. The boy beside him was watching Azram with large serious eyes. The horses stamped and blew.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She looks rather green," the driver said, nodding at Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nauseous. Been sick since Thornwick. Her voice went, but she's normal." Azram shook his head with the practiced gravity of a medical professional. "I need to get her to Nockport before it settles in her chest. She wouldn't have made the full walk."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She been around the ghouls?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "We both have. Got out quick." He held the driver's gaze steadily. "If it was the ghoul sickness she'd be considerably less talkative."
    

    
      
    

    
      The driver chewed on that. He squinted at Rebecca again. Rebecca looked back at him from under her hat brim with the glazed, suffering expression of someone running a fever, and fanned herself weakly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She won't eat," Azram added, with the weary tone of a man who had been having this argument for two days. "Hates dried meat. Keeps asking for chicken. Problem is I haven't got any."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Women," the driver said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye, Women" Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      You bastard
      , Rebecca said, in the private space behind his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      The driver seemed to reach a conclusion. He glanced at the boy, who gave a small nod as though his opinion had been consulted, and turned back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Name's Aldous. I run dry goods between Thornwick and Nockport on occasion, or I did." He said the last part flatly. "This is my son Soren."
    

    
      
    

    
      The boy straightened. "Sir. Ma'am."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca curtsied. It was an impeccable curtsy, all things considered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can't offer food or much water, was meant to stock up in Thornwick and the state of things —"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram swung the supply sack off his shoulder. "I've got meat. Good cuts, salted. More than two people need. Yours if you'll take us."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldous looked at the sack and back at the road behind them, where the dust had settled but the feeling of what was back there hadn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hop in," he said. "Back of the cart. And keep the patient quiet, Soren spooks easy."
    

    
      
    

    
      Soren, to his credit, looked like he hadn’t been raised as an easily spooked young lad. He helped Rebecca up with the solemn courtesy of a boy who had been raised correctly, and she patted his hand once in a way that made him stand slightly straighter.
    

    
      
    

    
      His fingers registered the coldness. His eyes went to her face, briefly. Rebecca looked back at him from under the hat brim, still fanning, and something passed between them that had nothing to do with illness.
    

    
      
    

    
      The boy nodded once and ended up settling back beside his father without a word.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram climbed up after her, pulled the canvas across, and they were moving again. The road began winding westward, the dust of Thornwick well behind them. Rebecca was sitting beside him in the rickety darkness of the cart with her hat in her lap and the fan still fanning.
    

    
      
    

    
      The way you two said, women.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was establishing rapport."
    

    
      
    

    
      You said aye.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It worked, didn't it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She fanned herself once, nose held high.
    

    
      
    

    
      You owe me chicken.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You won't even eat it."
    

    
      
    

    
      I might
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bah." He shifted the sack between his feet. "You did well out there. Finally, a stroke of luck after all that walking."
    

    
      
    

    
      That boy knows.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Knows what."
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt my hand. I don't have gloves.
       A pause.
       He's a nice boy, Az. Give him some meat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram leaned forward and pulled the canvas aside. "Soren, was it?" The boy turned. "Here, son. Take some."
    

    
      
    

    
      Soren looked at his father. Aldous nodded. The boy took the strip with both hands. "Thank ya, sir."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No trouble." Azram settled back, smoothing his mustache with freshly wet fingers. "When were you last in Nockport? Any sign of ghouls that far west?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldous answered over his shoulder, voice raised above the rattling wheels. "We left just day before last and it was fine. We might be the first bringing the news, unless something beat us to it"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The undead on the road are all heading west," Azram said. "Every last one of them. Thought you ought to know."
    

    
      
    

    
      A silence from the front bench.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Troubling thought," Aldous said finally. "When you get to the city, friend, take her to the temples before the apothecary. The monks do fine healing work and they don't charge what the physicians do."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ask him,
       Rebecca said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye, a temple suits us." Azram kept his voice easy. "Lost our coin in the fire back in Thornwick — I'll be working till my hands turn to bone to cover her treatment at a proper shop." He paused, just long enough. "We passed a strange fellow on the road out of Thornwick, actually. Before the merchant. Brown robes, pale, riding alone after dark. Did ye’ happen to see anyone like that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldous thought about it. "Can't say I did. A Monk, you think?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Couldn't say. But an odd sort all the same."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Plenty of odd sorts on the road these days." Aldous clicked his tongue at the horses. "Keep your eyes open is all."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram settled back.
    

    
      
    

    
      You didn't ask properly,
       Rebecca said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I asked enough. Let him trust us first."
    

    
      
    

    
      ...Smart.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't sound so surprised."
    

    
      
    

    
      She fanned herself and said nothing, which was as close to a concession as she ever got.
    

    
      
    

    
      From the front of the cart, Aldous's voice drifted back: "Lost your coin and your shop, and you're still trying to save your last patient while penniless? Better man than me, I'd say."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's daft sometimes," Azram said smirking. "But she's a good one."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca's foot found his with precision.
    

    
      
    

    
      He winced.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But that's… that's just how Tom taught us." He cleared his throat. "These hands were made to heal."
    

    
      
    

    
      Call me daft again,
       she said, 
      and I'll bite your ear next time.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Calm yourself. It's how men talk.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It's rude.
    

    
      
    

    
      “...Perhaps you're correct”
    

    
      
    

    
      The afternoon wore on and the road west stayed empty of everything except dust and the occasional distant shape that didn't move the way living things moved. Aldous pushed the horses harder than he normally would have and didn't apologize for it. Soren sat quiet and watchful beside his father, chewing his dried meat with the look of a boy saving his energy for whatever came next.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sun went down slow and red.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldous called back that he wasn't stopping tonight, not with what was behind them. The horses would rest at the next waystone and they'd push through to the gates by dawn. 
    

    
      
    

    
      At some point in the dark, with the wagon knocking steadily beneath them and the canvas overhead, Azram's head dropped against Rebecca's shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was asleep before he'd decided to be.
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't move. She leaned her head against his in turn, slowly, careful not to wake him as she felt his cheek with a cupped hand. She couldn't sleep. She hadn't been able to since Thornwick and she didn't think that was changing anytime soon. But she could sit here in the dark with the warmth of him beside her. Warmth she could sense even without feeling, the pink of his skin, the slow movement of his breathing — and that was enough. She could hold on.
    

    
      
    

    
      Outside, the road moved west.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first grey light of dawn was just beginning to thin the dark when Aldous's voice came back to them, quieter than before.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Friends. You'll want to see this."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stirred and lifted his head. He turned to Rebecca, who was already awake and nodded once.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled the canvas aside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nockport rose on the horizon in the early light — walls, towers, the faint smudge of smoke in multiple places. At the base of the road leading to the main gate, in the grey cold of the early morning, large fires were burning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pyres.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram counted them without meaning to. Eight. Nine. The smoke rising in fat dark columns against the lightening sky, and figures moving around them with torches.
    

    
      
    

    
      Beside the road, in neat rows, were the remains of things that had been burned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldous had slowed the horses to a walk.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods," he said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram let the canvas fall.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at Rebecca in the dark of the cart. She was looking back at him with those large steady eyes, the hat still in her lap, the fan still in her hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Well, 
      she said.
    

    
      "Aye," he said.
    

    
      They rode on toward the gates.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 10: Nockport
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The road to Nockport's gate had become a queue.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram counted twelve wagons ahead of them from the gap in the canvas, maybe more. There were merchants, farmers and a cart piled with household goods driven by a woman. He watched as she kept looking behind her as if paranoid. Then, a smell reached them before they could see the source of it. Thick, black, the smell of burning that didn't belong to any normal fire. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He let the canvas fall.
    

    
      
    

    
      What is that stench,
       Rebecca said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Burning." He kept his voice low. "Stay down. Stay still. Fan if you need to but keep the hat on and don't sit up."
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn't going to sit up.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. I'm just —"
    

    
      
    

    
      Nervous.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Cautious."
    

    
      
    

    
      She fanned herself.
    

    
      
    

    
      The line moved slowly. Aldous stayed silent, which was its own kind of information. Soren had gone quiet too. The queue shuffled forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      From somewhere ahead a shout rang out followed by a bright and sudden light through the canvas. He heard a whoosh accompanying the smell, and knew instantly what it was. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then nothing, the line moved forward again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked at Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stared back at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      What was that, 
      she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know yet."
    

    
      
    

    
      He found out two wagons later when the canvas shifted in the breeze and gave him a clear line of sight to the gate.
    

    
      
    

    
      The pyres he'd seen from the road were larger up close, burning in two rows flanking the approach to the gate. Soldiers everywhere, proper ones, spears and armour. From the look of it, they'd been awake since before dawn and likely expected to stay that way. A line of officers moving wagon to wagon, checking, questioning, waving through or pulling aside.
    

    
      
    

    
      There were also two figures standing apart from the soldiers near the gate itself. Robes, but not monk's robes, he thought. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The robed figures were moving and ordering the guards, which said much about their status. A grey bearded figure had his hands loose at his sides clutching something out of sight. Another was moving along the line, head slightly tilted, listening for something the rest of them couldn't hear.
    

    
      
    

    
      Who are they, 
      Rebecca said. 
      More monks?
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sorcerers, I'd wager." Azram said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh. 
      A pause. 
      That's like wizards?
    

    
      
    

    
      "Similar." He watched the bearded one moving along the line stopping beside a farmer's cart and stand very still for a moment. "Wizards study. Sorcerers have a born affinity. They sense things."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sense things,
       Rebecca repeated slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Things that aren't right. Things that are.. off." He looked at her. "Things like —"
    

    
      
    

    
      Me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's just about the size of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      That's very not good.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was quiet while they watched for a moment. 
    

    
      
    

    
       I'll bite him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You will absolutely not bite him."
    

    
      
    

    
      It was just an option.
    

    
      
    

    
      She fanned herself gracefully.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wagon ahead of them got waved through. Aldous clicked his tongue and rolled them forward and a guard was at the side of the cart before the wheels had stopped, one hand on the board, eyes scanning. "Name and business."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aldous Crane." Aldous's voice was steady. "Dry goods. Thornwick run, or it was — you'll have heard about Thornwick by now."
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Who's in the back."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram pulled the canvas aside and climbed out, moving slowly, hands visible. "Physician. Ran the apothecary in Thornwick with old Tom Aldric." He did the holy order across his chest. "Rest him. I've got my last patient back there… took ill before the worst of it. I need to get her to a monk."
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard leaned and looked. Rebecca lay with her eyes closed, hat tilted, fan resting on her chest, the picture of a sickly patient.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye but she's a bit green," the guard said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram shook his head with practiced gravity. "Started in her chest. I've seen it before, it moves fast if she doesn't get proper treatment."
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard looked at him. Aldous broke the silence as Azram sweated profusely under his new shirt, "They're good folk. He's telling it true about Tom, I knew him. These two got out with nothing but what they're carrying."
    

    
      
    

    
      Soren, beside his father, sat up straight with wide eyes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard chewed the inside of his cheek.
    

    
      
    

    
      A shout came from behind the guard followed by raised voices and a scuffle. Azram turned his head as he saw it, a man the colour of old celery was running in the line three wagons back. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard's head turned too.
    

    
      
    

    
      One of the sorcerers was already moving, robes snapping and hands coming up. The light that followed was brief and absolute. A smoldering dirt hole was left where the ghoul had been. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The sorcerer turned back toward the wagons.
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes swept the line. Stopped, briefly, on Aldous's cart. Azram was standing beside it with his hands at his sides trying to look like a tired physician and not like a man whose heart had just froze. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The sorcerer began walking toward them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
      , Rebecca said, very quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I see him."
    

    
      
    

    
      The sorcerer was ten feet away. Eight. His head was tilted in a listening posture, eyes moving between Azram and the cart with a raised eyebrow that was worse than suspicion.
    

    
      
    

    
      Five feet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sir." Their guard stepped into the sorcerer's path, not blocking him, just redirecting. "We've got a line to clear. Eight more wagons."
    

    
      
    

    
      The sorcerer stopped. He scowled at the guard and then at Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stared back with the practiced exhaustion he had used on Tom many times before. He didn't even have to fake it this time.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sorcerer's eyes moved to Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      She lay completely still with her hat over her face, the fan on her chest and to Azram's suprise… She breathed. Slowly, in and out. He marveled at it, she was faking it entirely for the benefit of this moment, and he could have kissed her for it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sorcerer looked back at Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Physician?" he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Apothecary. Close enough." Azram nodded at Rebecca. "Consumption. Moving into the chest. I need a temple today or I lose her."
    

    
      
    

    
      A long tense pause.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Go on," the guard said, jerking his head at the gate. "Next!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The sorcerer watched them for one more second. Then he turned back to the line.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram climbed into the cart.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled the canvas closed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat very still in the dark and listened to his own heartbeat still racing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Are we through?
       Rebecca said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're through."
    

    
      
    

    
      That was very close.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes. You did well."
    

    
      
    

    
      I was gonna bite him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are never to bite a sorcerer."
    

    
      
    

    
      It would have worked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It would not have —" He stopped. Breathed. "We're through the gate. That's enough. That's all I need right now."
    

    
      
    

    
      She patted his knee once with her cold hand and smiled softly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldous pulled the wagon to a stop in a small square just inside the gate and climbed down to stretch his back. The city wasn't empty, just pulled inward, shuttered windows made it feel like the city was holding its breath. Smoke from the pyres drifted over the wall and hung in the air like fog.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soren helped Rebecca down and she squeezed his hand once when she had her footing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to make eye contact.
    

    
      
    

    
      She smiled back at him from under the hat brim.
    

    
      
    

    
      Neither of them said anything about it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldous shook Azram's hand with both of his. "Thanks for the food, good sir. There's temples in the north quarter. Big ones, can't miss it." He hesitated. "Tom was a good man. I hope you get your patient healed."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He was the best of us, and thank you.” Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldous nodded once and climbed back up to the bench. Soren gave a small wave. The wagon rolled away into the city and was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood in the square penniless and exhausted, to his left was ghoul in a blue dress. He sighed as they marveled at the city.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood beside him, eyes wide at the size of it. 
    

    
      
    

    
       
      This place makes me feel small.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to move, winced from his sore muscles and looked north.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Temple first," he said. "Then we search for our monk."
    

    
      
    

    
      And a chicken
      .
    

    
      "And possibly a chicken." He started walking. "Come on."
    

    
      
    

    
      She fell into step beside him, fan going, hat angled just right, and they moved into the city together. The streets of Nockport watched them pass from behind closed shutters.
    

    
      
    

    
      Whatever was coming next, at least they were off the road.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 11: Third Church of House Death
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The north quarter announced itself by the quality of its silence.
    

    
      Every place in Nockport had some noise to it despite the day's doings, something dragged across the road, a voice behind a shutter, the distant sound of soldiers at the wall. The streets funneling toward the temple district had none of that. The lanes narrowed as they walked, buildings leaning inward overhead until the sky became a grey strip above the rooftops.
    

    
      The people changed too.
    

    
      A man in a doorway watched them pass with eyes that moved to Rebecca and stayed there. A woman with a covered cart made a wide path around them without explanation. In a gap between buildings three men sat around a small fire saying nothing, and all three tracked them as they walked by, none of them looked away when Azram returned the glare.
    

    
      Why are they staring
      , Rebecca said.
    

    
      "We're outsiders. And we're not in the right part of town."
    

    
      Is it because I'm green
      ?
    

    
      "Possibly not. You've got a good disguise going."
    

    
      I was going to wave.
    

    
      "Don't wave. Let's just march forward quickly."
    

    
      She kept her fan going and her chin up and didn't wave, which he appreciated.
    

    
      The lanes kept narrowing. The eaves almost touched overhead. The cobblestones gave way to older stone, darker, worn smooth over time. Above them a window opened and shut quickly.
    

    
      This is unsettling
      , Rebecca said.
    

    
      "Aye."
    

    
      Are you certain this is the right way?
    

    
      "I think so."
    

    
      You think so
      .
    

    
      "The guard said north quarter. We've been going north."
    

    
      He also said big one, can't miss it
      .
    

    
      "We haven't missed it yet."
    

    
      Well since we haven't found it, we are missing it
      .
    

    
      He kept walking.
    

    
      And then the lane opened.
    

    
      One moment they were between walls with the sky reduced to a strip, and then the walls just stopped and they were standing at the edge of a square dominated entirely by the cathedral.
    

    
      Azram stopped walking.
    

    
      It rose in stages, black stone, tier after tier climbing to heights that made tilting his head back hurt. Spires. Carvings across every surface, faces, figures, scenes detailed enough that you'd need a ladder to read most of them and a lifetime to see them all. A flight of stairs as wide as the lane they'd just come through, climbing to doors that stood open in the cold morning air.
    

    
      Oh
      , Rebecca said.
    

    
      He didn't say anything.
    

    
      It's beautiful
    

    
      "Mm." He scowled at the stairs. Then peered down at his boots. "Of course it has stairs."
    

    
      On their left as they emerged from the alley, a man sat against the cathedral's outer wall. He was somewhere between age sixty and timeless, Azram reckoned. A hat upturned on the stone in front of him. A few coppers. One silver.
    

    
      He didn't look at them.
    

    
      Azram didn't look at the old man either and started toward the stairs.
    

    
      "Advice," the old man said. Not loudly. Just at the right volume to be heard.
    

    
      Azram stopped despite himself.
    

    
      "For coin," the old man added. "Fair rate."
    

    
      "I haven't any coin." Azram looked at him sideways. "I appreciate the craft though."
    

    
      The old man smiled at the middle distance. "The craft is free. The advice costs."
    

    
      "Then we're well matched. I've nothing to spend." Azram started back toward the stairs. "Good day to you."
    

    
      The old man said nothing else.
    

    
      He's interesting
      , Rebecca said, as they climbed.
    

    
      "Everyone wants to be interesting when you haven't got coin."
    

    
      Inside, the cathedral swallowed sound.
    

    
      It was not just the silence of emptiness, it was a silence that had layers built around it. Columns rose to a ceiling that disappeared into shadow above. Candles burned in rows along the walls.The smell was of cold stone and something older underneath. The smell of a place tended to for a very long time. The third silence was less like a sound and more like anticipation.
    

    
      The nave was empty.
    

    
      Azram's footsteps echoed loudly. Rebecca moved beside him without sound, and neither of them saw any monks or worshippers.
    

    
      "Hello?" he called.
    

    
      The echo answered.
    

    
      They walked the length of the nave. Turning their heads, peering into the side chapels. The cubbies were small, quiet, laden with candles. The familiar scales and open ledger of Lord Death's symbols were carved above each one. He noted a table with offerings, and a book left open on a stand near the far wall.
    

    
      Rebecca drifted toward the book.
    

    
      Azram kept walking.
    

    
      "Hello?" he tried again.
    

    
      Still nothing. He found a door behind the altar and put his ear to it.
    

    
      Voices. One doing most of the talking, the other responding in short intervals. The words were too muffled to catch, only the cadence reached him.
    

    
      He made eye contact with Rebecca. She'd looked up from the book.
    

    
      He pointed at the door and she came over. They both stood listening.
    

    
      Whatever was happening behind that door was not a sermon. It sounded hurried, important, close. He just couldn't make any words out.
    

    
      Rebecca's head tilted.
    

    
      Someone's in there
      .
    

    
      "I know." He put his hand on the door.
    

    
      Az
      .
    

    
      He moved his hand back.
    

    
      They stood for another minute. The voice continued at the same low register.
    

    
      "We'll come back," Azram said finally. "For the service."
    

    
      When's service
      ?
    

    
      "I have no idea."
    

    
      They turned back toward the doors.
    

    
      These carvings look like they're telling a st—
    

    
      A shadow stepped from the base of the staircase and stood in the center of the steps below them.
    

    
      They both stopped.
    

    
      He could say the monk was not young and somehow also not old. He wore a plain dark robe. A necklace of small bones rested on his collar, Azram's eyes were drawn to it, with too many questions he couldn't ask right now. The monk's hands were folded in front of him, he wasn't moving, just locked in eye contact. Azram squinted, trying to read a monk whose eyes were neither suspicious nor welcoming.
    

    
      They continued to stare at each other for a long uncomfortable moment.
    

    
      His eyes flickered to Azram's pocket.
    

    
      Azram's hand moved there without meaning to.
    

    
      "Service," the monk said, breaking the silence, "is at dusk. Every third day. The next is in four days."
    

    
      "We'll return then," Azram said.
    

    
      "See that you do." He stepped aside. "This is not a place for the uninvited."
    

    
      Azram kept his face neutral, gave a parting nod, and he and Rebecca moved down the remaining stairs. He felt the monk's attention on his back all the way to the square.
    

    
      He did not look back.
    

    
      He knew something,
       Rebecca said, when they'd put distance between themselves and the cathedral.
    

    
      "Aye."
    

    
      What did he know?
    

    
      "I don't know. But he was looking at my pocket."
    

    
      Your pocket?
    

    
      "The crystal." He touched his coat. "Unclear if that's bad. We come back at dusk in four days. Find out what a proper service looks like. Whether our wanderer is a member or not." He was quiet for a moment. "I just wish we had a way inside sooner. I feel like I'm drawn to that place. It's like a fresh grave I need to search. The itch doesn't stop until I do.”
    

    
      Maybe he's in there now
      .
    

    
      "Maybe."
    

    
      They walked.
    

    
      "Excuse me, sir."
    

    
      Azram turned.
    

    
      The old man was there again, or still there, it was difficult to say which.
    

    
      "I already told you I haven't any coin."
    

    
      The old man shook his head. He nodded down the lane. "The path you're looking for is behind the chandler's on Ashwick Lane. Goes right in." A pause. "Bring a knife. Some say one may not return once they enter."
    

    
      Azram turned to look where the old man had nodded.
    

    
      "I'm not seeing a—"
    

    
      He turned back.
    

    
      The old man was gone.
    

    
      "Where did he go?"
    

    
      Who?
       Rebecca said.
    

    
      "The old man! I was just talking to him."
    

    
      Oh. I was looking at those towers. I didn't notice, sorry
      .
    

    
      "Blast." He stared at the empty stretch of wall. Then looked south toward where the chandler's district ought to be. "Well. Let's go have a look. "
    

    
      Do you have a knife
      ?
    

    
      "I've still got Tom's old sword. If that counts."
    

    
      Ashwick Lane was easy enough to find. Narrow and smelling of tallow and rendered fat. He spotted the chandler's shops by the bundles of pale wax hanging in their windows.
    

    
      The one they wanted sat backed against the cathedral's outer wall at the lane's end. Behind it, just visible from the street, a wooden hatch set flush into the ground. Old timber, iron hinges gone to rust, a iron ring pull worn smooth from use that had stopped a long time ago.
    

    
      They stood over it and stared down.
    

    
      "Right," Azram said.
    

    
      Right
      , Rebecca agreed.
    

    
      He crouched, got both hands on the ring, and pulled.
    

    
      It came free with a loud crack and a bang. Cool stale air came up from the darkness below. He held the hatch and looked down.
    

    
      Stone steps. Darkness. Stretched across the opening from one side to the other, catching the grey daylight in a way that made it impossible to miss —
    

    
      An impressive cobweb.
    

    
      Oh
      , Rebecca said, from directly behind him. 
      No
      .
    

    
      "It's fine."
    

    
      It is not fine. Az, look at that
      .
    

    
      "I see it."
    

    
      There are— there are spiders on those webs
      .
    

    
      "They'll move when we go in."
    

    
      She made a sound that was not quite a ghoul noise and not quite anything else and when he stood up she was pressed against the chandler's wall with both hands flat against the stone behind her and her eyes fixed on the hatch.
    

    
      "Rebecca."
    

    
      I am not going in there
      .
    

    
      "We have to."
    

    
      We don't. We wait for the service. Four days isn't so long
      .
    

    
      "We haven't the money to stay four days. We need to know if the wanderer is here, what's down there. If we find him now, thats four days we've saved of you being, well, a ghoul." He gestured at the hatch. "We need answers and they're down those steps."
    

    
      But those steps have spiders
      .
    

    
      "The spiders will run when they hear us coming."
    

    
      Will they
      .
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      You're certain
      .
    

    
      "Reasonably."
    

    
      What if they don't
      .
    

    
      "They won't bite you."
    

    
      They won't
      ?
    

    
      "You wouldn't feel it if they did."
    

    
      Her eyes went wide.
    

    
      That means they will! Azram that means they absolutely will and you know it and you're—
    

    
      "Rebecca." He kept his voice low and even. "I know they're spiders. I know it's dark. I know the tunnel smells like a crypt and I know your dress is going to catch every web between here and wherever we're going." He looked at her. "We still have to go."
    

    
      A long silence.
    

    
      She looked at the hatch.
    

    
      At him.
    

    
      At the hatch.
    

    
      I'm not happy about this
      , she said, in the tone she used when he was most certainly in trouble.
    

    
      She crossed to him and grabbed his arm with both hands and did not let go.
    

    
      "You can't hold my arm, I need to—"
    

    
      I'm holding your arm.
    

    
      "I need my sword arm free in case—"
    

    
      Other arm
      .
    

    
      He switched the sword to his left hand, which he was even worse with, and started down the steps with a ghoul attached to his right.
    

    
      The tunnel was not tall enough to stand in comfortably, which meant Azram went hunched and Rebecca went hunched and they moved in single file through the dark with their shoulders brushing the curved ceiling of old cut stone. She had a death grip on his hand held tight.
    

    
      The light was thin but present, narrow vents cut at intervals in the ceiling above, barely wider than his hand. They had enough to see about three feet ahead. Not enough to see what was in the corners, which Azram decided was probably fine.
    

    
      He moved carefully. His right boot found standing water almost immediately.
    

    
      "Nails," he breathed.
    

    
      What
      .
    

    
      "Wet sock."
    

    
      Again
      ?
    

    
      "Unfortunately so." He kept moving. The water was shallow, a slow seep from somewhere, and it smelled of stone and must.
    

    
      The tunnel ran straight ahead, longer than he'd expected from outside. The cathedral was large — he'd seen that from the square — but the tunnel seemed to extend beyond the building's footprint, older maybe, part of something that had been here before the cathedral was built on top of it.
    

    
      It's cold down here,
       Rebecca said, behind him.
    

    
      "You don't feel cold."
    

    
      No but it looks cold. And it smells cold
      .
    

    
      "That's just stone."
    

    
      I don't like it
      .
    

    
      They moved. The light pools came and went. The silence between them was the listening kind, both of them tracking every sound the tunnel made. Water somewhere, distant. The faint creak of footsteps overhead.
    

    
      He found the first door twenty feet in. Set into the right wall, old timber reinforced with iron bands, a wooden beam dropped across two brackets. He put his shoulder into it experimentally. Nothing. Not even a flex. Whatever was behind it had been sealed shut and had no plans on opening.
    

    
      He moved on.
    

    
      The tunnel bent left.
    

    
      He slowed at the bend, checked the corner, moved around it.
    

    
      Ahead, further than he'd like, a lantern hung from an iron hook in the ceiling. Actual flame, recently lit, the oil still clean. Two doors were beyond it, one large, set directly into what must be the cathedral's foundation wall, iron-banded and serious. One smaller, to the side, and from behind it, low and indistinct voices.
    

    
      Azram stopped. Rebecca stopped behind him.
    

    
      They stood in the dimness between the last vent's light and the lantern's reach, close enough to neither, and listened.
    

    
      Two voices. Maybe three. The large door was silent.
    

    
      He began moving again, slower now, each footfall placed with the care of someone who had spent enough nights in graveyards to know how to be quiet when it mattered. Rebecca moved behind him without sound.
    

    
      They were ten feet from the smaller door.
    

    
      Eight.
    

    
      Az
      , Rebecca said, barely a presence in his head.
    

    
      “Shh.”
    

    
      Don't shh me
    

    
      "Rebecca, shh—"
    

    
      But I'm hungry
      .
    

    
      He closed his eyes briefly and let out a sigh.
    

    
      Then he opened them, ignoring it, and continued moving.
    

    
      Az. I'm really hungry. I haven't eaten since this morning and I can smell—
    

    
      He turned and put his finger to his lips with an expression that he hoped communicated the full weight of the situation.
    

    
      She looked back at him with large dark eyes and stuck out her tongue in defiance. He did not enjoy the colour of it.
    

    
      He pointed at the door, then at his ear. Held up one finger.
    

    
      One minute, his face said.
    

    
      She pressed her lips together and nodded begrudgingly. 
    

    
      He turned back to the door.
    

    
      Five feet now. Close enough to hear the shape of the words if not the words themselves. One voice doing most of the talking. The other answering in short quiet intervals.
    

    
      He leaned toward the wood.
    

    
      And jolted back stunned as a woman shrieked. 
    

    
       
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 12: Blood of The Willing
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed back toward the wooden door with wide eyes trying to listen.
    

    
      She screamed again. A sound of absolute terror that made his skin prickle.
    

    
      "No, father! I can't —"
    

    
      He heard something metallic. A slow scrape of a blade being drawn across stone.
    

    
      Then a soft and unsettling voice. Male. Old.
    

    
      "Just a little blood, my child. A little is all we need before the offering."
    

    
      He had to think. To plan. Should they run or help?
    

    
      Rebecca was already moving before he could ponder further.
    

    
      "Rebecca we must—"
    

    
      Run. He was going to say.
    

    
      Rebecca hit the door with her shoulder, it was older than it looked and was not able to withstand a ghoul with intent. The door burst open with a loud crack.
    

    
      He followed because he had no other option.
    

    
      The room behind the door was a small chamber lit by candles. Old stone, a low ceiling. He saw a wooden bed against the far wall and a young woman on it, tied at the wrists, in only her underwear. Her habit and outer robes lay crumpled on the floor beside her.
    

    
      There were no wounds on her body yet.
    

    
      He took that in at the same second he took in the man standing over her, pale robes embroidered with the scales of Lord Death, hood back, perhaps sixty, a long thin knife in his hand. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The man's face turned in shock at the intrusion.
    

    
      He turned the knife toward Rebecca.
    

    
      "Rebecca!" Azram's voice came out fast and low. "Bite him!"
    

    
      She growled, actually growled, a ghoulish sound he had not heard her make before.
    

    
      Rebecca was across the room before the priest could properly raise the blade.
    

    
      The priest stabbed her, swinging wildly. The knife went in just below her ribs. It didn't phase her at all.
    

    
      They went down to the floor together, the woman on the bed was making small terrified noises through clenched teeth, and Azram crossed to her, hands up, trying to make himself smaller and less scary than he usually appeared to be.
    

    
      "Easy. I'm not — I'm getting you out, easy now."
    

    
      He glanced at the priest, his hands were up by his neck but they were starting to go slack now.
    

    
      The woman stared at him with distant eyes that were not quite tracking him yet.
    

    
      He worked at the rope on her left wrist. Old knot, tight, his fingers fumbling. She was shaking hard.
    

    
      "Look at me. Look here." He kept his voice low. "What's your name?"
    

    
      Azram was shaking now.
    

    
      "L— Lyra."
    

    
      "Lyra. I'm Azram. I'm getting you free. Try to breathe."
    

    
      "He was going to—"
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      "For the ceremony, they said—"
    

    
      "You're fine now, just breathe."
    

    
      The first rope came free. He moved to the second.
    

    
      Behind him the sound of struggle had stopped.
    

    
      Rebecca stood up. Her dress had a tear in the side where the knife had gone in and a dark wet patch around it that wasn't spreading. She had the knife in her hand now, and she was looking down at the priest through cold squinted eyes.
    

    
      Her mouth was slightly open, she was breathing heavy, and he saw blood on her teeth and face.
    

    
      The priest was motionless on the floor.
    

    
      His skin had gone the color of old parchment. His eyes were open and seeing nothing. 
    

    
      Azram got the second rope off.
    

    
      Lyra sat up, hugging herself, eyes finally finding focus — and finding it on Rebecca.
    

    
      She made a small sound.
    

    
      Then a larger one.
    

    
      "Lyra—" Azram started.
    

    
      She screamed, pure horror.
    

    
      This was the scream of someone seeing a thing she had no place to put in her head, she went off the bed in a tangle of limbs. Lyra was through the door and gone into the tunnel before Azram had finished standing up.
    

    
      He stood there in stunned silence.
    

    
      Azram stared at the empty doorway, swallowing once.
    

    
      He turned toward Rebecca.
    

    
      Oh
      , Rebecca said. 
      She couldn't hear me telling her to stay calm.
    

    
      "Aye."
    

    
      That's unfortunate.
    

    
      "Aye." He looked at the priest on the floor. "Is he dead?"
    

    
      Mhm
      .
    

    
      "You sure?"
    

    
      Positively
      .
    

    
      "It looked less like feeding and more like —"
    

    
      I was angry
      .
    

    
      "You were very angry. You growled."
    

    
      Fuck him.
    

    
      A pause.
    

    
      "Fuck ‘em" Azram nodded.
    

    
      From beyond the heavy door outside, the larger one set into the cathedral's foundation came the sound of a bolt being drawn. Then another. Followed by footsteps on stone.
    

    
      Azram's turned toward the door.
    

    
      "Shit. Shit shit shit—"
    

    
      Rebecca was reaching for the laces at the back of her blue dress.
    

    
      He was stunned again. Rebecca was undressing. Priest mauled on the floor, here he was with a useless sword on his hip and a ghoul in front of him.
    

    
      So, he looked. He couldn't help it. The world melted away as his mouth fell open.
    

    
      The torn dress was halfway down her shoulders already, and the candlelight was doing things to her that should not have been on his mind with the footsteps approaching, and he averted his eyes towards the wall with great concentration trying to summon his willpower. 
    

    
      "Rebecca, this is not the time for—"
    

    
      The dress is ruined and I need her clothes. Put on his.
    

    
      "Wait. That's a..." His eyes came back to her, she had gotten the blue dress most of the way off now and was reaching for the discarded habit on the floor. His thoughts went somewhere they had no business going again. He shook his head vigorously, this was a problem he could examine later if any of them were still alive in five minutes. "You look — that is — yes. Good plan. Right."
    

    
      She glanced at him.
    

    
      Are you blushing.
    

    
      "I am working." 
    

    
      He took a step forward and closed the door quietly. 
    

    
      You're blushing!
    

    
      "Put the clothes on, Rebecca."
    

    
      Said the man who can't get dressed
    

    
      He turned to the priest.
    

    
      The man's robes were not, on closer inspection, the robes of a simple death monk. The cut was different. The embroidery was different — the scales were there but the open ledger had been replaced with something else, a stylized eye, or perhaps a coin. The fabric was finer than anything Azram had ever worn. He started undoing the fastenings with hands that had stopped shaking and had become, suddenly, very steady.
    

    
      A knock at the door.
    

    
      Three sharp raps.
    

    
      "Archbishop?"
    

    
      Azram and Rebecca both froze.
    

    
      He pointed at her urgently. She nodded, gathering up the habit, already working it over her head.
    

    
      He cleared his throat. Reached for the voice he thought he remembered the priest using — soft, old, slightly indulgent.
    

    
      "Yes?" Slightly too high. He cleared his throat again. "Yes, one moment, if you please."
    

    
      A pause from beyond the door.
    

    
      "Archbishop, we heard screaming. Is everything well?"
    

    
      "She's fine. She's quite fine. Do not worry yourself."
    

    
      Another pause. Longer.
    

    
      "Very well. We will be ready in five minutes for the ceremony."
    

    
      "Wonderful. Yes. Excellent. Five minutes will do nicely."
    

    
      The footsteps retreated.
    

    
      Azram stood there with the priest's outer robe half off. Rebecca had the habit on now. It fit her tightly. The woman it belonged to had been smaller, but it covered the green, her hat was on, and with the fan added to the ensemble she passed for a death priestess who had simply gone home for the night.
    

    
      She looked at him.
    

    
      He was still studying her.
    

    
      She blinked, he couldn't help it. She looked exceptional. The habit's collar showed just the line of her throat where the necklace sat — the small pendant he'd noticed on that very fateful morning outside the apothecary, before any of this. She had kept it through everything.
    

    
      He averted his gaze to the wall again.
    

    
      "Help me with this fastening," he managed.
    

    
      You're sweating now.
    

    
      "I am stressed."
    

    
      You're a different kind of sweating aren't you
    

    
      "I am stressed in many directions at once."
    

    
      She came over and worked the fastening at the back of his collar with cold fingers. He stood very still and focused on his breathing, calming his thoughts. 
    

    
      She's a ghoul. 
      He thought
    

    
      But she's still Rebecca,
       he also surmised.
    

    
      The priest's robes settled on him heavily. They were too long, too wide, and smelled of incense. Underneath that incense was a sour smell he tried not to think about. The hood came up over his head. He turned to the small mirror set into the wall beside the bed.
    

    
      In it he saw a man who looked very nearly like an actual priest. The robes did most of the work. His face did the rest, because his face had always looked slightly older than it should and more tired than it should and that, apparently, was what archbishops looked like anyway.
    

    
      He turned away from the mirror.
    

    
      The priest's belt held a leather pouch. Azram took it. Felt the weight of it and opened it.
    

    
      A wand.
    

    
      Carved wood, dark, marked with symbols Azram didn't recognize but which looked old enough that they probably weren't decorative. He turned it over in his hands.
    

    
      Az
      , Rebecca said. 
      We need to go.
    

    
      "In a moment." He held the wand up to the candle. "This must be worth… gods, look at this. Old wood. This might fetch five hundred silv—"
    

    
      He gestured slightly with the wand.
    

    
      A line of pale blue light leapt from the tip with a sound like a small bell, crossed the room, and struck a pile of bones in the far corner that he had not previously noticed.
    

    
      The bones began to rattle.
    

    
      Not all at once. One first, a small bone, perhaps a finger, twitching where it lay. Then another. A femur, rolling slightly. Then the rib cage began stirring in the dust.
    

    
      Azram stood very still.
    

    
      Rebecca, in the habit, with the fan, stood beside him.
    

    
      They watched the bones begin to assemble.
    

    
      Azram
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      What did you just do.
    

    
      "I just-"
    

    
      The skull rolled into position last.
    

    
      Then it rose all at once with a crackling sound and looked at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 13: A Grim Archbishop
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton stood across the chamber and stared with eyes that were not empty.
    

    
      
    

    
      Its sockets were filled with a darkness that was not the absence of something but the presence of it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The jaw opened wide.
    

    
      
    

    
      It took a step toward him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's back found the wall before he'd realised he was moving. His teeth had started chattering. His hands come up flat, palms out and eyes closed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "S-stop. Stop. I — I'm too poor to die. I haven't even eaten—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      It stood there in the middle of the chamber holding its previous step, like a man frozen in the act of stepping over a puddle.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram held his eyes shut for a moment, bracing for the inevitable.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened one eye.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was still standing exactly where it had stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not now, Rebecca, I'm—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Hey
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm having a moment."
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton is just standing there.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened his other eye.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was infact, just standing there. Mouth still open. Eye sockets still full of that strange darkness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      What did you do? 
      Rebecca said, unbothered and looking from him to it and back again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't do anything. I —" He pressed himself further against the wall, “I haven't moved. Ghouls are one thing, this… this is something else, this is —"
    

    
      
    

    
      I think you did do something.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't."
    

    
      
    

    
      You did the wand. And then when you said stop, it stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at her, at the skeleton.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram glanced at the wand in his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "...Wait. Really?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Try something.
    

    
      
    

    
      He licked his lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Turn around," he said, in a voice he tried to make authoritative and but sounded as commanding as a damp rag.
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton turned around.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Go back from where you came."
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton walked back to the corner with a steady gait, and sat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Like a man would sit. Hands in its lap. Eye sockets still full of that quiet darkness, looking forward at nothing in particular.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram came off the wall slowly. His teeth were still chattering slightly but for different reasons now.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nine hells."
    

    
      
    

    
      I told you.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This wand —" He turned it over, looking at the symbols again. "This is… Rebecca, this is worth a king's ransom. This is… we could —"
    

    
      
    

    
      A knock at the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your holiness." The voice from beyond. "It is time for the ceremony."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram froze with the wand in his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah," he called back, snapping into character. "Yes. I'll be… right out."
    

    
      
    

    
      Footsteps retreating. Slowly this time. Other voices murmuring words he couldn't make out.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned to Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do we do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      It seems you've got a ceremony to attend
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "I do not want to do that."
    

    
      
    

    
      I told you we shouldn't have come down here
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      I said —
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know, Rebecca."
    

    
      
    

    
      He examined the situation quickly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck."
    

    
      
    

    
      The door began to open.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Quick, look the part—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram shoved the wand into the deep pocket of the archbishop's robes, straightened, folded his hands in front of him in what he hoped was a proper imitation of a monk. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The door swung inward fully.
    

    
      
    

    
      A man stepped through. Acolyte's robes simpler than the one Azram was wearing, embroidered with the same scales-and-eye motif. Maybe forty, with the alertness of someone whose entire career depended on noticing the moods of older men.
    

    
      
    

    
      The man stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes moved over Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your holiness." He inclined his head. "Something is… different. You look younger."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah." Azram cleared his throat. "Yes. A small ritual. Nothing more.”
    

    
      
    

    
      "A ritual?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "A small one. Of personal renewal. Nothing of consequence." He waved a hand vaguely. "Tell me, do we… really have to do this ceremony today?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The acolyte blinked at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your holiness, you said it yourself. It cannot be delayed. The coven is gathered in your honour. We await your command at the altar."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sir."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      
    

    
      The acolyte's eyes had moved past him. To Rebecca, standing just to the side of the bed in the dead priestess's habit, fan up, the brim of her hat angled down.
    

    
      
    

    
      His head tilted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sir. Your companion." He took a step further into the room. "Is she… a ghoul?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's eyes went wide.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca put her hand over her mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      The acolyte crossed the room toward her with focused, careful steps of a hunter who had spotted something rare and didn't want to startle it. His eyes were already widening. He stopped three feet from her, taking her in.
    

    
      
    

    
      The green at her wrists, the slight chill of her even from a distance, the eyes under the hat brim, and his face moved through several features until he settled on awe.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wow." He looked back at Azram. "So she is."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca shook her head, slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      The acolyte didn't notice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "They said you were powerful, your holiness. They said the rumours from Carlin were not exaggerated. But I had no idea you were a true necromancer." He turned, half-bowing to Azram. "Who could control the undead. Bind them to your will."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram opened his mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Closed it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am truly blessed to be in your presence." The acolyte's bow deepened. "I am yours to command, your holiness. Truly."
    

    
      
    

    
      A long pause.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah," Azram said. "Yes. You… noticed."
    

    
      
    

    
      He found the cadence somewhere. Settled into it. Hands folded. Voice slightly lower.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She is, as you say. My servant. A gift. She accompanies me everywhere."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca's elbow found his ribs through the priest's robes, sharp and unmistakable.
    

    
      
    

    
      I am not your servant.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm," Azram said, smiling beatifically at the acolyte.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Go with it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We are going to have a serious conversation about this later.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Noted. Smile please.” He said back to her within the confines of his mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      She smiled, a thin smile but her eyes communicated a different message entirely. The acolyte was not looking at her eyes anymore, he was looking at Azram with reverent attention having his entire career now validated. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well." Azram cleared his throat. 
    

    
      "Let us not delay. Punctuality is —he swallowed once— important."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, your holiness. Yes." The acolyte bowed again and stepped aside, gesturing toward the door. "If you would. The coven awaits."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram swept past him with the bishop's robes trailing, they were too long, but he was finding that if he walked slowly enough this gave the impression of gravity rather than tripping. Rebecca followed three steps behind with her hands folded in front of her like a proper servant of a proper holy man.
    

    
      
    

    
      His skeleton in the corner did not move.
    

    
      
    

    
      The acolyte glanced at it once on his way out.
    

    
      
    

    
      The chamber the acolyte led them to was larger than Azram had expected and more impressive than he was prepared to deal with. Stone, vaulted, lit by braziers along the walls. A circular platform in the center raised three steps above the floor, the dark stone of it inlaid with symbols he didn't recognise. There was a wooden post in the center of the platform, a goat tied to it, bleating softly, ears twitching.
    

    
      
    

    
      Twenty figures stood in rows on the front side of the platform. Robed, hooded, and silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      They turned their heads when Azram entered.
    

    
      
    

    
      He climbed the steps to the platform with what he hoped was solemn dignity and which was helped by his having to take the steps slowly to avoid tripping on the robe.
    

    
      
    

    
      The goat looked at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He noticed the goat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh. Gods. I'm so sorry
      , he thought, not at Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      The acolyte, Brother Herman, Azram had heard one of the others call him on the way here, took a position at the edge of the platform and raised both arms slightly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Brothers and sisters of the third house."
    

    
      
    

    
      The room hushed further as the chamber settled into echoing silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Today we are honoured to welcome our most prestigious and holy Archbishop, Brandolyn."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram nearly choked on the name.
    

    
      
    

    
      "A necromancer of great power. Wielder of the dead. Possessor of a ghoul familiar bound to his service —"
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca, beside him, did not visibly react. The fan moved gently.
    

    
      
    

    
      "— who has come to lead our ritual offering this evening. First, the goat shall be offered to Lord Death, as is our custom, and Brandolyn the Just shall guide the ceremony."
    

    
      
    

    
      Herman turned to Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your holiness. You may begin the pre-ceremony now."
    

    
      
    

    
      The chamber was utterly silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      Twenty hooded faces looking up at him. The goat looking up at him with a soft bleat. Rebecca beside him with her fan, her habit, and the very slight tilt of her head that meant 
      I am watching you with great interest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram tightened his jaw, and instinctively smoothed his mustache.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca,
       he thought. 
      Do you think we can run.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nope
    

    
      
    

    
      “Aye.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Fake it. You're the bishop now. You need to do a good job.
    

    
      
    

    
      He breathed in shakily.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ahem."
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd watched.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah. Yes. I am Archbishop — Brandolyn." It came out only slightly strangled. He recovered. "Of Carlin. The Just. Yes. Today we are gathered. For a sacrifice."
    

    
      
    

    
      He gestured at the goat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This… goat."
    

    
      
    

    
      The goat bleated happily.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now," he said while clearing his throat, yet gaining a slight edge as the cadence of the lie found its rhythm. "I would ask of you all a question."
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd waited.
    

    
      
    

    
      "In the service of Lord Death, why do we seek to offer a living goat?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A pause.
    

    
      
    

    
      Robes shifted. Heads turned slightly toward one another. He could see, from the platform, twenty masked expressions arrange themselves into versions of mild confusion. One of the figures in the back row shrugged.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram drew himself up further.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I propose," he said carefully, "that I have brought a more appropriate offering."
    

    
      
    

    
      He glanced at Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Go and bring the priest
      ” he thought. “
      We need him on the altar.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That's disgusting, I don't want to carry it.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am trying to save this goat from getting cut by me, Rebecca. I have never sliced a goat. I do not wish to start tonigh
      t.”
    

    
      
    

    
      As you wish, my lord.
       She said, and definitely did not mean it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca inclined her head solemnly, and executed a perfect bow of a faithful servant and slipped back through the side door.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram turned to the crowd.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had not planned what came next. He had however spent enough time around the dead to understand them better than most, and the words came up from somewhere underneath him that was either real conviction or a very convincing impression of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We are here," he said, voice steadier now, "to honour the balance. Between life and death. As decreed by him whose ledger remains open at all times."
    

    
      
    

    
      A murmur of approval from the crowd. Someone made a soft sign with their hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And it has long been our custom, for reasons of tradition rather than reason, to offer the living. As though Lord Death would have any interest in receiving what he will collect himself in time."
    

    
      
    

    
      Heads were tilting now. Listening.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But Lord Death," he said, finding a register he had not known he possessed, "is not the god of harvest. He is not the god of cattle. He is not the god of the meal. He is the god of the threshold. And what does the threshold require?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A pause.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It requires that which has crossed."
    

    
      
    

    
      A long, considered silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      The acolyte at the edge of the platform, Herman, was nodding slowly with an expression of dawning revelation.
    

    
      
    

    
      The side door opened.
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton came in first.
    

    
      
    

    
      It walked into the chamber on its bare bone feet with the steady processional pace of something that had practiced. In its arms it carried the body of the archbishop, the real archbishop, whose robes Azram was currently wearing. His face was the same waxy parchment color it had been once Rebecca had finished with him.
    

    
      
    

    
      She followed three steps behind in the priestess's habit, hands folded.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd inhaled as one.
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton walked the length of the chamber, climbed the steps to the platform, and laid the body of the priest carefully on the altar stone. It stepped back. Folded its hands in front of it and stood at silent attention.
    

    
      
    

    
      The whole chamber erupted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not in fear. In applause.
    

    
      
    

    
      Cheers. Cries of 
      yes
      . Hands raised in the death sign. Hoods thrown back to look more clearly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Herman, on the edge of the platform, was openly weeping.
    

    
      
    

    
      "To command not only a ghoul —" he managed, when he could speak "— but to raise a skeleton to your own bidding. To wield two forms of the dead simultaneously without strain. Your holiness… Brandolyn the Just, you are truly powerful."
    

    
      
    

    
      He dropped to one knee.
    

    
      
    

    
      "O great Archbishop." His voice rang in the vaulted chamber. "We are yours to command."
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd went down with him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Twenty hooded figures, on their knees, on the stone floor of the chamber, voices joining as one —
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yours to command!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh dear
      . Rebecca said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “How did you…?” 
      Azram thought to her.
    

    
      
    

    
      He listened to me.
       
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood on the platform with the dead priest behind him, bound goat to his left and Rebecca with her fan to his right and the skeleton at attention beyond her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aha," he heard himself say. "Yes. I can command.. entire legions!” His voice was finding the cadence now. "Now. Do as I say."
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd waited.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Set the goat free."
    

    
      
    

    
      A pause. Then a murmur. Then a question, asked carefully from somewhere in the back 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your holiness?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The god of death," Azram said, "should have a death offering. Should he not?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A slow, deepening nod from Herman.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why offer a goat that lives," Azram continued, "when our true offering already crosses the threshold before us?" He gestured at the body on the altar. "Why insult the executor of the ledger by presenting him with what he has not yet collected?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Twenty heads nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wisdom," someone said softly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Profound wisdom," said another.
    

    
      
    

    
      Herman climbed back to his feet, eyes shining, and crossed to the goat. He worked at the knot. The rope came loose. The goat, having been cooperative in proceedings up to this point, looked at him for a long moment and then trotted calmly off the platform
    

    
      It went down the steps, and toward the side door through which Rebecca and the skeleton had entered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nobody stopped it.
    

    
      
    

    
      It disappeared into the corridor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Herman returned to his place.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We always offered them alive," he said, with the wonder of a man whose entire world view had just been gently uprooted. "We never thought… your holiness, this makes such sense."
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd hummed agreement.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stared at the dead priest on the altar.
    

    
      
    

    
      He swallowed once, and looked at Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was looking back at him with a small smile playing on her lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      The chamber waited for the next word of Archbishop Brandolyn the Just.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 14: Heretics
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yours to command!"
    

    
      The chant rolled around the chamber, echoing off the vaulted stone, and Azram stood listening to a coven of voices pledging themselves to a man who was no more a priest than the bleating goat he'd managed to free.
    

    
      They love you
      , Rebecca said.
    

    
      He looked out at the crowd. Twenty hooded figures, on their knees, faces tilted up at him with the kind of attention he had never received in his entire life. He rarely received praise from patients. Definitely not from his aunt Tilda or from any women. The closest he had ever come to this kind of regard was when he handed someone a tincture that worked and they thanked him.
    

    
      Warm appreciation for the situation moved through his chest and brought a wry smile to his lips.
    

    
      I think I might like the big city after all
      , he thought, with the part of himself that was always honest even when it shouldn't be.
    

    
      The thought sat there.
    

    
      He did not push it away.
    

    
      Yes
      , he found himself thinking. 
      This might be just what I needed.
    

    
      He cleared his throat.
    

    
      "My fellow brothers and sisters."
    

    
      The chamber hushed.
    

    
      "You see here before you my true power." He spread his arms, robes falling open just enough to suggest gravity rather than expose how badly they fit. "The mastery of the dead. The understanding of the threshold. Wisdom that comes from years of communion with that which lies beyond."
    

    
      A few of the hooded figures clutched their chests in reverence.
    

    
      He was getting the hang of this.
    

    
      "And I tell you now —" his voice was steadier than it had any business being "— that this power can be yours. As well."
    

    
      A sound went through the crowd. Almost a moan.
    

    
      "Oh master—"
    

    
      "Please—"
    

    
      A figure in the second row threw her hood back. A young woman, eyes shining with a brightness Azram had only associated with the worst kinds of devout worshippers.
    

    
      "Master Brandolyn, let me bear your child!"
    

    
      Azram's eyebrows climbed into his hairline.
    

    
      Azram 
      Rebecca said.
    

    
      "Ah," he said, somewhere outside himself. "Yes. Well. Thank you, child. We will, ah, discuss this enthusiasm in private at another time."
    

    
      Az
      .
    

    
      "Bear with me, Becca."
    

    
      These people deserve to die.
    

    
      He glanced at her. She was looking straight ahead, fan moving gently, expression unchanged. The line had come through with no inflection at all, which was worse than if she had said it with feeling.
    

    
      “They're nice folk, Becca.”
    

    
      They were going to sacrifice a girl twenty minutes ago. They are not nice folk
      .
    

    
      "Well, they're nice to us."
    

    
      Az.
    

    
      "Bear with me." He cleared his throat. Turned back to the crowd. "Now, bear with me, my children. I require only your time and your, ah, tithing. If you truly wish to learn these secrets. The path of the necromancer is long and the materials —" he gestured vaguely at the chamber "— are costly. Rare components. Specific oils. The ledgers must be balanced."
    

    
      A man in the front row stood up. Older. Robe finer quality than the others
    

    
      "Your holiness." His voice was thick. "The treasury is at your disposal. We have served the third house for twenty years and never has a true necromancer displayed such power in our chamber. Never. You have only to name the sum and it shall be brought from the vault before midnight."
    

    
      Azram's mouth, against his better judgement, began to water.
    

    
      "The vault," he said slowly.
    

    
      "Yes, your holiness. The key—"
    

    
      A bell rang so loud it made his teeth crack.
    

    
      Not in the chamber. Inside Azram's head. A single, low, resonant chime that seemed to come from behind his eyes and reverberate down into his bones.
    

    
      He froze, clenching.
    

    
      The man was still speaking. The crowd was still murmuring approval. Rebecca was standing beside him with her fan going.
    

    
      The bell rang again.
    

    
      Azram winced and turned his head, slowly, toward the back of the chamber.
    

    
      At the rear of the vaulted hall, set into the back wall, a stone staircase climbed a short way to a heavy wooden door he hadn't noticed before. The door was opening.
    

    
      Beyond it was only darkness.
    

    
      A figure stood at the top of the steps.
    

    
      Brown robe. Hood down. Pale face. Sun-dried lips.
    

    
      He took a step down.
    

    
      The bell rang once more in Azram's chest.
    

    
      The room, as the figure descended the second step, became instantly colder. A robed figure in the back row of the kneeling crowd shifted, looked around for a draft, but continued looking at the platform smiling.
    

    
      The Wanderer took another step.
    

    
      The bell rang.
    

    
      Azram could not move.
    

    
      The Monk reached the floor of the chamber.
    

    
      The crowd was still cheering. The man speaking about the vault was looking up at Azram with the enthusiasm of someone waiting to be given direction.
    

    
      But Azram's eyes couldn't avert themselves from the Wanderer, he couldn't speak, couldn't move, he wasn't able to warn them if he wanted to.
    

    
      His footsteps made no sound, yet each one rang in Azram's head as a chime.
    

    
      When he reached the back row of the kneeling cultists, he continued the agonizingly slow walk down the path.
    

    
      Azram felt trapped inside his own body, he wanted to scream, to tell Rebecca, but he was currently a passenger in his own mind.
    

    
      The back row of five hooded figures simply collapsed as he continued walking.
    

    
      They did not gasp or not cry out. It was like the strings holding them up were cut and they went down all at once, slumping forward toward the platform, hoods falling away, faces turned toward Azram with expressions that had been cheering a second before.
    

    
      Some of them fell with their arms still half-raised in the death sign.
    

    
      The cheering from the front rows continued for another second, then faltered as the figures closer to the platform turned, confused, to see what had quieted the back.
    

    
      The Wanderer kept walking.
    

    
      The second row dropped as he passed through it.
    

    
      This time someone in the front saw. A short cry. A figure standing up, robes flapping, mouth open to ask a question that would not come.
    

    
      The next row now had gone down too. 
    

    
      The Wanderer reached the steps of the platform.
    

    
      “Heretics.” He spoke, with an inflection of hatred.
    

    
      Azram was watching it happen, he saw the young woman who had asked to bear his child lay in the second row with her eyes open, staring at the stars.
    

    
      Herman was on his knees in the very front, frozen in the posture of devotion, untouched.
    

    
      Then he wasn't.
    

    
      The Wanderer climbed the first step.
    

    
      Herman went down without a sound.
    

    
      Azram's skeleton, the one he had raised with the wand — did not collapse. It crumbled.
    

    
      The pale figure stopped in front of Azram.
    

    
      The chamber was very, very silent.
    

    
      Twenty bodies lay in their rows, as the Monk looked at Azram.
    

    
      His face was the same face Azram had seen in Tom's shop. Plain. Unremarkable. Pale skin and eyes that held no expression.
    

    
      Azram's mouth opened.
    

    
      "Wh—"
    

    
      His voice came out as a thin breath. He swallowed. Tried again.
    

    
      "Who are you?"
    

    
      The Wanderer looked at him for a long moment.
    

    
      "I have many names.”
    

    
      That was all.
    

    
      Then his eyes moved to Rebecca.
    

    
      She was standing utterly still beside Azram. The fan had stopped moving. She was looking back at the Wanderer with an expression Azram had never seen on her. It was not fear exactly, more a recognition of something fundamental. The way a small animal looks at a predator. 
    

    
      The Wanderer reached out with one finger.
    

    
      He touched Rebecca on the nose.
    

    
      A deafening tone rang through the room as a wave of pure light washed over her, through the room, and beyond.
    

    
      The ghoulish green across her body shifted instantly. The minty tone settled into something paler still. Not quite human — but the green was no longer the loudest thing about her. Her skin looked nearly normal in the brazier light. A little cold. A little washed out. But not green.
    

    
      Her eyes brightened too.
    

    
      Her lips, which had been the color of dried meat for two weeks, returned to the color of lips.
    

    
      The light faded.
    

    
      She blinked. She blinked again. Her hand came up to her own face and touched her cheek, and the cheek had colour in it now, faint but real.
    

    
      She opened her mouth.
    

    
      "What have you done?"
    

    
      Except it was out loud. Her voice, not her thought-voice, the warm slightly low voice she had used in the apothecary, the voice that had said Az, you're late again on a morning that felt like another lifetime. Her voice moved through the chamber and reached Azram's ears properly for the first time since Hollowtide.
    

    
      The Wanderer smiled.
    

    
      It was a small smile. It did not reach his eyes.
    

    
      "Follow the balance."
    

    
      Then he turned to ash.
    

    
      The chamber was silent.
    

    
      Azram stood on the platform with Rebecca beside him, her hand still on her own cheek and her eyes very wide.
    

    
      The crystal in his pocket began to vibrate.
    

    
      He felt it before he understood what it was — a low hum, then a faster one. A vibration that was working its way through the heavy fabric of the archbishop's robes and into his ribs.
    

    
      He reached into the pocket.
    

    
      Pulled it out.
    

    
      The amethyst was glowing. Not the green-purple of the graveyard. Pure white-violet, pulsing in time with something Azram could feel but had no name for.
    

    
      From the bodies on the floor, pale lights began to rise. The shape of a coin, perhaps. One from each of the twenty bodies. They rose slowly and drifted toward the platform, gathering above his outstretched hand.
    

    
      And then, all at once, they fell into the crystal.
    

    
      It drank them.
    

    
      Azram felt it. Not in the crystal. In him. A weight settling. A density he had not previously had. The vague sense of something filing itself away in a place inside his chest that he had not previously known existed.
    

    
      The crystal stopped glowing.
    

    
      It sat in his palm, dark, warm to the touch.
    

    
      He stared at it and looked up at Rebecca.
    

    
      She stared back at him with tears in her eyes, nearly jumping to him as she wrapped her arms around him fiercely.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 15: Fallen
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      She held his face with both hands, sniffling, eyes glistening in a way they hadn't been able to.
    

    
      "I'm crying." She said it with a smile that broke halfway through. "Az. I'm crying."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You.. you are."
    

    
      
    

    
      She kissed him without a second thought.
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes went wide and his hand went slack. He nearly dropped the crystal.
    

    
      
    

    
      She pulled back just enough to look at him, a warm smile that he hadn't seen for a while.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can feel again!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You — you just—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kiss me back, you fool. I can feel again."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram was not prepared for this.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had never been prepared for this. He had no plan whatsoever for the woman of his quiet wanting standing in front of him with her newly-warm hands on his face telling him to kiss her back.
    

    
      
    

    
      This, however, was not a command he could ignore.
    

    
      
    

    
      He licked his lips and cupped her cheek which was only slightly cold now. Azram thought briefly about his breath, his crooked teeth, his dry lips, the fact that he had not bathed since the morning the world ended.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he kissed her.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was sloppy.
    

    
      
    

    
      She closed her eyes anyway. Kissed him back, briefly. Stepped back with a small giggle that did things to his heart he didn't know it could do.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram melted.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand found hers and held on.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then, because his medical brain had no off switch even now, he felt it. A small steady pulse against his palm where his fingers wrapped her wrist.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rebecca."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You have a heartbeat."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her face went still. She put both hands on her chest. Stood there a moment with her eyes wide, listening for it. Feeling for it.
    

    
      
    

    
      She jumped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Once. Twice. Her hair coming loose from where it had been pinned under the hat, her face suddenly the face of a girl who had been told the impossible thing was true.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Am I normal now?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He took a second. Looked her over.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not quite. But you're not quite a ghoul either."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's close!" She was almost laughing. "The fog over my brain, it's gone. I can feel, I felt your terrible kiss."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It was not terrible."
    

    
      
    

    
      He realized he —actually— got to kiss her and his face went red. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've never… I'm sorry. I'm not good at it. I haven't ever —"
    

    
      
    

    
      His head sunk. Had he messed it up? Was it really terrible?
    

    
      
    

    
      She stepped toward him, lifted his chin with one finger.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You'll get better."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram could almost cry. He could feel it sitting in his chest with nowhere to go.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hey." Her voice was soft. "Cheer up, Az. I'll help you."
    

    
      
    

    
      He matched her gaze.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wait. You mean — you, and I —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, you daft thing. I'll help you."
    

    
      
    

    
      He blinked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've felt this. The whole time?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at him for a long moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Azram. I love you. You brought me back."
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned his head, smoothing his mustache over. He was honest with himself in the ways he often was not out loud.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I… I really would like to take credit. But I didn't do anything. It was that strange monk."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No, Azram. It was you. You brought me here. You called me home."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her, pausing. He was seeing her in a way he had been afraid to since the morning outside the apothecary.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I suppose I did. Didn't I?" His voice was quiet. "I just… I didn't want to lose you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well, you shan't." She pressed her forehead briefly against his. Then stepped back, straightened, and her expression shifted. "Now stop being so sullen. We've twenty dead bodies on the floor and I haven't a clue what's going on here."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's head snapped to the crowd of cultists.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well." She started toward the platform steps. Took one, and winced. Rebecca pressed her hand to her side and went still.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ow."
    

    
      
    

    
      He was beside her before he'd decided to move.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's wrong?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where he stabbed me. I — I forgot. The pain… I forgot what it felt like."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sit down."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm fine."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sit down."
    

    
      
    

    
      She sat on the platform step, hand still pressed to her side. He knelt in front of her, professional now, the healer in him finding the door he always opened in moments like this.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Move your hand."
    

    
      
    

    
      She moved it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need to see the wound. Can you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at him. Lifted the side of the habit just enough to be careful, modest, only the fabric over the cut pulled aside — to expose the skin where the priest's knife had gone in.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wound was small. Half a knuckle wide. The skin around it was the same nearly-pale colour as the rest of her now. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed gently at the skin just beside the cut.
    

    
      
    

    
      A small bead of fresh red blood welled up.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're bleeding."
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked down.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm bleeding."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You weren't bleeding. Yesterday. When the whole…" He gestured with his arms “Tailor's shop incident. You didn't bleed then. “
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      They made eye contact for a moment. Neither of them said the obvious thing because it was sitting between them already.
    

    
      
    

    
      Some of her had come back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not all. Maybe not most. But the part of her that bled, that part was hers again.
    

    
      
    

    
      He let the habit fall back into place gently, and her hand came down to cover the wound.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We need to clean this," he said. "We need water, and clean cloth, and likely a needle if it's still open enough to want stitches in a day or two."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the baths. You said you wanted —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I want a bath like I've never wanted anything in my whole life, Az. Whatever life this is."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood up and offered her his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      She took it and stood, wincing again but more lightly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." He scanned the chamber and at the dead in their rows, the crumbled bones of his skeleton in the corner, at door at the back. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're the archbishop now."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Our church." She said 
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her. "Vault first. Then water. Then… we figure the rest out as we go."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And then we escape," she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      He paused at that.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. Then we escape."
    

    
      
    

    
      She squeezed his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      He held on tighter than was necessary.
    

    
      
    

    
      They stepped down off the platform together, and the chamber stayed silent behind them. The twenty bodies lay in their rows and did not stir, somewhere in the cathedral above them the bells of the third house began, very softly, to ring the dusk.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 16: Keys to the Coffer
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The chamber was very quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Twenty departed cultists in their rows. The dust where the skeleton had been. Archbishop Brandolyn laid out on the altar with his eyes still half-open and his hands arranged at his sides where Rebecca had put them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood on the platform with the crystal warm in his pocket and his hand in Rebecca's, and tried to think of what came next.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mhm,” Rebecca agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Neither of them moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      After a moment she squeezed his hand. "Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      "There are twenty bodies on the floor of our church."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do we do."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the rows. The young woman who had asked to bear his child, eyes turned toward nothing. The man who had offered him the treasury. Brother Herman with his face still arranged in the last shape of his devotion. Two dozen souls extracted in less than a minute and the bodies left exactly as they had stood. Polite, almost. Death had been efficient.
    

    
      
    

    
      "First question." He cleared his throat. "Was this all of the monks? Or are there more upstairs."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know. We were down here. I haven't seen anyone above."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the question that decides everything. If there are more clergy in this building they'll come looking for these ones eventually. They'll find this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And it won't go well for us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. It will not."
    

    
      
    

    
      She scanned the chamber. Then her eyes snapped back to him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We search them. Let's see if anyone has keys, and then we go up and we find out."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if we run into someone.", he asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      She thought about that for half a second.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We tell them it's our church."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the plan."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's exactly the plan. You're the archbishop. I'm the death priestess. We have just performed a deeply spiritual ceremony. If anyone asks about the bodies you say —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Heretics."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sinners! The whole lot of them." she agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the whole defence."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well, the kind Wanderer used it and we are not in a position to disagree with him."
    

    
      
    

    
      He almost laughed. Caught it before it escaped, which was probably appropriate given the room they were in.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Follow the balance.." He whispered, letting go of her hand. "Let's see what they had on them."
    

    
      
    

    
      He took the front row. She took the back. They moved through the chamber with the bustling efficiency of two people who had grown up poor enough to know how to search a body without ceremony.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram found three silver coins, a handful of coppers, a dagger that was decorative but well-made, and a small wooden token marked with the eye-and-scales motif from Brandolyn's embroidery. Nothing else of note. Whatever wealth had once flowed through this chamber had stopped flowing some time ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood up from the man who had spoken of the treasury and patted his pockets one more time. A key, attached by a thin chain to the inside of his robe. He took it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Held it up to the light.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was heavy old iron, just the kind of thing he was looking for.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm." She was crouched over the young woman who had wanted to bear his child, hood off, hair loose.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I think I found the key to their coffers."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lovely."
    

    
      
    

    
      She held something up. A small leather-bound book, worn at the edges, the eye-and-scales pressed into the cover.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Book of the Threshold”, she read off the spine. “In gold leaf and everything. She was quite the believer.”
    

    
      
    

    
      "She had her enthusiasms."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I told you she needed to die."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She was a bit—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "She was a delusional wench and now her book is mine."
    

    
      
    

    
      He couldn't quite argue.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're keeping the book then?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is our church now. I should know what we believe."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What they believed."
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at him steadily.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We can decide what we believe after I read it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He had no answer to that. She tucked the book under her arm and stood up. Then crouched again, examined the dead woman's feet, and started untying the laces on the woman's shoes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're beautiful."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're stealing her shoes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's not wearing them."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's… fair."
    

    
      
    

    
      She got the shoes off. Examined the soles. Tried one on, holding her own off and made a small pleased sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They fit perfectly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How convenient."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. Like they were waiting." She tied them on properly, stood, and took a few practice steps. "Quite comfortable as well. Better than what I had."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What you had was a habit and essentially bare feet."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now I have a pair of new shoes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And to think you and old Tom used to chastise me for this very thing."
    

    
      
    

    
      She smiled, small and slightly mischievous.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked away for a moment, searching for anything else of use. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Find anything else?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just the book and the shoes and a few coppers." She gestured at the rest of the bodies. "I think they were mostly poor, Az. The ones with money were already at the top. Most of these were just—" she waved a hand vaguely "—believers."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the rows again with that in mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      Most of them had been poor.
    

    
      
    

    
      That was harder to swallow than he wanted it to be.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. Right. Let's go up."
    

    
      
    

    
      They started moving toward the door at the back of the chamber, the one the Wanderer had walked down. It opened onto a narrow stone corridor that climbed gently for about thirty feet before reaching an even heavier wooden door. Azram tried the handle.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was unlocked.
    

    
      
    

    
      He cracked it an inch and listened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened it the rest of the way and they stepped through into a service passage in the cathedral's back of house. Plain stone walls, no decorations, the same corridor that existed in any large building because somebody had to get from the kitchen to the dining hall without being bothered.
    

    
      
    

    
      The corridor branched at the end. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They went left.
    

    
      
    

    
      The passage opened into a wider hall lined with doors. Offices, by the look of them. The clergy wing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram tried each door as they passed. Most were unlocked and contained the predictable contents of a religious bureaucracy — desks, ledgers, candles, neat stacks of parchment. One office was larger than the others, with a heavy oak desk and a chair upholstered in something expensive. Brandolyn's office.
    

    
      
    

    
      The vault door was set into the wall behind the desk.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram tried the key, it turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      The vault opened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Inside, on a single shelf, sat one small iron box.
    

    
      
    

    
      He took it down and opened it.
    

    
      
    

    
      A neat stack of silver coins. Perhaps twenty in total.
    

    
      
    

    
      Underneath the coins, a ledger.
    

    
      
    

    
      He flipped through it. Income on one side, expenses on the other. The income column dwindled steadily over the last three years. The expense column held steady, paying for the cathedral's basic operations — tithes to the diocese, payments to the chandler, salaries to the few remaining lay brothers and a handful of kitchen staff. The numbers, when he ran them, balanced almost exactly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Twenty silvers. Enough to pay this month's expenses and nothing more.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat down heavily in Brandolyn's expensive chair.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He kept just enough," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What.”
    

    
      
    

    
      "The vault. Brandolyn." He laughed once, short and without much humour. "He kept exactly enough to keep the church running. Not a copper more. Everything else he must have moved somewhere private. It seems he was robbing the cathedral and leaving it threadbare"
    

    
      
    

    
      She came over and her eyes found the ledger and the coins.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That's not much for a cathedral of this size..”
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye."
    

    
      
    

    
      “He really was draining it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      "For years. He wasn't running a church, he was running a long quiet theft."
    

    
      
    

    
      “And now we get to inherit his quiet theft.”
    

    
      
    

    
      "We inherit the empty version of his quiet theft."
    

    
      
    

    
      He closed the ledger and eyed the silvers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Twenty silvers. Enough to keep the doors open this month. We don't even get to run away rich, Rebecca. We get to run away even."
    

    
      
    

    
      “We could still run away.”
    

    
      
    

    
      "With a mere twenty silvers."
    

    
      
    

    
      “Twenty silvers is twenty silvers.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought about that. Felt the fine grain of the wooden desk, the comfortable chair he was in. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well, I suppose… we do have a cathedral now."
    

    
      
    

    
      “It's a ginormous cathedral with twenty silvers in it.” She said, with a warm smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No, We have a 
      cathedral
      ." He said, slapping the desk and rubbing it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She saw the look in his eyes, the way he warmly caressed the surface of it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az. Are you suggesting we stay."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm suggesting we have somewhere to sleep tonight that isn't a tunnel. And we have a copper tub upstairs that I can already smell from here. We have nothing waiting for us anywhere else."
    

    
      
    

    
      “Those are the words of an Archbishop”
    

    
      
    

    
      "I want to take a bath," he said, leaning back in his new comfortable chair. "Then I want to look at your wound proper. Then I want to sleep in a bed. And then I will be mentally prepared for what comes next.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She was quiet for a long moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wisdom.” She said
    

    
      
    

    
      He gestured, pointing his finger at her 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Right you are, malady. “
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bath first.”
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bath first."
    

    
      
    

    
      She held out her hand. He took it. They left the office with the iron box and the ledger with the silvers, the vault door swung shut behind them with a heavy iron sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cathedral was theirs.
    

    
      
    

    
      For now.
    

    
      
    

    
      The baths were where Brandolyn had probably been planning to be right now. They were exactly where Azram had hoped they would be. A copper tub on a stone floor in a private chamber off the clergy quarters, water still warm from a fire that must have been stoked an hour before the ceremony.
    

    
      
    

    
      Towels folded on a side table. Clean robes hung from a hook. The whole arrangement of a man who had expected to bathe in privacy after a successful ritual and would now never bathe again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca looked at it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye."
    

    
      
    

    
      It's still warm.
    

    
      
    

    
      She crossed to the tub and put her hand in the water and made a small involuntary sound that made him smile quickly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I haven't been warm in two weeks," she said softly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ladies first"
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned to him as she reached for the laces on the back of the priestess' habit.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca tried to twist and hissed sharply.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The wound."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll get them."
    

    
      
    

    
      He crossed to her without thinking and she turned her back to him and stood very still, he worked at the laces with hands that had become steadier in the last hour than they had been in days. The habit loosened. He stopped at the point where loosening became something else and stepped back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That should do it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll be in the next chamber. Call if you need anything. The wound… when you're in the water, I'll come back and look at it properly."
    

    
      
    

    
      Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned to go.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thank you.
    

    
      
    

    
      He paused at the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "For what."
    

    
      
    

    
      For… not making it a thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked over his shoulder. She had the habit gathered at her shoulders, holding it closed, looking at him with an expression he had no good name for.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not a thing," he said. "Not yet."
    

    
      
    

    
      Not yet?
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not until you've had your bath and I've had a look at that wound and we've both slept in a proper bed for the first time in weeks." He cleared his throat. "Then it can be… whatever it is."
    

    
      
    

    
      She smiled softly and he left, closing the door behind him.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the next chamber he sat on a stone bench and tried to breathe normally while he studied the crystal in his palm. It was dark, warm, and he listened to it without meaning to.
    

    
      He thought he heard a…
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked up, hearing a whisper from somewhere nearby. 
    

    
      He scanned the room and observed it further, but nothing came. 
    

    
      Azram put the crystal back in his pocket and waited for Rebecca to call him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was still sitting on the bench looking at his hands when she called him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not out loud. In his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az. I'm ready.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood. Knocked once and went in.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was in the tub with the water up to her shoulders and her hair pinned back with the habit folded on the side table. She had one arm raised slightly, exposing the wound just above the waterline on her left side, a small courtesy that he appreciated.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled the stool from the corner and sat beside the tub and looked at the wound, and only the wound, properly for the first time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Focus
      . He told himself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The water around it was faintly pink. Not badly. Just enough to confirm it was open and had been bleeding slowly since the stab. The edges were clean because the knife had been thin. Brandolyn had apparently kept his ritual implements well maintained, which was the most charitable thing Azram could say about him. The wound itself was maybe two inches long, shallow enough that he wouldn't need stitches if she rested it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed the skin gently beside it with two fingers.
    

    
      
    

    
      She hissed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hurts."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. It should." He pressed again, more carefully. "The good news is it's clean and shallow. The bad news is we haven't cleaned it sooner."
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn't feel it until…
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. Pain returning is a good sign, annoying as that is." He found the cloth and the medical kit he'd pulled from the clergy supply room on their way through. Azram began cleaning the wound like he had done this a thousand times. "Hold still."
    

    
      
    

    
      She held still.
    

    
      
    

    
      He worked.
    

    
      
    

    
      After a moment she said, out loud: "Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      He glanced up.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was looking at him with an expression of mild wonder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're in my head. Still."
    

    
      
    

    
      He paused.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Am I."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was just about to think something at you and then I remembered I can — " she gestured vaguely at her own mouth " — do this. And I realized I hadn't even noticed. That you were still in there. I haven't been speaking out loud for a while."
    

    
      
    

    
      He went back at the wound. Started cleaning again.
    

    
      
    

    
       She paused. "Is that..does it bother you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought about it genuinely.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," he said. "It doesn't."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Odd though. Speaking out loud again feels strange. My voice sounds wrong to me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your voice sounds fine."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It sounds too loud."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've been speaking in someone's head and weren't even technically alive. Everything will sound too loud for a while."
    

    
      
    

    
      She considered this. Then, experimentally, said something in his head rather than out loud.
    

    
      
    

    
      Like this.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. Like that."
    

    
      
    

    
      And you can hear that from another room.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Apparently."
    

    
      
    

    
      How does that even work.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tied off the bandage and sat back and looked at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have absolutely no idea."
    

    
      
    

    
      She shrugged one shoulder. "Magic."
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head. "So it seems." He began putting the medical kit back together. "You're onto something though. That wand… remind me to try it again later. I want to see what else it does."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her face lit up.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bring Skelly back!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Skelly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes! He listens beautifully. When I went into that chamber for Brandolyn I asked him to help carry and he was an absolute gentleman about it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You spoke to my skeleton."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And he listened! He's very well-behaved."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He doesn't have ears."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He has very good instincts then."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stared at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You named my skeleton Skelly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It suits him."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It what."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He seems to like it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He's a skeleton, Rebecca. He doesn't have opinions about—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He saluted when I gave him the order. That's a man with opinions."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's mouth fell open and he blinked several times.
    

    
      
    

    
      She had a point.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine," he said. "I'll try to bring him back. He can fetch water or something." He stood and moved the stool back to the corner. "But we're not calling him Skelly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What would you call him?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought about it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Something dignified."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like what."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know yet."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Skelly is dignified."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Skelly is what you call a dog."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've never had a dog."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Neither have I, but if I did I'd call it something better than—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Skelly
      , she said, in his head, very firmly.
    

    
      
    

    
      He paused at the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm calling him something else."
    

    
      
    

    
      You'll come around
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "I won't."
    

    
      
    

    
      He left. She called after him, out loud this time, warm and slightly laughing:
    

    
      
    

    
      "Skelly!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't respond.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram was already thinking about what name would be more dignified.
    

    
      
    

    
      He couldn't think of one.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 17: A Matter of Numbers
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram woke and did not immediately recognize where he was.
    

    
      
    

    
      A vaulted stone arch overhead, grey morning light coming in high and cold from a window he didn't recognize. Then the bed under him, which was soft, the softest thing he had touched in a long time. There was also an unfamiliar weight against his side.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was asleep against him, or doing a convincing impression of it. One arm lay across his chest and her head on his shoulder, and he felt her warmth. Just a couple days ago that would have been impossible, when her hands were cold enough to make him wince.
    

    
      
    

    
      He lay still and took mental note of everything. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The cathedral around them, theirs by accident. The crystal on the side table, dark and quiet, which he had set down at arm's length. Something eerie had been going on in this cathedral, as soon as he drifted off it seemed a whisper woke him up.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had not slept much, but he was used to that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She stirred. Her hand flexed against his chest. Her eyes opened, found the same unfamiliar ceiling he had, and then found him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh," she said. Her voice rough with disuse and sleep. "It's you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Were you expecting someone else."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I forgot where I was for a moment." She didn't move off him. "I dreamed."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I haven't dreamed since — " she stopped. "Since Thornwick. Ghouls don't dream, I think. Or I didn't. There was just black, and then I'd be standing somewhere and not remember walking there." She paused. "I dreamed last night. About the shop. You were late."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was always late."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You were infact, and Tom was shouting and the radishes were involved somehow." A small breath that might have been a laugh. "It was nice. It was a nice ordinary dream about an ordinary morning."
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't say anything. He was thinking about Tom, and the whispers last night.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What did you dream about," she asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't sleep much."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why not."
    

    
      
    

    
      He considered telling her about it and decided against it. Not because he wanted to keep it from her, but because the morning was soft and warm and he was reluctant to be the one who ended it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "New bed," he said. "Took some getting used to."
    

    
      
    

    
      She made a sound that suggested she did not entirely believe him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      For a while neither of them moved, they stayed close and comfortable. The light shifted slightly and somewhere far off in the cathedral a settling beam creaked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is rather nice."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've never woken up next to someone before."
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned his head to look at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You.. never?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "When would I have?" She said it without self-pity. "My father didn't allow callers. And then I worked at the shop. And then, I died." She shrugged against him. "You're the first person I've woken up beside."
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought about the right thing to say and couldn't find it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Actually, this is a first for me as well," he said instead, which was true and he hadn't planned to admit it.
    

    
      
    

    
      She smiled against his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're a sorry pair then."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I rather like it though."
    

    
      
    

    
       "As do I." He said.
    

    
      
    

    
      That was the moment the knocking started.
    

    
      
    

    
      It came from far below, the great front doors of the cathedral, the public entrance they used yesterday. Three heavy authoritative raps that echoed up through the building and arrived in the bedchamber.
    

    
      
    

    
      They both froze.
    

    
      
    

    
      The knocking came again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Open in the name of the city census!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca was off the bed and reaching for the priestess habit before Azram had fully sat up. He swung his legs over the side, found the archbishop's robes where he'd left them, and pulled them on over yesterday's shirt while his mind ran ahead of his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right," he said. "I'm the archbishop. You're the priestess."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You look like a man who slept in a robe."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am a man who slept in a robe."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fix your hair."
    

    
      
    

    
      He fixed his hair, which did not help.
    

    
      
    

    
      The knocking came a third time.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're coming!" Azram called down, in the makeshift indulgent tone he'd used yesterday. Except he cleared his throat halfway through and it came sounding like two different men. "We are coming! A moment, if you please."
    

    
      
    

    
      They went down together.
    

    
      
    

    
      The great doors opened revealing a man in city colours with a leather satchel and the air of someone who had an unpleasant job to do. Two guards flanked him, bored, leaning on spears.
    

    
      
    

    
      The census official looked Azram up and down.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Archbishop?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The very one."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not… are you new."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Recently appointed." Azram folded his hands. "And you are?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Vester. City census and revenue." He was already pulling an official looking parchment from the satchel. "I'll be brief, your holiness, I've got nine more of these today. The third house is behind on its tithe. Two months. The diocese flagged it but nothing's come of the flagging, so now it's the city's problem, and the city's problem is your problem." He held out a slip. "Forty silver. Due today."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked at the slip.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
      , Rebecca said in his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      I know.
    

    
      
    

    
      We only have twenty.
    

    
      
    

    
      I KNOW, Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      He kept his face serene. "Of course. A simple oversight. The transition of leadership has been, err, disruptive." He turned slightly. "Sister. Would you fetch the tithe from the vault."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca inclined her head, perfectly servile, and swept off toward the clergy wing.
    

    
      
    

    
      We do not have forty!
    

    
      
    

    
      Just bring the twenty and look apologetic.
    

    
      
    

    
      That's your plan?
    

    
      
    

    
      It's the beginning of a plan.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vester was already moving on to the next sheet. "While she's fetching. Census. The third house is required to maintain a minimum active congregation of twenty-five souls to retain its standing as a consecrated house and its exemption from the property reversion clause." He looked up. "Brandolyn's last filing put you at twenty-two. Already below minimum. I'm required to ask whether the number's improved."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram thought about the twenty bodies in the chamber beneath their feet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It has… fluctuated," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fluctuated up or down."
    

    
      
    

    
      "There has been some recent attrition."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vester's pen paused. "How much attrition."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Some." He shrugged.
    

    
      
    

    
      The vester frowned, tapping his foot.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your holiness, I need a number."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram opened his mouth before he had words to say, but continued on anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We are rebuilding the congregation," Azram said smoothly. "Following the transition. Numbers are currently in a period of renewal."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vester looked at him for a long moment with the flat eyes of someone who had heard every version of every excuse.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That means it's bad," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It means it's renewing." Azram pointed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right..." He made a note. "I'll be curt with you because I haven't time not to be. If you can't show twenty-five members by the next full moon, the third house loses its consecration, the property reverts to the city, and you and your sister are out on the street. That's eighteen days." He tucked the parchment away. "And there's one more thing, and you won't like it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I already don't like several things. One more won't trouble me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The diocese in Carlin has noticed the irregularities. The flagged tithe, the lapsed filings, the fluctuations." Vester's mouth did something that wasn't quite a smile. "They're sending someone. A master of the order. To investigate the state of the third house and of course, I'll be adding to the report, to confirm that your appointment is legitimate."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word legitimate sat in the air.
    

    
      
    

    
      "When," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Word is he's already on the road. Could be a week. Could be less." Vester shrugged. "Above my concern. I just collect silver and count heads."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca returned, the small iron box in her hands, her face arranged into an apologetic yet graceful expression.  
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your holiness," she said aloud, and the voice still slightly startled him every time, "The vault holds only twenty silver.."
    

    
      
    

    
      She held out the box.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vester looked into it and counted with his eyes. Sighed as if he was expecting as such.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Twenty."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Twenty," Azram nodded. "With our sincere intention to pay the remainder by month's end, once the congregation is — "
    

    
      
    

    
      "Renewing. Aye." Vester took the twenty silver and made a note as he tucked the box's contents into a pouch. "I'll mark you half-paid and in good faith. That buys you to the full moon, same as the census. After that it's all one problem." He shouldered the satchel. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Twenty-five members. The remaining tithe. And a master of the order who'll want to see a functioning house when he arrives." He looked between them. "For what it's worth, your holiness, I've collected from this house eleven years. Brandolyn ruined this church and everyone knew it. If you're genuinely trying to put it right — he shrugged — good luck to you. You'll need a great deal of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned and left, the two bored guards falling in behind him, and the great doors boomed shut.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cathedral was silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood in the empty nave looking at the closed doors.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Eighteen days," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Awful kind of you to restore our church," Rebecca 
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was just trying to avoid the stocks” he said, staring off into the ceiling 
    

    
      
    

    
      "How do you expect to get the rest of the tithe?"
    

    
      
    

    
      “I haven't a clue. But we haven't much time before we're kicked out of our new bed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don't want to leave the cathedral! We have copper tubs and everything!”  she said, hands falling to her sides
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's a problem." He sat down on the end of the nearest pew. "We have a cathedral, no money, no congregation, twenty corpses in the basement, and a senior official of an order we know nothing about coming to confirm that I'm a man I'm not."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca sat down beside him. She had the book of death in her lap. He hadn't noticed her carrying it down.
    

    
      
    

    
      She opened it and turned a few pages with the air of someone who had been doing exactly this most of the night.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It says here," she said, "that the balance requires active stewardship. That a house of Death untended is a debt against the ledger."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Does it say anything about stewardship with no money and no followers."
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned a page.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not specifically."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The wanderer said follow the balance. I'm just not sure what we do. What else does your book say?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It says a great deal about the gathering of souls into the fold." She kept reading. "About how Death receives all in time, and how those who keep his houses are meant to prepare the living to cross well rather than fear the crossing." She looked up. "It's not what I expected, Az. It's not grim. Not the way the cult made it. It's almost kind. In a strange way."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her. She had the same smirk on that she wore when something genuinely interested her. One he'd seen before enough to know.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You actually like it," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I think parts of it are right." She closed the book on one finger. "Which is strange to say about a cult that was going to sacrifice a girl yesterday. But the book isn't the cult. The book is older than the cult. Better than what they made it"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We could do it properly" She said quietly. "Whatever Brandolyn made this place into. We could make it the thing the book describes instead."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked around the nave. The high cold ceiling. The candles. The empty pews running back to the great doors.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had nowhere else to be. There was a master monk on the road, a city that would take the building back in eighteen days, and twenty bodies that needed dealing with before any of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      And there was Rebecca beside him with a book in her lap and an expression he had no intention of arguing with.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We need twenty-five members," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye." She smiled
    

    
      
    

    
      "How do we get twenty-five members." He shook his head
    

    
      
    

    
      She thought about it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We ask people to join."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is it really that simple."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know. I've not yet tried."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh, gods."
    

    
      
    

    
      He put his head in his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      She patted his back, not unkindly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'll need the proper outfits," she said. "If we're going to convince anyone. Religions have a proper look. Staffs. Cleaner robes than these. And Hats."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hats."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Every religion has a hat, Az. People trust a hat."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That is not true."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It is completely true and you know it." She stood, tucking the book under her arm. "I'll read more of this. Properly. We should know what we believe if we are going to be selling it to strangers." She looked down at him. "You should read it too."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You read it," he said, into his hands. "You're better at the believing. I'll do the talking."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You'll do the talking without knowing what you are supposed to believe?”
    

    
      
    

    
      "I led a sermon yesterday without knowing what I believe and they made me archbishop."
    

    
      
    

    
      She considered that.
    

    
      
    

    
      "...That's fair, actually."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have a strong track record."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Find a hat anyway."
    

    
      
    

    
      He lifted his head and looked at her alive in the cold light. She was smiling, a book under her arm and a dead woman's nice shoes on her feet while she held the expression of genuine purpose on her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye," he nodded. "I'll find a hat."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       
          Chapter 18: The Work of the Faithful
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "There," Azram said, adjusting himself in the long mirror in Brandolyn's chambers. "Perfect."
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned one way. Then the other. The robes were the fine ceremonial ones, black and deep emerald, the eye-and-scales worked into the hems in silver thread. Atop his head sat a tall ceremonial hat from a chest in the office. It was peaked, embroidered, and a whole foot of height above his own. In his right hand, a staff nearly as tall as he was, topped with the silver scales.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked, he thought, deeply holy.
    

    
      
    

    
      The door opened behind him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned, in all his grandeur, and grinned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca stopped in the doorway.
    

    
      
    

    
      She had found the finer version of the priestess habit in the clergy stores — fitted black with emerald at the collar, her new good shoes, hair pinned properly for the first time since the apothecary. A silver pendant of the scales sat at her throat beside her own necklace. She looked like something a painter would imagine, and then be accused of exaggerating. The habit did nothing to soften the shape of her body. It sharpened it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He forgot what he had been grinning about.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca had taken one look at him and put her hand over her mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You look ridiculous."
    

    
      
    

    
      His face fell. "It's the hat. I knew it was the—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where did you get that staff? And Az, I said a hat. I did say a hat. That is not a hat, that is a small chapel you have placed atop your head."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I found it in Brandolyn's office." He drew himself up, which the hat made hazardous. "I exude holiness."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You look like a candle someone dressed for a funeral."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That is the desired effect, my dear."
    

    
      
    

    
      She came closer, fighting the smile, and straightened the hat where it had tilted. "Pick one. The hat or the staff. Together it's too much."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A holy man cannot have too much."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A holy man can have exactly this much and no more." She stepped back and looked at him properly. "The hat. Lose the staff. With the staff you look like you're about to herd sheep."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the staff. It did have a certain shepherding quality.
    

    
      
    

    
      "...The hat," he conceded, and leaned the staff in the corner.
    

    
      
    

    
      They argued about whether to split up. Azram in favor of waiting at the cathedral to receive the members Rebecca would surely deliver. Rebecca opposed on the grounds that this was the worst plan she had ever heard, and he lost, as he had known he would the moment she set her jaw. They went together. He was the archbishop. People needed to see the new face of the house and not be left imagining Brandolyn still skulking behind the curtains.
    

    
      
    

    
      That was the theory.
    

    
      
    

    
      It did not survive the first door.
    

    
      
    

    
      The baker answered with flour to his elbows and a child somewhere behind him asking who it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      He took in the hat. The robes. The silver scales.
    

    
      
    

    
      His face closed like a shutter coming down.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We've not yet said what we—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Third house." He said the words the way you'd say the name of a debtor. "I know the robes. I'd know them anywhere." He wiped his hands slowly on his apron, and he was not in a hurry now, he was looking at Azram like he wore coat of the person who wronged him. "My Anneth passed in the winter. Two years gone. Fever took her in four days and there was nothing to be done, the physiker said, nothing to be done." He kept wiping his hands. "And your house, Brandolyn's house, sent a man to say the words over her. To see her warrant signed proper, he said. So she'd cross clean."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram said nothing. He had a sense of what was coming and no way to stop it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Six silver," the baker said. "Six silver for a handful of words I could have said myself, and didn't know I could, because your house made it sound as though if I tried it myself she'd be — lost. Wandering. Unsettled." His jaw worked. "Six silver I didn't have. I borrowed it. Took me a year to pay it back, and every month I paid it I thought about my Anneth, and the words, and how your lot stood in my house and charged me to be afraid."
    

    
      
    

    
      The child asked again who it was. The baker did not turn.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So no," he said, quieter now. "Whatever you're selling. No."
    

    
      
    

    
      He closed the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't slam it. He just closed it, gently, the way you close a door on something you're done with entirely. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood in the lane.
    

    
      
    

    
      The hat suddenly felt very heavy and very stupid on his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Az,” Rebecca said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I heard him."
    

    
      
    

    
      “That's what they made it. The cult.”
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood a moment longer, looking at the closed door, and something settled in him that had not been there a minute before. A small, clear, uncomfortable understanding that the building they had inherited had been a machine for charging frightened people to grieve, and that the man who had run it was dead in the basement. Whatever Azram was now, he was wearing that man's robes on this man's doorstep.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come on," he said. "Next one."
    

    
      
    

    
      He did not put any holiness into his voice when he said it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The next several doors went the way he expected they might. One woman with four hungry children and the exhausted eyes of someone with nothing left to give anyone. One door that opened, considered them, and shut without a word spoken in either direction. One bucket of water, flung with feeling, that left Azram's magnificent robes spotted and his grandiose hat dripping.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was even one old man who heard Azram's entire opening, “good day, friend, have you given thought to the balance, to the ledger that holds us all” he heard all of it, nodding along with apparent patience, and then said:
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are you finished?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I asked the gods for one quiet morning. One." He raised a knobbled finger. "And they sent me you. Go bother Death directly if you're so fond of him. Tell him Olum Reedy says he can wait."
    

    
      
    

    
      The door shut.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Olum Reedy says Death can wait," Azram repeated, to the lane.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You could write that down," Rebecca offered. "For when you meet him."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am not finding this quite so amusing as you are."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's why it's amusing!"
    

    
      
    

    
      By midday Azram was sitting on the lip of a public well in a small square, the hat in his lap. They had knocked on perhaps twenty doors. They had zero members, and equal amount of silver, and one outstanding message for the Lord of Death.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This isn't working," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's the first morning."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm hungry, Becca. I've not eaten properly since the wagon and we've no coin." He looked up, and a thought arrived — old, disreputable, the kind that had fed him his whole life. "Although. I am, as it so happens, an archbishop."
    

    
      
    

    
      The inn was called the Drowned Sparrow. The innkeeper was a heavy man with a wary look on his face. Regardless, Azram bestowed upon him a blessing so elaborate and so confidently delivered that the wariness gave way to confusion. His face went through several motions and settled upon the uncertain discomfort of someone who suspects he is being robbed and cannot find where.
    

    
      
    

    
      "—and so the third house extends its gratitude," Azram concluded, "to all who offer comfort to the weary upon the long road to the threshold. A meal freely given is counted twice in the ledger. Twice, friend. Once for the giving—" he gestured with great authority "—and once for the crossing."
    

    
      
    

    
      The innkeeper looked at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You just want a free meal."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I want to bless your establishment."
    

    
      
    

    
      "By eating in it for nothing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The blessing and the meal are inseparable."
    

    
      
    

    
      A long pause. The innkeeper, who had decided the entertainment was worth a bowl of stew, sighed and jerked his head at a table.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sit. Keep the hat on. It's good for custom."
    

    
      
    

    
      The stew came. Azram fell on it like a beast who'd been starved. Because he was. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca looked at her bowl for a long moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I…I want to try it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He set down his spoon and observed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She was looking at the stew tentatively,  as if it might bite her. She picked up the spoon. Filled it gently and brought it to her mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      She chewed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her face changed by degrees. The chewing slowed. Her brow drew together. She kept chewing and did not swallow and her eyes began to widen and her hand came up to her own throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca."
    

    
      
    

    
      She shook her head, mouth full, eyes filling.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You can't swallow it, can you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      She shook her head again. Glanced around — the innkeeper was turned away — and spat the mouthful quietly into her cupped hand beneath the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stared at it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It tastes like ash," she whispered. "My mother made it with barley. I used to love it. It tastes like nothing, Az, it won't go down, my body won't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Her voice cracked as her eyes welled slightly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But I'm so hungry. I'm always so hungry, and the only thing that ever—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know." He reached across and took her clean hand. "I know what you need. Later. Somewhere private. It's alright."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not alright. I have a heartbeat now." She pressed her free hand flat to her chest, as if to prove it. "I can feel it. Why does my body have a heartbeat and still want—" she couldn't finish.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know," he said honestly. "But you can have what you need. Same as always. Stop crying, the innkeeper will think I've proposed and botched it."
    

    
      
    

    
      A small wet laugh escaped her despite herself. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Try the wine," he said. "See if that goes down."
    

    
      
    

    
      She tried the wine.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wine went down.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her whole face lit like a child's on a feast morning. "This works. Az, the wine works—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course the wine works," he muttered into his stew. "Gods forbid anything affordable works."
    

    
      
    

    
      They left the Drowned Sparrow with Azram fed and Rebecca quietly delighted, and stepped back into the square, and that was when the screaming started.
    

    
      
    

    
      It came from the market end. There were stalls, carts, perhaps forty people going about their day. At the center of it, lurching between two overturned baskets, was a ghoul.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fresh. Green-grey, milk-eyed, mouth chomping. It had a young woman by the wrist and was drawing her toward its open mouth with the patient, mindless hunger Azram had last seen on the morning the world ended.
    

    
      
    

    
      People scattered as bystanders bellowed for the guards.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood frozen at the square's edge.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
      , Rebecca said into his mind. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "I see it."
    

    
      
    

    
      It's got her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I see it, Rebecca, I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Do something.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What would you suggest I do, I'm an apothecary in a damp hat—"
    

    
      
    

    
      That girl is going to die before the guards come. Move.
    

    
      
    

    
      The woman screamed again, high, raw, she was utterly terrified. The part of Azram that had been arguing simply gave out.
    

    
      
    

    
      He moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had no plan. That was the truth of it then and would remain the truth of it for the rest of his existence. He crossed the square at a dead run, hat flying off behind him, forty people watching, and arrived with still no idea what he meant to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      What he did was shove it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He put both hands on the ghoul's shoulder and shoved with everything he had, and it was like shoving a door swollen into its frame. The thing barely rocked. But it let go of the woman's wrist, and she fell back into the dirt and scrambled away on her hands, and the ghoul turned its dead milk eyes from her.
    

    
      
    

    
      To him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right," Azram said, to it, backing up. "Now. Let's be—"
    

    
      
    

    
      It came at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram got a hand up. He had time for nothing else. The Ghoul hit him at the chest and they went down together, Azram on his back in the market dirt with the full cold weight of it on top of him. The smell of grave-rot and old meat flooded into him as the mouth came down toward his throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      He got a forearm under its jaw.
    

    
      
    

    
      It pushed. It was strong, Azram's arm was already shaking, already failing, the teeth a hand's width from his neck and closing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Somewhere very far away he heard Rebecca scream his name.
    

    
      
    

    
      Closer still, he heard the crowd.  It was the sound a crowd makes when it watches a man die and does nothing, the indrawn breath, the silence after.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was going to die in a market square in a borrowed robe with his stupid hat in the dirt three feet away.
    

    
      
    

    
      The teeth came down another inch.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then his fear left him.
    

    
      
    

    
      It did not leave him the way fear leaves a brave man, replaced by resolve. It simply drained out of him all at once. Despite the impending doom, and his heart beating like a drum in his ears, he took a slow deep breath as something washed over him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A sense of total understanding. A soul in torment, yearning for slumber. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He spoke it. Barely a breath. The crowd would swear afterward they hadn't heard it at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rest."
    

    
      
    

    
      The crystal — he had not known his hand had found it — flared violet against the ghoul's chest where his fist was pinned between them.
    

    
      
    

    
      The ghoul stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      A pale light rose out of it. It drifted the short distance into the crystal and the crystal drank it, and the thing on top of Azram ceased between one instant and the next. The ghoul slumped against his raised forearm, dead. It was suddenly a corpse and nothing more.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the soul hit him.
    

    
      
    

    
      It came in like a bucket of ice water flung straight into the center of his chest, a shock so sharp and so cold that he gasped. Azram's whole body convulsed once beneath the dead weight on top of him. And then, half a breath behind the cold, a deep rolling seasick rose within his gut. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried desperately to stay awake, because it felt like he should immediately lay down. Instead, he fought through and shoved the corpse off instead of using it as a blanket. Breathing heavy, he rolled to his hands and knees in the dirt, and for a moment he thought he would be sick, right there, in front of forty people. The square tilted. His arms trembled. The crystal in his fist had gone dark and it was either very heavy or he was now very weak.
    

    
      
    

    
      He breathed a shaky breath again but he did not vomit.
    

    
      
    

    
      The square was silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the sounds came. The young woman alive and sobbing in the dirt. The dead ghoul beside him. Azram on his hands and knees, pale, shaking, a crystal clutched in one fist.
    

    
      
    

    
      He became aware that he was being watched, all at once as the situation crashed back into his mind completely. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram got one foot under himself. Then the other. He stood, slowly, and the standing cost him more than he would ever admit. He passed the crystal smoothly into his left hand so that his right would be free.
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised it over the body and drew the holy order across the air and lowered his head, as he let the deep cadence come, the one that arrived more easily each time he reached for it. This was the perfect stage for tithing. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Go to the threshold in peace." His voice did not shake.  "Your warrant is signed. Your debt is paid. The balance receives you."
    

    
      
    

    
      He held the pose.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then lowered his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      At once, the square broke open into noise.
    

    
      
    

    
      The young woman was up and folded into someone's arms, sobbing. A dozen voices rose,
       did you see, he put it down, just a word, just a word and it dropped, who is that, who IS that
      . A man pushed to the front, older, well-dressed, a merchant of some renown.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You. Holy one. What did you do? What are you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram, paler than usual, nauseous and exhausted, was now the sole focus of too many eyes, yet he felt the grandeur rise up through him like warm water.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am the Archbishop of the third house of Lord Death," he said, and let it land. "And that was my duty."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word archbishop went through the crowd hand to hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
      , Rebecca said, somewhere behind him.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the warmth was in him now and the nausea was somewhere underneath it and forty people were looking at him the way no one in his entire life had looked at him.
    

    
      He could practically smell the silvers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The third house has been too long silent," he announced, to the square. "But you have all seen it now. The dead are rising. The balance is disturbed. And a house of Death, in such times, is not a thing to fear, it is a thing this city needs. For who else will lay these poor souls to rest? Who else stands between the living and the hungry dead? Only the faithful. Only those who—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "—who understand the threshold, and the ledger, and the—"
    

    
      
    

    
      A hand closed on his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two guards. Armored, sweating, badly out of breath, with the look of men who had run a long way.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your holiness." The lead guard was already pulling him. "Thank the Nine. Half the square's shouting about it. You're needed. Now."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Needed where, exactly?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "East gate." The guard steered him, Rebecca falling in behind, the crowd parting around them. "There's a horde at the east gate. The sorcerers are spent and the wall won't hold past dark." He looked at Azram with something close to prayer. "If you can do that—" he jerked his head back at the dead ghoul "—we need you to do it at the gate. We need you to do it a hundred times. Now."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's eyes went wide.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
      , Rebecca said, very quietly, as they were marched through the parting crowd. 
      What have you gotten us into.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm not entirely certain
      , Azram said to her mind. 
      But I believe I may have just oversold myself
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 19: The East Gate
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The east gate of Nockport had stopped being a gate and had become a wound the city was holding closed with its bare hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram understood this all at once, the moment the guards marched him through the inner barricade and the whole of it opened up in front of him. The sky caught his eye first, gone the colour of a bruise. He had pictured a wall with a door in it. Soldiers. A tidy line.
    

    
      
    

    
      Instead it was a throat the city had built behind its own gate because the gate could not be closed. There were still people out there, the guards told him, farm folk and stragglers coming in from the dark, and to bar the door was to mark them for dead. Nockport had thrown up everything it had in a rough double crescent inside the wall. Overturned wagons lashed wheel to wheel. Carts heaped with paving stone. Furniture, doors, a church pew, anything with weight to it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind the barricade stood a line of men with spears, behind them another line, and behind that the wounded. He followed the guard, taking note of the water-boys and the runners who were not yet old enough to die and would be by week's end if this continued. Beyond the open gate, out where the road gave way to the long farm grass, were the dead.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram had braced for a horde, some single seething mass with insatiable hunger, and it would almost have been better. What they faced was worse because it was not a mass at all. It was just more. Figures in the grass as far as the smoke let him see, scattered, stumbling, each coming on at its own pace from its own direction. He saw one dragging a ruined leg behind it through the mud. None of them were aware of any of the others, but they never stopped coming.
    

    
      
    

    
      They did not charge. That was the thing that turned his stomach. A charge would crest, break, and end. This had no end.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the smell reached him, and he stopped breathing through his nose.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram thought he knew the dead. He had robbed their graves and embalmed their bodies and carried his lucky half-rotted finger in his coat for the better part of a week. He had not known them in their hundreds, cooking in the greasy residue of the mages' fire. The smell went into the back of his throat and sat there, and he had to set his jaw and force himself to keep walking or he'd have shamed himself in front of the whole wall.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You. Man with the Hat."
    

    
      
    

    
      The voice came from a knot of figures near the gate who did not stand like soldiers. Robed, but finer than the death-monks. Fitted dark coats, high stiff collars, silver at the cuffs. Deliberate, expensive plainness worn by people who wanted you to know their austerity had cost a great deal. Three of them. The one who'd spoken was perhaps thirty, fair-haired, smooth-faced. Azram doubted he had ever worn a working boot or lifted a shovel.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram came over because the guard steered him there.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Archbishop," Azram said. "The third house. They said you needed—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The guard says a great many things." The fair-haired man looked him over, hat to boots, and scowled. "The guard is paid to carry a spear and panic in short order. Jasper Rhinehart. Third of my name. Sorcerer-adept of the guild, trained under Master Sin — whom you will not have heard of — in disciplines you will not understand." He delivered all of it in one smooth breath, a thing he clearly recited often and enjoyed each time. "And you are a priest who made a single corpse lie down in a market this morning and now thinks himself a soldier."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I made several lie down," Azram lied.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One. I had it confirmed before they dragged you up here." Jasper turned a quarter away, dismissing him with the line of his shoulder. "We have held this gate for three days with fire and discipline, priest. It is now Thornsday. We do not require a street mystic underfoot at the worst of it. Stand at the rear. Pray, if it soothes you. And stay clear of the people doing the actual work."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Jasper Rhinehart turned back to the gate and raised one hand, almost lazily, and a ghoul that had come too close to the barricade was enveloped in a clean tight bloom of white fire. No waste. No flourish. The work of a sorcerer who was infuriatingly excellent at the thing he did.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram scowled at his back. That was the worst of it. He was a proper bastard and he was good.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the rear, where a sensible man would go. Where he had gone his whole life. The back of the room, the edge of the graveyard, the far side of any trouble. That was where Azram Vesper belonged and he knew it the way he knew his own crooked teeth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he looked at the line, and there was a boy of sixteen on it with a spear he couldn't properly hold. It put him in mind of the baker's gently closing door, and Tom going down under a thing that used to be Rebecca, and the whole town he had not been able to save.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll stand where I choose," he said, and walked past Jasper Rhinehart toward the line with some seriousness sinking over his mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      The wounded came to Rebecca but she smelled them first.
    

    
      
    

    
      She had been set behind the second barricade with two older women and a boy who tried to maintain a shrinking pile of boiled cloth. The work was something her hands knew even when the rest of her arrived late to it. Cleaning, binding, holding frightened people while someone else did the part that hurt. That was a thing she had learned about herself since the storeroom. Her hands remembered. The rest of her always followed after, a half-step behind, watching.
    

    
      
    

    
      A man came in with his forearm laid open from elbow to wrist, and she took it in both hands and pressed the lips of the wound together. Then the smell of him rose up warm into her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh
      , she thought, the helpless way you think 
      oh
       when someone sets a full plate down in front of you and you understand suddenly how hungry you are.
    

    
      
    

    
      The hunger was always there now. She had stopped thinking of it as separate from herself the way she had stopped thinking of her own held breath as separate. It was the floor she stood on, a low constant ache beneath everything else. Azram had not fed her. There had been no time and no privacy and she had not asked. Asking felt like being more of a burden than she could bear to be, and so she had come to this gate already empty. Now she stood with a living man's open arm in both her hands and the smell of his blood was like being teased with wine she couldn't afford.
    

    
      
    

    
      She bound the wound and kept her face soft. She did not feed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There," she told him, in the voice that still surprised her. "It's clean. Keep it up, above your heart, and you'll keep the arm."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked down at her hands on him. She felt his eyes on the soft-green colour of them, paler than they had been a week ago but still not quite enough. Then he looked up at her face, and she watched him hold his tongue. Most of the patients seemed afraid of her, or at least uneasy. Thankfully this one was too tired. He only nodded and let her tie it off and then he was helped away to make room for the next. Rebecca wiped her hands and stood a moment looking at the blood on the cloth, then made herself look at the next wound instead.
    

    
      
    

    
      She lost some time, then. That happened. She would surface from the work and not be entirely sure how long she'd been under it. A stretch of cleaning and binding with no clear edges to it, her hands moving, her mouth saying the right soft things, and the rest of her still a half-step behind, watching it all happen. She had to remind herself to blink. To make her chest rise and fall. The small things that kept people from staring too long.
    

    
      
    

    
      How is it
      , Azram said, in the quiet place behind her thoughts.
       Up there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bloody,
       she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      That's the spirit.
    

    
      
    

    
      No, Az. Bloody. There is a great deal of blood and I haven't eaten and I am holding it in my hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      A pause from him. When he came back his voice had lost its lightness. 
      Are you alright?
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm… managing.
       She pressed a fresh cloth to a gash above a boy's ear. He was crying, and she found she could be tender with him and want to drink him in the same breath. She did not know whether that made her better than a monster or only a more careful one.
    

    
      
    

    
      Are you being careful? 
      She asked him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Define careful.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      I am being as careful as the situation permits.
    

    
      
    

    
      That is not careful at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      No, 
      he admitted
      . It is not.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram found his rhythm by the second hour. It was a terrible rhythm, and it was killing him by degrees. He could not have explained it to anyone, least of all Jasper Rhinehart. Azram scowled as he watched the mage throw fire from the gate with a precision and efficiency that was infuriating each time he saw it. He couldn't match the mage's inferno, but he was efficient in his own way. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The secret to his rhythm was this: he waited.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had learned the shape of his own limit that morning in the market. The cold shock, the seasick roll, the fatigue that came in behind. He knew he had perhaps a handful of the dead in him before he was no use to anybody. So he did not spend himself on the line. He could not. He stood back in the second rank, where Jasper had wanted him anyway, and watched. Only when a man was about to die did Azram move.
    

    
      
    

    
      One at a time. Crystal up, the cold word, the flare, the soul after. A man who had been half a breath from being eaten stood blinking and alive and entirely bewildered. Azram stepped back into the ranks and breathed through the rising nausea and waited for the next one who could be saved no other way.
    

    
      
    

    
      He rescued a spearman whose shield had split down the grain. He saved the boy of sixteen, who had frozen at exactly the wrong moment. He saved a guard captain pinned under two of them in the mud, and the captain came up swinging and bleeding and did not thank him. Azram had not expected him to. He kept working.
    

    
      
    

    
      Each one cost. He felt them stacking inside him, in that dense cold place behind his ribs, each soul a small cold stone settling on the last. The crystal in his fist grew heavier through the afternoon, or his hand grew weaker around it. He still could not tell which. By the third hour his sight narrowed at the edges each time he collected one, the world going fuzzy and tunnelled for a breath before it swam back. By the fourth he had to count, silently, to steady his hand before he could reach for the word at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      But where he stood, the line held. The men near him had stopped looking at him like a fool and started looking at him with a small amount of trust. That was worth more to him than every silver he kept forgetting to think about. He was useful here. He could save the ones nobody else noticed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're grey as ash, priest." A spearman beside him, not unkind. He had a broken nose, old and badly set, and a way of talking out the side of it. "Sit a turn. We'll not think the less of you for it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm quite alright."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You look like somethin' we ought to be puttin' down ourselves."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've been assured," Azram said, "that I have never once looked otherwise."
    

    
      
    

    
      The man barked a laugh, and that small sound of a tired frightened soldier laughing in the middle of it all did more to steady Azram than an hour of rest would have.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the howling started.
    

    
      
    

    
      It came out of the smoke beyond the gate, a sound that was almost a wolf and somehow wasn't. Azram had time to think 
      What in the Nine Hells
       and nothing else.
    

    
      
    

    
      Because the dead did not run. That was the one mercy of them, the single grace in the whole grinding horror of it. They shuffled, they lurched, they came on slow, and a man could plan around slow.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wolves ran.
    

    
      
    

    
      They came low and fast through the long grass, four of them, then six, grey-green patches of skin under falling out fur and ribbed with a hunger that had outlasted their flesh. Their jaws were hanging slack and hungry as they hit the line where it was thinnest. The men were not ready. The first spearman went down with jaws at his throat before his point had dropped to meet it. The line folded inward around the gap. A guard screamed an order that meant nothing. Jasper Rhinehart spun from the gate and threw fire, caught two of them mid-leap, and they burned and kept coming.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then everything fell apart at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      Her next patient was a girl who could not have been more than fourteen, with a broken arm and a face gone bone-white.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't touch me." The girl shrank back into the angle of the barricade, cradling the arm against her. Rebecca frowned, seeing something underneath the pain. "Don't. Your hands. Look at your hands. You're just like one of them. You're a green thing, don't you put your dead hands on me—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      The words arrived first, the way words did now, and the meaning came behind them a half-beat late. She processed it calmly from that small watching distance she lived at. 
      She is frightened,
       Rebecca understood clearly. 
      She is a child, she is hurt, and she is looking at a corpse that wants to touch her. Of course she is frightened. That is reasonable.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then, a moment after, the hurt arrived.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was worse for having been delayed. It came all at once
      . I am a green thing. I am dead. My hands are dead hands and the child can see it plain. She will not let me help her, and she is right, she is right to pull away, this is what I am now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes stung. And then the second small grief stacked itself on the first — that she could still not even weep properly. The tears came thin and slow. Her body was still relearning the trick of them, so that she could not even be wounded at the ordinary speed of the living.
    

    
      
    

    
      She did not leave.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca set the cloth and the two splints down on the stone within the girl's own reach, where she could take them herself without a dead hand near her, and stepped back. She kept her voice as warm as she knew how to make it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bind it straight," she said gently. "Above the break and below it. Snug, not tight. You'll mend. You're braver than you've any idea."
    

    
      
    

    
      And she turned to the next wounded man before the child could answer. Because the next man needed her and did not yet know to fear her, and the work was the work and the work did not care what her hands were.
    

    
      
    

    
      Somewhere in the turning, she caught a slice of sky between the smoke and the rooftops, and stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a remarkable colour. The sun was going down and had set the underside of the smoke alight, deep furnace orange shot through with bruised-violet, glowing like the heart of a forge. It was beautiful. The most beautiful thing she had seen in days. So she stood in the middle of a dying city and thought, 
      oh, that's lovely
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      The guilt came a moment after.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
      , she said, to push it back down.
       Az, the sky—
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az?
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      The wolves had broken the line and Jasper Rhinehart was down.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram saw the whole of it from the second rank in the space of a breath. The sorcerer's fire flared, stuttered, died. Two of the wolves took him off his feet at once, and a third clamped its ruined jaws on his leg and began to haul him backward, off the trampled ground and into the long grass, toward the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      He went screaming.
    

    
      
    

    
      The men near him fell back. The wolves were fast, there were too many, and the man being dragged off into the grass had spent three days being insufferable to every soul on that wall.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram had a clean path back through the buckling rank to safety, to the wounded, to Rebecca. He was already half-spent and grey at the edges, three souls past where he should have stopped, and his hand was shaking around a crystal that grew heavier by the hour.
    

    
      
    

    
      He bit his lip and stared down that path.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he looked at Jasper — screaming, dragged, his fine coat black with mud and his smug face, at last, afraid.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood at the edge of his whole life and hung there for half a heartbeat, and the half-heartbeat held everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      Damn it,
       he thought. 
      Damn it all to the Nine hells and back.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked once more at the clean path back to Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he went into the grass.
    

    
      
    

    
      He knew it was the wrong choice the instant he was among them. Too many. Five, six, the running wolves and the slow dead behind them, and every milky head turning toward the warm living thing that had just walked itself in. One ghoul was a thing he could put to rest and survive. This was not one ghoul. This was all of them, at once, and there was no rationing it. He had walked in with his eyes open for the sake of a man who despised him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He got his hand on Jasper's collar and hauled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come on, damn you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The wolf came off the leg with a sound like wet cloth tearing and Jasper hit the ground on his elbows, alive, already scrambling. Azram turned to follow him back toward the line.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jasper ran.
    

    
      
    

    
      A dead sprint for the rear barricade, fine coat flapping, expensive boots finding purchase in the mud, running with the energy of someone who had decided that holding the gate was another man's work now. He did not look back. He was gone, and Azram stood in the long grass watching him go while the dead, with their patient stares, closed the space between them.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Too many. He'd known it before he came in and he knew it more clearly now. Six within arm's reach, more behind, the wolves among them somewhere growling. He could not fight through. He knew it with a sick certainty that settled in his gut like a swallowed stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried anyway. He reached for the nearest ghoul and got the word out, and the soul came and the dead thing dropped and then the ghoul behind it caught his wrist.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram twisted, got the wrist free, lost his footing in the wet grass and went down on one knee, and the crystal flew from his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh, of course," he snarled, scrabbling for it. "Of 
      course
       it does."
    

    
      
    

    
      His fingers closed on it in the grass, slick with dew and something darker. He clutched it against his chest and tried to stand, and the wolf hit him from behind.
    

    
      
    

    
      It took him at the ankle and he went down with the weight of it on his leg.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Piss 
      off
      —"
    

    
      
    

    
      He kicked. Its jaws worked at the leather of his boot, and the slow dead stepped over him, and one of them crouched. Its face came down toward his with an open jaw and the ripe stench of the recently departed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He rolled. Got an elbow under himself. Pushed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was breathing hard now, looking for help that did not come.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wolf pulled.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands found the stalks of the grass and he clawed forward an inch and the wolf hauled back and the inch became nothing. The ghoul above him settled its hands on his shoulders, and the thought that arrived was not a noble one.
    

    
      
    

    
      Killed by a ghoul. In a dead man's robes. Saving a sorcerer who didn’t even look back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not like this," he spat at it. "Not for 
      him
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      He got the crystal up between himself and the descending face and got the word out once more. The soul came in cold, 
      gods
      , it was cold, and the dead thing dropped against him. The weight of the body came down across his chest and forced his breath out completely. His eyes bulged. He could not draw another.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wolf was still working at his ankle and more of them were closing in and his vision was going fuzzy, black at the edges, as the numbness began washing up through him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head and shoved the body off. Rolled. Tried to stand.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wolf dragged him back down.
    

    
      
    

    
      He hit the ground chin-first, tasted blood, got his hands under him and pushed up again, and the wolf hauled and his boot came half off and the cold jaws moved from leather to the skin above it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He screamed in pain.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram turned and got his free foot into the wolf's ribs and kicked with everything left in him, and the grip broke and the wolf tumbled sideways into the grass.
    

    
      
    

    
      He scrambled up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Made it to one knee, heaving, thighs shaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three ghouls between him and the line. More behind. The wolf already righting itself in the grass, head swinging back toward him. He could see the barricade from here, could see the shapes of men on it. Too far. Too many between. He could not fight through three of them in the state he was in. He was barely standing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked down at the crystal in his fist.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had no idea what it would do to him. A single soul had already pushed his body to its limit. If he took all of them at once—
    

    
      
    

    
      The nearest ghoul reached for him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached for Rebecca as he went down.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not for help. There was no help. He reached for her the way a drowning man reaches for the surface.
    

    
      
    

    
      Their hands were on him now. He didn't think. He reached down into that dense cold stacked-stone place behind his ribs that he had been so careful with, and he opened it. All the way. No rationing. No caution. He felt them, all of them, the restless things still shut inside their husks, and the word came out of him like something tearing loose.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rest!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The crystal flashed white.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not the controlled flare of the market square. A flash so complete it had no shadows in it, and the cold that came with it was the cold of deep water closing overhead.
    

    
      
    

    
      Becca
      , he managed, as he faded.
    

    
      
    

    
      I love you.
    

    
      
    

    
      And the world went out.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca was on her feet before she understood why she was standing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Because Azram did not say that. Not like that. Not 
      I love you
      , plain and finished, in the middle of a battle. He deflected. He said 
      aye
      , and 
      no matter
      , and he turned his face to walls. He had said 
      you are beautiful, even as you are
       in a dead priest's chamber and it had visibly cost him to force the words out into the air at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      He did not say this easily. He said it like it was the last thing he would get to say.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fog burned off her all at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      Since Hollowtide, every feeling had reached her late and muffled. She had made her peace with it. It was how the dead felt things, slowly, from far away, and never quite all the way.
    

    
      
    

    
      It did not come slowly now.
    

    
      
    

    
      It came at full force and at living speed, all of it, sharper and more hers than anything had been since the morning he'd called her up out of the dark of the storeroom.
    

    
      
    

    
      She ran.
    

    
      
    

    
      Past the wounded, past the women and the boy, past the second barricade. A guard caught her by the arm and said something with a frightened face and she did not hear a word of it. She tore straight out of his grip. Past the spear-line, through the broken ragged place where the wolves had come through, out past the gate itself and into the long grass where the smoke hung low. She ran toward the spot where the white light had been and was already gone, and she was screaming as she ran, a sound torn up out of her that she had not known she could still make. Raw, and entirely, furiously alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      "AZRAM!"
    

    
      
    

    
      She reached the grass, and the shape of a very still archbishop lying in it, and dropped to her knees beside him.
    

    
      
    

    
      And every one of the dead, all at once, turned their heads toward her.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 20: The Work of Three Days
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca had learned the shape of him sleeping.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three days of it. The way his mouth came open when he went deep and the snoring started, a wet rattling sound that she had teased him about when he used to “rest his eyes” back in Thornwick. She memorized the way his hand curled and then loosened. The bruising on his forearm going from black to green to the yellow-brown of old fruit while she watched it. She stayed there, hour by hour, because watching it change meant it was still his body doing the work of a living thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      She had not left the stool except to bless the ground each morning.
    

    
      
    

    
      The grass came back to her when she let it. It came back most in the quiet hours, and there had been a great deal of quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      She remembered the running, and the guard's hand on her arm, the sound the sleeve made when she tore free of it. Past the spear-line. Out through the ragged place in the barricade where the wolves had come. Then the long grass, wet at the knee, and the smoke lying low and stinking, and Azram in it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had looked so small.
    

    
      
    

    
      That was the part she had not told anyone and would not. Not broken, or bloodied, just small, laid out flat in a field with his stupid hat gone and one boot half off. She had gone down on her knees in the mud beside him and put her hand on his chest and felt nothing move under it, and the world had narrowed to that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then they turned. All of them. Every ruined head in that field came round toward her at once, and the nearest was close enough that she could smell what was left of it. But she had not been afraid.
    

    
      
    

    
      That was the strange part. There had been no room in her for it. She had been full to the throat with something else.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," she had said. And then louder, and then it stopped being a word at all. She did not remember choosing it. It came up out of the empty place where the hunger lived and it went out of her, and the thing that carried it was not her voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stop! You'll not have him. Stop, stop, be still, be still—
    

    
      
    

    
      And they stood.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fifty of them, sixty, the whole slow field of the dead, and they stood in the grass with their hands at their sides and did not come another step. One of them close enough to touch had turned its milky eyes down at her, and it had looked, she thought, tired. Only tired. Like a man who had walked a long way for no reason he could name and had just been told he could sit.
    

    
      
    

    
      She had put her forehead against Azram's chest and wept in the thin slow way she wept now, and the dead had watched her do it, and none of them had moved at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      The snoring stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca's head came up.
    

    
      
    

    
      He shifted on the pillow. His brow drew together. His eyes came open, found the ceiling, and stayed there.
    

    
      
    

    
      "By the Nine, he's awake."
    

    
      
    

    
      The other woman, from the foot of the bed. Rebecca did not hear the rest of it. She was already leaning in.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az." Her voice came out shaking. She did not care. "Az, can you hear me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He remembered the body all at once, and all of it hurt.
    

    
      
    

    
      His leg hurt where the wolf had taken him down. The rest of him hurt and ached in several ways at one. With a deep exhale, he realised with mild surprise, he was still alive. It seemed unlikely. He turned it over for a while.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram moved his head on the pillow. He winced.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca sat beside the bed on a stool she was too tall for, leaning forward, and the sight of her arrived in him slowly. Her brown hair was down, loose around her shoulders instead of pinned under the hat, and there was faint colour in her face. Not the bruised green of the storeroom or the green-grey of the road. She could pass for living. He looked at the warmth in her cheeks beneath the scatter of freckles he had spent two years pretending not to have memorised. The green was still there. He could see it at her throat, at the backs of her hands. But it had retreated, and what it left behind looked very much like the girl who had told him he was late on a morning a lifetime ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're warmer," he said. His voice came out a wreck. "Your face. You've got some colour."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've been snoring for three days and the first thing you do is comment on my complexion." But she was smiling, and her eyes were wet, her hand had found his and gripped it hard enough to hurt the bones the wolves had bruised. He didn't tell her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three days," she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three days," he said, more a question than a statement.
    

    
      
    

    
      She wiped her eyes with her free hand, briefly annoyed at them. "It's Hollowtide, Az. You went down on Thornsday and you've slept through to Hollowtide and I have aged a year for every hour of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He lay and absorbed this. He had blacked out in the middle of the week and slept to its end. There was a symmetry in that which his clouded mind reached for and did not catch.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was another woman in the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood a respectful pace back from the bed with her hands folded in front of her in a posture of piety that did not sit naturally on her. Perhaps Rebecca's age, sharp through the features where Rebecca was soft, auburn-haired, with a face built for expression and currently working hard to hold a solemn one. She wore a priestess habit that was visibly new to her. She kept almost fidgeting with the collar and then stopping herself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      He gasped and tried to sit up except his chest informed him that was a mistake. He got perhaps a hand's breadth off the pillow before the room tilted and Rebecca's palm flattened against his shoulder and put him back down.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Who—" He swallowed. His mouth was a desert. "Who is that? Where — Becca, who is that, and how am I alive, and oh gods, the master monk, if the master monk has come while I was — and the gate, the gate was breaking, did the gate — and the census man's eighteen days, how many are left of them, and who 
      is
       that woman—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I require," Azram said, to the ceiling, "a moment. To panic. Properly. Several things have happened and I have been asleep for all of them."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fifteen," Rebecca said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fifteen days left. And no master monk. Not yet." She said the last two words carefully, and did not dress them up.
    

    
      
    

    
      The unfamiliar woman spoke. "He's got colour back in 'is face when he's frightened. That's a good sign, that is. The frightened ones live." She seemed to hear herself and adjusted, lifting her chin. "That is, the spirit clings most fierce when the body protests. As it is written. Probably."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca's mouth twitched. "Az. I can tell you what's going on. All of it. Just breathe. You're good at breathing, you do it all the time."
    

    
      
    

    
      He breathed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The thing that steadied him, in the end, was not the breathing. It was the expression on Rebecca's face. A real one, amusement and relief sitting on her features at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Very well," he said. "I'm calm. I'm the very portrait of calm. Tell me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't say things like that," Rebecca said, her brow furrowing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like what?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like 
      I love you
      , in the middle of a battle, with your voice gone all… final." She had let go of his hand to fold her arms, and something fierce flashed through it. "You said it like a man setting down something heavy. You said it like goodbye." Her arms tightened. "You scared me half to death."
    

    
      
    

    
      "In my defence," Azram said, "I was reasonably certain it was goodbye."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the problem!" She looked at him a moment longer, then let the fierceness go with a breath. "The first time. The very first time you tell me you love me, you do it while running into a field of corpses in a ridiculous hat to save a man who'd spent all afternoon calling you a fraud."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He'd have done the same for me," Azram said, and then reconsidered. "He would absolutely not have done the same for me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He would not have crossed the street for you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And you went anyway."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That I did." Azram looked at the ceiling. He did not have a good reason and he was too tired to invent one. "I watched our town burn, Becca. I watched it take Tom. I couldn't stand in a field and watch another one go and tell myself it wasn't mine to stop. Even his. Even that pompous ass." He shifted, and regretted it. "The city needs him. That's the whole of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca was quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      The unfamiliar woman, behind her, had gone still.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Anyway." Azram cleared his throat into the silence. "I overdid it. Obviously. I reached for all of them at once, there were too many, and the last I remember is the white going up and the cold coming in, and then your voice." He turned his head to her. "I heard you scream. And then nothing. So. How am I not eaten? How are 
      you
       not eaten? I saw the dead turn toward you when you screamed, Becca, I saw it before I went wholly under. The whole field turned its head, and you were running straight at it with nothing in your hands—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I told them to stop."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You told them to stop," he said aloud, carefully.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't think about it. I was… Az, I thought I was going to lose you. I was so angry, and so frightened, and I was empty." She turned her hands over in her lap. "And then it just came out of me. They were on us, their groans and their mouths, and I couldn't take it. I was crying over you and I screamed."
    

    
      
    

    
      She shook her head slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And they listened. They didn't eat us. They stopped where they stood."
    

    
      
    

    
      "If her ladyship'll permit," said the other woman, stepping forward, unable to hold herself back any longer, "I'll tell the rest, on account of I saw the whole of it and she's too modest by half to tell it proper."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca made a small gesture. 
      Go on.
       She had tried to stop this telling several times already and lost.
    

    
      
    

    
      The woman drew herself up. She used her whole body when she spoke, hands sketching the shapes of things in the air, and Azram understood without being told that wherever she'd learned to talk, she'd learned to talk to hold a room.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your holiness." She dipped, not quite a bow, not quite a curtsy, an improvised thing that split the difference and committed to neither. "I'm Candle. Newest of the… of the flock." She tried the word on and seemed pleased with it. "And what I seen at that gate I'll be tellin' my grandchildren, if the Balance grants me any, which — anyway."
    

    
      
    

    
      A breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The high priestess was tending the wounded. Behind the line, with the rest of us no-good-in-a-fight sorts. And then she just stopped. Went white. Dropped her cloth right in the mud. And she's up and runnin' 'fore any of us knew what at, straight for the gate, straight out through it, into the grass where you'd gone down."
    

    
      
    

    
      She spread her hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And I thought, this lady is mad. Beggin' your pardon. I thought, she's going to die out there, certain as sunrise, that's a woman running to die. Guards grabbed for her and she went through 'em like they was wheat." Candle's voice dropped. "And then I seen her face. Just for a moment, as she went past. The tears on it." She touched her own cheek without seeming to know she did it. "I've seen a great many faces in my life, your holiness. More'n most. You learn to read 'em, in my… in my former situation. And I never in all my days seen a face like that one. It told me everything I needed knowin' about you, and I'd not even met you. A woman don't run to die for a man unless he's worth the dyin' for."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram had nothing to say to that. He looked at Rebecca. She was looking very fixedly at the duvet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So out she goes," Candle went on, brightening. "And the dead, they turn, just like you said, the whole field of 'em, heads comin' round toward her like flowers to the sun, and me with my heart in my mouth waitin' for the end of her." She paused. "And she stops. Plants herself over you, your holiness, like a hen over a chick. And she screams somethin'. I couldn't make of it. But the dead heard it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And then," Candle cut on, gleeful, "the guards just stood there with their mouths open. I stood there with mine open. Then somebody shouts to grab the both of you and we did, hauled you back through the gate between four of us, you heavier asleep than you've any right to be for a skinny thing—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not skinny, I'm lean," Azram said, on reflex.
    

    
      
    

    
      "—and that," Candle finished, with enormous satisfaction, "is how the high priestess of the third house performed a miracle at the east gate, in front of half the city guard, and how you're alive to be ungrateful about your figure."
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram became aware that somewhere, distantly, beneath the floor and behind the walls, music had begun to play.
    

    
      
    

    
      He set it aside. There was too much else.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You did a miracle," he said to Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's what they tell me," Rebecca agreed, and could not entirely keep the pleasure out of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You stopped a field of the dead."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I did do that, yes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You just asked them." He put his arm over his eyes. "Of course. I'm thrilled for you. I'm still confused about all of this, but I am thrilled."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You should be. It's still working."
    

    
      
    

    
      He moved his arm.
    

    
      
    

    
      "...What's still working."
    

    
      
    

    
      Candle told him this part, because Rebecca had gone shy of it, and Candle told it as the best thing she had ever had the luck to witness.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dead Rebecca had stopped at the east gate had not started again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even the new ones. In the three days since, the dead had kept coming out of the smoke the way they'd come for a week, drawn by whatever drew them, and they would shuffle up the road and across the grass and reach the place where the high priestess had made her miracle… and stop.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They just stand, your holiness." Candle's voice had dropped to something near reverence, and the street had gone out of it entirely. "They come up to that spot and they stop. Eyes still movin'. You can see 'em lookin' about, slow, like a man woke in a strange room. But they don't take another step. Don't reach for nobody. Don't make a sound. They just stand in the grass, the lot of 'em, more every day, waitin' on somethin' only they can hear." She crossed herself with the death-sign. "The guards don't even fight at the east gate no more. They go out come mornin' and they tidy them. Put 'em down gentle, one by one, where they stand. Easiest duty on the wall, they're callin' it. Used to be the worst."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And I bless it," Rebecca said, pointing at him. "Every morning. I go out and I bless the ground and I ask them to be at peace, and—" she shrugged, and something fragile sat under the shrug "—it seems to hold. I don't know why. But it does."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stared at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The children love it," Candle added, warming again. "They come watch. Climb up on the carts to see the high priestess bless the dead. And they do her hands—" Candle raised her own and made a slow, careful sketch of the blessing-shape in the air, clumsy and earnest "—they all do her hands, the little ones, copyin' her. Half the families that's joined the flock, I'd wager they joined 'cause their young ones wouldn't stop doin' the priestess's hands at the supper table."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The flock," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca and Candle looked at each other.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How many," Azram said slowly, "is the flock."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thirteen," Rebecca said. "As of this morning. Fourteen if you count the baker, and he's not signed, but he came to pray, Az. He came and sat in the back and prayed and wouldn't speak to anyone, but he came." Her voice caught on it. "The man who threw us off his step. He came to our church."
    

    
      
    

    
      The music swelled below, a deep sustained sound that Azram now identified. An organ. A great pipe organ somewhere in the cathedral, played not expertly but with feeling.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why is there music."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's Hespin. He's a member. He used to play for the second house before it closed and he says the third house has the better instrument and a finer acoustic, and he's been practising for—" she stopped, and the smile that broke across her face was pure and entirely alive "—for today's service, Az. It's Hollowtide. The whole flock is coming. There are people downstairs right now."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram lay very still.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There are people downstairs," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Walking about. In our cathedral. Where we keep… things."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca's smile went out at the edges. "The undercroft's barred and the tunnel hatch is chained. I did it the first night. Nobody goes below without the key, and I have the key." She held his eyes. "We'll deal with them. After. We will, Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye." He let it go, because there was an organ playing and he had no better answer. "After."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have a service," he said. "Today."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have a service today."
    

    
      
    

    
      "With real people in it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thirteen real people. And the baker, perhaps. And the children with their hands." She leaned forward and took his hand again, her green-pale fingers around his bruised ones, her freckled face close and waiting. "And you're awake, Az. You woke up on Hollowtide. On service day. Do you understand what they'll say about that? The archbishop who fell at the gate and slept three days and rose on the holy morning?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That sounds," Azram said weakly, "like the sort of thing that gets a man noticed by master monks."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Give me your hand, your holiness." Candle was already at the chest against the wall, lifting from it the tall, peaked, ridiculous hat, holding it out in both hands like a relic. "There's a flock down there that wants to see you. And the Balance don't wait on a man's sore muscles."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram eyed the hat.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      Swallowed once.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right," he said, and pushed himself up onto his elbows, and this time Rebecca let him. "Help me into the robes. And give me the hat." He took it from Candle's hands and looked at it with the grim resolve of a man going to war. "If I'm to be a prophet in front of children, I'll at least be a well-dressed one."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca squealed. Actually squealed, a sound of such ordinary girlish delight that it stopped him for half a beat, and went for the emerald robes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Below them the organ found its key, and held it, and the whole cathedral seemed to breathe.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 21: Service in the House of Death
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The robes still did not fit him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram understood this freshly as Rebecca settled the emerald over his shoulders and stood back. Archbishop Brandolyn had been a broader man, soft in the way of someone who had not missed a meal in thirty years. Azram was none of those things. He was lean — lean, not skinny — and the fine cloth hung off him like a sail gone slack. The deep collar sat oddly on a neck that had spent its life hunched over patients. He caught himself in the long mirror as Rebecca fussed at the hem, and he saw for a moment exactly what he was. Azram was a tired man with dark hair stuck up at angles that sleep had put there, bruise-coloured hollows under pale eyes, a moustache badly in need of a trim, and he was wearing the costume of a holy office that was not meant for him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Which, he reflected, was exactly accurate.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stop slouching," Rebecca said. "You slouch and the whole thing droops."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm injured."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're slouching. You slouched before you were injured. You came out of the womb slouching." She tugged the collar straight. "There. Hold yourself like you mean it and they'll never know it doesn't fit."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That," Azram said, "is the entire philosophy of my life, summarised by a woman in a stolen habit."
    

    
      
    

    
      She met his eyes in the mirror and something passed between them, warm and unspoken, and then she put the hat on his head. She reached up to do it, the height difference such that she had to rise onto her toes, and for a moment her face was very close to his and her hand lingered against the side of his head longer than the placing of a hat required.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You'll do," she said softly, and pressed a quick kiss to his lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I won't," he said, still not used to it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You will. You always do. You stumble into the room a disaster and you walk out an archbishop." She stepped back. The colour in her cheeks, he noticed again, was almost right. "Now come and meet your flock before you've thought about it long enough to be sick."
    

    
      
    

    
      The organ took hold of him on the stairs.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had heard it muffled through stone in the bedchamber. On the clergy stair, descending toward the nave, it came up through the soles of his feet and into his chest. Hespin — whoever Hespin was — played without flourish. He played as though he meant every note, and the great pipes turned the simple thing he was playing into a sound that filled the cathedral to its dark vaulted ceiling and pressed gently down on everyone beneath it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stopped at the foot of the stairs and licked his lips, smoothed his mustache, and swallowed once. He held himself in the shadow of the archway where the clergy passage met the nave, and looked out nervously at the people in his church.
    

    
      
    

    
      There were not many. After the gate, after Candle's telling, his mind had inflated the flock into a crowd, and the truth of it was smaller. It felt worse for being small. A dozen souls scattered across the front pews of a nave built for hundreds, the emptiness of the great room dwarfing them. But they were there, in the cold and the candlelight, sitting in the house of Lord Death of their own choosing on a holy morning. Azram looked at them and felt his stomach drop straight through the stone floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thirteen
      , he thought
      . Twelve short and fifteen days to find them.
       The thought arrived with the cold clarity of a someone who had counted coins his entire life, and he put it away because there were people looking at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He knew some of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      The innkeeper from the Drowned Sparrow sat near the front, scrubbed and uncomfortable in his good shirt, the man who had given him a free bowl of stew for the entertainment of watching him beg for it. A guard Azram half-recognised from the gate, out of his armour, a woman beside him who could only be his wife by the way she kept his hand. An old man Azram did not know. A young couple. And children — Candle had not exaggerated the children — four or five of them, scrubbed and fidgeting. A small girl near the front was already lifting her hands and sketching a slow clumsy shape in the air, the blessing-shape, practising it while she watched the front of the church for the woman she was copying.
    

    
      
    

    
      And at the very back, alone, in the last pew, in the deepest shadow the candles didn't reach, sat the baker. Flour gone from his hands now, dressed plain, sitting with his forearms on his knees and his head down, not praying so much as enduring. A man who had come to a place he hated because he had nowhere left to put his grief.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
      , Rebecca said, beside him in the archway. 
      Breathe
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      There are people, Becca.
    

    
      
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Real people. Who came. Who believe there's an archbishop here who knows something.
       He could hear his own panic, flat and rising. 
      I can't lie to them. Look at them. Look at the baker. Look at the children. I am a grave-robbing apothecary in a dead man's hat and I cannot stand up there and lie to a man who paid six silver to grieve his wife.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca paused in the silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then don't
      , she said finally.
    

    
      
    

    
      That's the only thing I know how to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      No
      . She turned her head and looked at him, and her dark green eyes were steady. 
      You don't lie when it matters. You lied your way through that gate and that cult and that census man, but you didn't lie to me in the storeroom. You didn't lie to the baker on his step. When it actually counts, you go quiet and you tell the truth, and it's terrible. But you do it anyway
      . She nodded toward the nave. 
      So go up there. Give them something real. You've got more real in you than you think.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      That
      , he said, 
      was almost wise.
    

    
      
    

    
      I've been reading,
       she said into their quiet place. 
      Now go. Before Hespin runs out of song.
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked up the centre aisle and the organ faded as he came, Hespin lifting his hands from the keys, and the silence that replaced it was enormous.
    

    
      
    

    
      Every face turned to him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The children stopped fidgeting. The innkeeper sat up. The guard's wife went still. Azram walked the length of his enormous empty cathedral with the eyes of thirteen people on his back. The hat sat too tall and the robes hung too loose and his bruised body protested every step. He climbed the two stairs to the place where the archbishop stood, turned to face them, and had absolutely no idea what he was going to say.
    

    
      
    

    
      He set his hands on the stone lectern. It was cold under his palms.
    

    
      
    

    
      He cleared his throat. It echoed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I," he began, and his voice cracked, and he tried again. "I am Archbishop Azram. Of the third house." It was the first time he had used his own name in the role and it came out strange. "And I confess to you, I am newly come to it. As you've likely heard."
    

    
      
    

    
      A murmur. Kind, mostly.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at them. The small girl in the front had resumed her hands, slow and serious, copying nothing yet, just practising the shape.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am told it is Hollowtide," Azram said. "The first day. And I am told I slept three days through the week's end and woke this morning, on the holy day, which I gather some of you have taken as a sign." He paused. "I'll be honest with you. I did not plan to wake on Hollowtide. I planned, if I am truthful, not to wake at all. I went into that grass at the gate fairly certain I would die in it."
    

    
      
    

    
      The room had gone very still.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I went anyway," he said, "because I have watched the dead take a town already. My town. It took a great many people I—" his throat closed, unexpectedly, on Tom, and he had to go around it. "It took people who were owed better than what I gave them. When I saw the gate breaking I found I could not stand behind a wall and watch it happen twice. So I did a foolish thing. And by the grace of—" he glanced, despite himself, toward the back of the nave, toward the empty air where a wandering monk had once stood, "—by some grace I do not understand, I am alive to stand here and tell you I have no idea what I'm doing."
    

    
      
    

    
      A small laugh from somewhere. The guard. Not unkind.
    

    
      
    

    
      It loosened something in the room. It loosened something in Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was finding it now. Not the false cadence he'd used on the cult, the deep performed gravity, but something underneath that. Plainer, and his own. He let go of the lectern.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This house has not treated you well," he said. "I know that. I have stood on at least one of your doorsteps and been sent off it, and rightly. The man who held this office before me—" he chose the words with care "—made of this place a thing that charged the frightened for their fear. That took coin from the grieving and called it holy. That is not what the house of Death is meant to be. I have read—" a small lie; Rebecca had read, but he let it stand "—I have come to understand that it was meant to be the opposite of that. A place that helps you cross well, and helps you let go of those who cross before you, and asks nothing for it but that you tend the balance in turn."
    

    
      
    

    
      He did not know where the words were coming from. He went on anyway, and they kept coming.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So. That is the house I should like to keep, if you'll let me. A poor one. An honest one. I can promise you very little else. I cannot promise you the dead will stop walking. I cannot promise you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then what good are you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The voice came from the middle pews. The old man Azram didn't know, on his feet now, trembling slightly, and not with weakness but with anger — the brittle anger of the frightened old.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The dead walk the earth," the old man said. "My neighbours rise. My own brother rose, and the guard burned him in the street, and you stand there in your green robes and tell me you cannot promise it stops. Has he not forsaken us? Has Lord Death not turned his face from this world entirely, that the dead will not stay dead? What good is a house of Death if Death himself has abandoned the watch?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The room rippled. This was the question, Azram understood. This was the question under all of it, the one the children's parents asked in the dark, the one that had emptied this cathedral over years. 
      Where is he. Why doesn't he stop it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood at the lectern and the silence stretched. Thirteen people waited for an answer he did not have.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
      , Rebecca said softly, from where she stood to the side. 
      Just the truth
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      He gripped the lectern again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do we know," Azram said slowly, "that our god sleeps?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The old man blinked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do we know that he falls ill? That he tires? That he turns away?" Azram's voice was finding its feet now, low and steady, and he was not performing. He was reaching for something he half-believed and finding more of it there than he expected. "We do not. We are very small and he is very large and we do not know the first thing about his watch, except that we are not on the other side of it where we might see. We see the dead walk and we cry abandonment. But consider—" he raised one hand, and the small girl in the front mirrored it instantly, unconsciously "—consider what the world would be if he had truly gone. If Death had set down his ledger and walked away entirely."
    

    
      
    

    
      He let it sit.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nothing would die," he said. "Do you understand me? Not that the dead would rise… It is that the living would not fall. Nothing would end. The old would not pass and the sick would not be released. Nothing new could be born into a world full with everything that had ever lived in it. We would become a land of the deathless. A world of the hungry that cannot be fed and cannot be ended. 
      That
       is a god who has abandoned us." He looked at the old man with a soft expression.  "What you describe…  the dead that walk but can still be put to rest, and can still be stopped—" a glance toward Rebecca "—that is not abandonment, friend. That is a balance disturbed. And a balance disturbed can be set right. A balance abandoned cannot."
    

    
      
    

    
      The old man did not sit.
    

    
      
    

    
      "More words," he said. His voice had gone thin. "That's a fine bit of reasoning, your holiness, yet my brother burned in the street. I watched them do it. I stood there and watched the smoke go up off him and I said nothing, because there was naught to say." His hands were shaking the way old folks hands often do. "You give me philosophy. I just wanted him buried."
    

    
      
    

    
      The room did not breathe.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram came out from behind the lectern.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye," he said. "I know. I've nothing that fixes it. There isn't a thing I can say that puts your brother back in the ground proper, and I'll not insult you by pretending otherwise." He stopped at the top of the steps. "But he crossed. Whatever they did to what was left of him, he crossed, and he is not out there in the grass, and he does not hunger. That much is true and it's the only true thing I have to give you." He paused. "And if you want the words said over him, properly, by a house that will not charge you for them… you've only to ask. That much I 
      can
       do."
    

    
      
    

    
      The old man stood a moment longer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he sat down, heavily, and put his face in his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I do not think he has forsaken us," Azram said quietly, to the room. "I think we forsook him. I think this house grew fat and false and stopped tending the balance it was built to tend. The balance has tipped, and we are feeling the weight of it. I believe the setting-right of it is not his work to do alone. I think it is ours."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, from the side of the altar, clear and warm:
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wisdom," Rebecca said.
    

    
      
    

    
      The small girl in the front, hands raised in the blessing-shape, said it back in her piping small voice "Wisdom" and then the guard said it, and his wife, and the innkeeper. The word passed through the pews the way it had passed through the cult, but gentler. 
      Wisdom. Wisdom
      . A dozen voices in an enormous cold room, and Azram stood at the lectern with his heart beating like a hammer. He understood that he had said something true and had no idea, none whatsoever, where it had come from.
    

    
      
    

    
      Candle stepped forward from where she'd stood near the front. She had been crying, he saw, and trying not to, and she lifted her sharp chin and pitched her voice to carry.
    

    
      
    

    
      "A test of faith," she said. "That's what his holiness speaks of. This city did not tend the balance. We let Brandolyn the Unjust make a market of our grief, and we said nothing, for we were afraid. And now the dead walk, and we reap what was sown." She turned, taking in the pews, bending a lifetime of learning to work a room to this single purpose. "So Nockport must repent of it. And devote itself, proper, to the balance. That's all that's asked of us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We help them cross," Rebecca said. "We help the dead return to their rest. That is the work." And Azram, watching her, saw the guilt flash across her face. He knew she thought of what she was, standing in a habit telling the living that the dead belonged in the ground. Then she folded it away and was the high priestess again, serene and warm.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Amen," said the guard.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Amen," said the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      The old man lifted his head. He did not look comforted, exactly. But he looked like a man who had been given something to hold instead of the nothing he'd come in with. Azram was beginning to understand, that was most of what these people had come for.
    

    
      
    

    
      One more voice from a man near the front, the young husband with his wife beside him. He stood awkwardly and there was something painful in the set of his shoulders.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So it's a test, your holiness." He swallowed. "Then… do you require more of us? More tithing, to set the balance right? We've—" his hand went to a small purse at his belt, and Azram watched the man's fingers work it open. He saw him begin to count out what looked like the last of what he had, copper by copper, in front of everyone. "—we've not got much, but if it's needed, if it's what the balance—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      
    

    
      It came out of Azram faster and harder than he intended, and the man froze with three coppers in his palm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram came down off the altar steps. He crossed to the man, aware of the whole room watching, and did not care. The sight of those three coppers in that work-roughened palm had put a cold fury in him that he recognised. It was the same thing that had risen on the baker's step.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Put your coin away," Azram said quietly. "Save it. You'll need it more than this house does, and far more than any God does. Lord Death has no use for your coppers, friend. He is the one being in all creation guaranteed to receive everything you have, in the end, freely and without charge. He can afford to wait. He does not need an advance."
    

    
      
    

    
      The man stared at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I cannot balance a debt of faith with your coin," Azram said, "any more than you could pay off your grief with it, though this house once told you that you could. That was the lie. That was the whole of the lie." He closed the man's fingers gently over the coppers and pressed the fist shut. "Keep it. Feed your wife. Come back Thornsday if it gives you comfort, and bring nothing but yourself. Your faith is not a thing I will put a price on. Not while I hold this office."
    

    
      
    

    
      The man's eyes filled. His wife had gone still, one hand pressed to her mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Blessed be, father," the man managed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Blessed be," Azram said and found to his surprise that he half meant it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone began to clap. Then the room followed. It was not raucous. These were not raucous people. They were frightened, grieving, and poor. But the sound was real and warm. To Azram, who had spent his entire life being shouted off doorsteps and out of graveyards, a dozen people applauding something he had done because it was right rather than clever landed somewhere he had kept shut since well before Thornwick burned.
    

    
      
    

    
      He basked in the warmth of the moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, because it was becoming too much, and his eyes were threatening something he refused to permit them to do in front of the flock, he reached for Rebecca in the only private place they had.
    

    
      
    

    
      Becca
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      That was beautiful, Az
      . Her voice was thick in hid mind. 
      I mean it. That was—
    

    
      
    

    
      I've run dry. I haven't another word in me, true or false. I don't know how to end this. Get us out of here before I weep on a stranger.
    

    
      
    

    
      A pause. And then, with the flat timing he loved more than he had ever told her:
    

    
      
    

    
      That's good… because I'm starving
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's head turned toward her.
    

    
      
    

    
      She gave the very smallest shrug.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca stepped forward, gathering the room's attention to herself with an ease the whole city had already begun to call saintly, and raised her hands in the blessing-shape. A dozen people — and one small girl in the front, fastest of all — raised theirs to mirror her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "His holiness is yet recovering from his ordeal at the gate," she said, warm and clear. "And so we will close this Hollowtide with a prayer, and send you to your homes in the keeping of the balance." She bowed her head. The room bowed with her. "We give what must be given. We keep what must be kept. We cross when we are called, and not before, and we help one another to cross well. The ledger is open. The watch is kept. Blessed be."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Blessed be," said the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hespin's organ rose again, soft and full. The service was over, and it had not been a disaster. Azram stood at the front of his church in his too-large robes and his too-tall hat. He watched a dozen poor, frightened people gather themselves toward the doors. Every one of them looked lighter than they had come in.
    

    
      
    

    
      They came to Rebecca after. Of course they did.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram watched from the side, half-hidden in the shadow of a column. The flock filed out past the high priestess and each of them stopped. Some took her hand. Some touched her sleeve. Some just bowed their heads to her. The guard's wife pressed both of Rebecca's hands between her own. The innkeeper said soft words that made her laugh.
    

    
      
    

    
      The small girl from the front pew planted herself before Rebecca and very seriously performed the blessing-hands, the whole slow clumsy shape of it, beginning to end, and waited. Rebecca crouched down in her habit and performed it back just as seriously, and the child beamed like the sun coming up.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bless you, mother," an old woman said to her on the way out, and Azram blinked at that. 
      Mother
      . The word people used for the holy women of the order, settling onto Rebecca as though it had always been hers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bless you, high priestess," said the guard.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bless you," Rebecca said to each of them smiling and she meant it, the green at her wrists caught the candlelight and nobody seemed to see it, or seeing it, nobody seemed to care.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was radiant. The whole frightened little congregation turned toward her the way the children turned toward her hands. A week ago she had been a corpse he'd woken by accident in a storeroom. Now the people of this city were starting to call her mother.
    

    
      
    

    
      The baker left last.
    

    
      
    

    
      He did not approach Rebecca or Azram. He rose from the back pew when the others had gone and he stood in the great doorway with the grey light behind him. The baker looked back, once, at the front of the church. His eyes found Azram in the shadow of the column. The two men looked at each other across the length of the empty nave.
    

    
      
    

    
      The baker gave a single small nod.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he was gone, out into the city, and the great doors boomed shut behind him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram let out a breath he had not known he was holding.
    

    
      
    

    
      He crossed to Rebecca, who stood now alone in the emptying nave with the last of the candle smoke drifting up around her and Hespin still playing quietly to himself in the organ loft, lost in it, playing for no one.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You waited," Azram said. "Three days. You've not fed in three days."
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned to him. Up close he could see it now that he knew to look. The faint tightness around her eyes. The peculiar stillness she held herself with. The effort of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three days hungry. Tending him. Blessing the dead. Holding a service. Being called mother. All of it with that low constant pull underneath, and a cathedral full of warm living people she could have—
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't want to wake you to ask," she said simply. "You needed the sleep more than I needed the—" she glanced about, though they were alone "—more than I needed it. And then there was the service. And the gate. And you." She shrugged, that small dodging shrug, the smirk pulling at the corner of her mouth. "I managed."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You managed." He reached up, almost without deciding to, and touched the side of his own neck. "You scoundrel. You held a service on an empty stomach. With a church full of—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "With a church full of people I'd very much like not to have eaten, yes." She took his hand down from his neck and held it. "It's harder than it sounds, Az. The smell of them. All that warmth in one room." Something shifted through her face, quick and then gone. "But they were ours. You don't eat what's yours to keep."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her for a long moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come on," he said, and his voice was rough again, and he let it. "Let's get you fed. And then—" he managed something close to a smile "—then you can tell me how in the Nine hells you ended up with Candle, and the whole of what I slept through. Start to finish. Leave nothing out."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's a good story," Rebecca said, leading him by the hand toward the clergy stair, toward somewhere private. "Candle tells it better than I do. She tells everything better than I do." A beat. "It involves a great deal of running."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Most of your stories do."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've had a great deal to run toward," she said, and squeezed his hand, and did not look back at him. Azram followed the high priestess of the third house of Lord Death up the dark stair while the organ played on behind them.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 22: Confession
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The service had ended and the cathedral had emptied. Azram and Rebecca walked the long nave together in the quiet that came after, the candle smoke still hanging in the cold air above the pews.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was tired in the deep way that people had always left him, but it was a good tired. He had run a proper service and not ruined it. Rebecca stayed in-step beside him with the book of balance under one arm and her hair coming loose from its pins. She was talking about the small girl who did the blessing-hands. Azram was only half listening, because the other half of him was just happy to be walking beside her in a warm building they had not been thrown out of.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      She had spotted the confession booths along the south wall. A row of them, dark old wood, carved screens, little curtained boxes where the faithful had once whispered their sins to Brandolyn. Rebecca looked at them and stars lit up in her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh," she said. "Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But you don't know what I was going to say!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know that face."
    

    
      
    

    
      She set the book on a pew and took his hand and pulled him toward the nearest booth. He went, because he always went. She drew back the curtain and tugged him into the box after her and let it fall.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This," Azram said, "is the size of a broom cupboard. What in the hells are we doing in here."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's private." She was very close. Her hands had found the front of his robes and were doing something idle and distracting with the fastening there. Not undoing it. Just there. She looked up at him shyly. "Nobody can see." 
    

    
      
    

    
      "There is no one in the entire cathedral to see. We own the cathedral."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's the principle." Her dark green eyes were bright in the gloom of the box. "Az. I have a confession to make."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well." Heat began to rise into his cheeks as he swallowed. The fabric-fiddling was not helping his composure, and she knew it. He could tell she knew it. "We are in the correct cupboard for it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "While you were asleep. Those three days." She bit her lip. "I stole a little blood."
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand went to his neck. "You did not."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Only a little!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rebecca." He pressed his fingers to the side of his throat as though he might find the evidence still there. "That is probably why I slept for three—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She kissed him.
    

    
      
    

    
      She came up on her toes and got both arms around his neck and kissed him properly. The rest of the sentence was forgotten. Azram stopped thinking about the three days and started sweating in the cramped dark of a confession booth. When she drew back an inch her eyes found his and stayed there.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't mind," he said. It came out rougher than he meant it. "Whenever you need. I mean that. You don't have to steal it like a… you only have to ask."
    

    
      
    

    
      She dabbed the end of his nose with one finger.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good," she said. "Because I really am starving."
    

    
      
    

    
      He tilted his head and drew the collar away from his neck.
    

    
      
    

    
      She kissed the skin there first, which she had never done before, and then she fed. His world went soft and woozy at the edges, partly the blood leaving him and partly her hands in his robes with her mouth at his throat. She was making a small pleased sound. His knees had opinions about the situation.
    

    
      
    

    
      When she finished she pressed her forehead to his jaw and giggled, warm against his skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's been so long," she murmured, "since I confessed properly."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram found his voice, with some effort.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are absolved of your sins, milady."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Much obliged, your holiness."
    

    
      
    

    
      She hugged him tight. He held on a moment longer than he needed to, then let out a slow breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      He needed food after that. They came out of the booth with rosy faces and went down to the kitchen.
    

    
      
    

    
      The clergy kitchen was warm and low-ceilinged. It smelled of woodsmoke and whatever Candle had been doing to a pot. Azram sat at the rough table and ate the barley thing, which was better than it had any right to be.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You look half-dead, your holiness." Candle was at the hearth, auburn hair pinned back, sleeves shoved up, stirring. The habit suited her less than the apron did. "And don't think I didn't notice the both of you wanderin' off after service. Very holy. Devout, I'm sure."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We were discussing scripture," Rebecca said serenely, pouring herself a cup of red wine.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is that where the giggles came from, then?" Candle said with a wry grin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I had some confessions to make," Rebecca said sheepishly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Candle made a sound that suggested she knew exactly what had gone on, and Azram decided to put more barley in his mouth rather than participate.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a man at the end of the table Azram hadn't properly met. Older, sixty perhaps, thick grey hair and big careful hands, with the faraway look that comes of living mostly in sound. He had been at the organ all morning. Up close he was smaller than the noise he made.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hespin," the man said, when Azram looked at him. His voice was soft, which surprised Azram in a man who could fill a cathedral. "I play. I won't take your hand, I've not washed it, I've been at the bellows." He nodded at the bread instead. "That was a fine service, your holiness. The first one in this house worth its weight in twenty years. I mean that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you," Azram said, and meant it back, which still surprised him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Though I'll say." Hespin tore a piece of bread without looking at it. "Three of you can't run a house this size. You've yourself, the high priestess, and Candle there, and that's the whole of your clergy. A house like this wants priests. Deacons. Someone to take confession when you're abed—" a flick of his soft eyes toward him and Rebecca. Azram ate more barley. "Someone to keep the books, do the rounds, bury the dead proper."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have some open positions, as it happens," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There's a man." Hespin chewed. "Used to be of this house, before Brandolyn drove the decent ones out. Vance. Hard as a winter and just as gruff. The faith was true in him once, and he had a head for the running of things. He left when it all went rotten. Drinks now, I hear, down past the tannery row." He shrugged. "Might be too far gone. Might not. Worse ideas than asking."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram filed the name.
    

    
      
    

    
      Candle set a fresh pot on the table and lingered, wiping her hands on the apron. There was something she was working up to. He could see it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What is it, then?" he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well." She glanced at Rebecca. "We had a fair few come by, these last days. Curious folk, after the gate. Wantin' to see the place, maybe stay for a prayer. Which is good, that's recruits, that's what we want." A pause. "Only some of 'em didn't stay long. In the grand hall, like. They got a bit green about it. Left quick. One fellow was near sick on the steps."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram set down his spoon.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      The smell
      , they said, in each other's thoughts, at the same moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. Candle. It must be the sewer down below."
    

    
      
    

    
      "If you want, your holin—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He waved her off. "No, no. That's quite alright. It'll be sorted before Thornsday. If you'll excuse us." He nodded to Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      They moved out to the empty nave, away from Candle's ears. The smell was worse here than in the kitchen, now that he was paying attention to it. He knew it from his trade. It was the smell of a sealed room beneath their feet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have a problem," Rebecca said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's a big one, isn't it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I forgot about it." She shrugged.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have been holding services above them. And serving barley. And inviting the entire city of Nockport to come and sit in a building that is, in reality, a very large coffin."
    

    
      
    

    
      "When you say it all in a row like that it sounds worse."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. "I thought if I ignored it, it might go away."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I tried. It doesn't really work." She frowned.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tried what?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ignoring the hunger. I tried so hard and it just got worse."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. There's a lesson in that somewhere."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mmhm. So. What do we do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He sighed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tonight, while the staff sleep. We move them out through the tunnel, far from here. Lay them somewhere proper. Then we air the hall before Thornsday, or the whole congregation will be sick on the steps and the master monk will arrive to a cathedral that reeks of death."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But that would take us 
      all
       night." She looked at him. "What about Skelly? He could help."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram groaned. "Not that thing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He is not a 
      thing
      . He is very helpful, and you've left him in a heap on that platform for a week like a coat you couldn't be bothered to hang up." Her chin was set now. "I want him back. He can carry. He doesn't tire, he doesn't complain, and he doesn't get green about the smell, which is more than I can say for you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He doesn't have a nose."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Which is precisely my point."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked at her for a long moment, and then at the dark stairwell that led down toward the great chamber and its twenty quiet occupants. He surrendered, because he could not say no to her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine," he said. "We bring him back. He can help with the—" he gestured vaguely at the floor "—the smell. But first we find this Vance. If we're to have a man who knows how to run a house, I'd rather have him before the master monk than after."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deal." Rebecca was already collecting her hat. "And Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      
    

    
      "On the way. I'll tell you how I found Candle." She smiled. "It's a good story. It's better walking than sitting."
    

    
      
    

    
      The tannery row sat downwind of the whole city and smelled of it, which Azram supposed was why a man who wanted to disappear would go there. They walked the lanes with their hoods up and their house robes hidden under plain cloaks.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So I was buying wine," she said. "For me. It's the one thing I can keep down, and there's a row past the south market where they sell it cheap. And there's a well. It's the sort of street where women stand in the doorways. You know the sort."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know the sort."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And there's Candle. In a doorway. Painted up, the whole business. She takes one look at me in the habit — I'd worn the habit out — and she calls across the street, bold as anything." Rebecca dropped her voice into something close to Candle's. "
      'Here now. You're that mad woman off the east gate. Ran out into the field of 'em, didn't you. And now you're down my street buyin' wine in your church frock
      .'" Rebecca laughed. "She said it just to needle me. To get a rise."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And you, being you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I went right over and talked to her." Rebecca said it simply, as though it were the only thing a person could have done. "She was sharp. Funny. Tired in a way I recognised. She'd been hurt before, and it showed in how she held herself. And it was cold. Gods, it was a cold night. She'd been out in it for hours with a cough she was pretending she didn't have." Her voice softened. "So I asked her how she'd come to it. And she told me. Husband dead in a tavern brawl, no people left, no coin, a winter coming. A body's the one thing a woman can always sell when she's nothing else. She said it like she'd said it a hundred times before."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram said nothing. He knew that kind of telling. His mother had gone south to do the same work when he was small and never come back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So I told her about the house," Rebecca went on. "That we were rebuilding it. That it was going to be a real one this time. An honest one. And do you know what she asked me first?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "What."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Does it have beds." Rebecca grinned. "Then, does it have hot water. Then food. Then, last of all, does it have wine. I said yes to all of it, and she untied her apron right there in the street and said, 'Well, sister, lead on. I've had worse offers from better-dressed men.'" Rebecca shook her head fondly. "She didn't believe a word of the faith. Not then. She came for the beds. But she's been reading the book at night when she thinks no one sees, and she means it now. The balance, all of it. She means it more than I expected anyone could." A beat. "She just needed somewhere that wasn't a doorway."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the name?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Candle's not the name she was born with. It's the one she worked under." Rebecca's smile went a little sad. "I asked if she wanted her old one back, now she was starting fresh. She said no. She said she'd been Candle through the worst of it and she'd be Candle through the better, and she'd not let the bad years keep the name to themselves." She glanced at Azram. "I thought that was rather brave."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It is," Azram said quietly. "It's the bravest thing I've heard all week, and I led a death cult and got eaten by wolves."
    

    
      
    

    
      She grabbed his arm playfully. "You weren't eaten. You were nibbled."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was substantially more than nibbled." His eyebrows went up.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance lived above a cooper's in a single rented room that smelled of damp and old drink. He answered the door looking like he was expecting debt collectors.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was big. Broad through the shoulders, grey-stubbled, with deep lines cut down either side of his mouth and eyes that had given up on most things some time ago. He took in the two of them and the telling robes under the open cloaks, and his face shut like a door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You haven't heard what we—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know the robes." He started to close it. "Whatever the third house wants, the answer's no. I gave that place ten years and it gave me back a drinking problem and a bad knee. Find another fool."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram put a hand on the door. Not forcing it. Just resting there.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're trying to fix it," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Brandolyn's gone," Azram said. "The cult's gone. The house is nearly empty and nearly broke and run by three people who barely know what they're doing. We've a congregation of thirteen and a building meant for hundreds. A man told me you used to know how to run it, back when it was worth running." He paused. "We're not here to take anything from you. We're here because we need help, and you're the only one left who remembers how it's meant to go."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance looked at him for a long moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he opened the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've a feeling this is a sittin' sort of conversation," he said, waving them in. "I've coffee. It's bad coffee. But it's hot."
    

    
      
    

    
      The room was as grim as the outside had promised, but there was coffee. Vance poured it into three cups that didn't match and sat heavily on the edge of his cot while Azram and Rebecca took the only two chairs.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're the talk of the town, you know," Vance said. "The archbishop who fell at the gate and rose on Hollowtide. The priestess who stopped the dead with a word. Whole city's chewing on it." He sipped. "Half of them think you're saints. Other half think you're frauds. I've not decided which yet."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're somewhere in between," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. Most of us are." Vance studied him. "What do you want with me. Truly. A house with that kind of talk around it doesn't need an old drunk."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We've three staff," Rebecca said. "Myself, his holiness, and Candle, who came to us four days ago and learned the whole faith out of one book. We've no deacon, no second priest, no one who knows the running of a house this size. Hespin gave us your name."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hespin's a soft old fool."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He plays beautifully," Rebecca said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye, he does that." Vance almost smiled. "And what's the offer? Last time I served that house it cost me everything. The tithes, the dues. You paid to belong, in Brandolyn's day. Paid and paid. That's what broke me. I gave them my coin and my faith both, and look at the state of me now."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You wouldn't pay anything," Azram said. "You'd have a room in the house, free. And a wage, as the flock grows and the coffers fill. We've not got it yet, I'll be honest with you. We're as poor as you at the moment. But what comes in, everyone who works the house will share in. No one pays to belong. Not anymore."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance set down his cup.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're being serious with me, aren't you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We are."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No tithe to belong. No dues. A wage for the clergy." He said it slowly, checking each piece for a trick. "That's not how it's done. That's never how it's been done."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's how it's done now," Rebecca said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance was quiet. He looked into his bad coffee as though there were an answer in it. When he spoke again his voice had changed. Lower, with something raw under the gruff.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I left the faith because the faith left me first. Or I thought it had." He turned the cup in his big hands. "Watched good men get squeezed for coin and called it holy. Watched the grieving get charged for comfort. And I thought, if that's the house of Death, then Death's no god worth the keeping."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked up at Azram, and the giving-up had gone out of his eyes, replaced by something more dangerous, which was hope.
    

    
      
    

    
      "If you mean it. If it's a true house this time. Then aye. I'll come. Better than here, anyway."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We mean it," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll start tomorrow. On Ashveil." Vance stood, and seemed taller than he had a moment before. "I'll want to see this congregation of thirteen with my own eyes before I believe in it. And I'll want to see these coffers, empty as you say they are, because a house can't run on faith and bad coffee." He almost smiled again, and this time it nearly made it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He showed them to the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can't believe I'd go back to it. After all this time. After what it did to me." He shook his head slowly. "But it calls. Even down here. Even drunk. I'd hear the bells of a morning and something in me would stand up." He held the door. "Damn the thing. It calls."
    

    
      
    

    
      They walked back through the dark with the smell of the tannery fading behind them and the great black shape of the cathedral rising ahead against the stars, and neither of them spoke. Both of them, Azram suspected, were thinking the same thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      They reached the clergy door and went in through the warm dark of the sleeping house. Down the corridor and past the kitchen where the fire had burned low. They went to the head of the stair that led down to the great chamber.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram went to Brandolyn's office first and took the wand from the desk drawer where he'd left it, and weighed it in his hand for a moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he came back and looked at the dark stairwell, nodding at Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right," he said. "Let's wake him up.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 23: Dark Horse
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The smell met them halfway down the stairs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram had known it would be bad. He had spent his adult life in the company of the dead, after all. Descending the clergy stair with a candle in his hand, he was confident that he had the nose for it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It hit him at the turn of the stair like a wall, his stomach turned over. Azram stopped on the step with his free hand against the cold wall and breathed through his mouth, but that was worse because now he could taste it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods teeth." He swallowed hard. "Gods, that's—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He was sick. When was done, he wiped his mouth and stood there breathing in shallow sips and hating his entire life.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca came down past him and stopped and looked back, mildly puzzled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's the matter?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at her. "Heavens. The smell."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh." She sniffed the air, experimentally, "It's a bit ripe, I suppose."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A bit—" He pulled the cloth collar of his undershirt up over his nose and tied it behind his head with shaking fingers, which helped nothing. "Your nose doesn't work."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It works a little."
    

    
      
    

    
      He gestured at her, at her infuriating composure. "My nose is three times the size of yours and the smell hits five times as hard."
    

    
      
    

    
      She laughed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not funny."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's a little funny. You've gone the colour of the robes." She came back up a step and patted his cheek through the cloth. "Poor Az. Undone by a grave of all things."
    

    
      
    

    
      "These are not graves. Graves are outdoors. Graves have dirt and weather and the open sky. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm." She was already at the door. "Are you coming, or shall Skelly and I manage it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Skelly isn't here yet, I don't remember where we left him."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come then, and fix that. The air isn't cleaning itself without us!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The chamber, when he made himself open it, was worse than the stair had promised. Azram kept his eyes up and his breathing shallow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Skelly's bones were where they'd fallen, in a loose heap that had once been a skeleton.
    

    
      The problem, he thought, was exactly which pile of bones he might belong to.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There he is," Rebecca said warmly, pointing. "Poor thing. Left in a corner all this time."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That is just a pile of bones."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's Skelly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That is a pile of bones. There are — " he glanced around, regretted it, looked back up — "there are several piles of bones about, Rebecca, the room is mostly bones."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No, that one's him." She pointed again, certain. "You can tell. It's got his features."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It is a skull. There are no features. It has the same shape as every other skull in this room, which is to say two holes and a grin."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's got his particular grin." She folded her arms. "I'd know him anywhere. That's Skelly. Now wake him up."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram decided that arguing was costing him breaths he could not spare. He raised the wand, pointed it at the pile, and willed it to work.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wand sat dead in his hand. The bones sat dead on the floor. The smell continued to permeate his nostrils. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Umm.. Nothing's happening," Rebecca observed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm aware."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You have to actually try, Az. Put your back into it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am putting my back into it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're just flapping that stick about. Last time you meant it." She made an encouraging gesture. "Reach down for it. That cold place you talk about where the souls from the ghouls go. Feel it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He gave her a look she couldn't see under the cloth. Then, because she was right and he hated that she was right, he closed his eyes and stopped flapping the stick about.
    

    
      
    

    
      He smoothed his moustache once, out of habit, and breathed as shallow as he could manage. Azram reached down into himself toward the dense core behind his ribs where the souls had stacked. It was there, as it was always there now, quiet and heavy. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He took hold of it and pushed it up his arm and out through the wand.
    

    
      
    

    
      A bolt of pale violet light cracked from the tip and struck the bones.
    

    
      
    

    
      They rattled.
    

    
      
    

    
      All at once — the whole heap shivering, then sorting itself, femur finding hip and rib finding spine and the small bones of the hands clicking together in the dust. The skull rolled into its place atop the assembled column. The skeleton rose to its full height in one smooth motion and stood, frozen, in the corner of the staunch chamber.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then it cocked its head.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca made a sound of pure delight.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Skelly!" She clapped twice, quick, and crossed the chamber to him and took one of his bony hands in both of hers, beaming up into the dark-filled sockets. "There you are. There you are, you poor thing, left in a corner for a week, I'm so sorry."
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton nodded. Several times. Its head turned toward her first, the dark in its eye sockets fixed on her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned back to Azram, radiant.
    

    
      
    

    
      "See! It's him!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It is a skeleton," Azram said, through the cloth, "but yes. Sure. It's him."
    

    
      
    

    
      The trouble with not looking at the bodies was that he had to look at them eventually, they had to be moved, the moving required a plan, and the plan required knowing what they were dealing with.
    

    
      
    

    
      So he looked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seven days. Summer. Sealed chamber, no airflow, no cooling. Bloat well advanced in most, the skin gone taut and shining, the colours moved through green into the deeper register, the fluids—
    

    
      
    

    
      He was sick again. There was nothing left to be sick with, which did not stop his body trying.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh, Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm fine."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not fine, you're wretching!”
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the woman who wanted to bear my children," he said, before he could stop himself, looking at a shape near the front that had been, two weeks ago, a young woman with shining eyes. "Sister… Vespera. That's her. Gods. And that's the man with the vault key, and that's—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Disgusting," Rebecca said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry, I can't—" He pulled the cloth tighter and made himself stop. "No. That one there. Sister Vespera. Skelly takes her first."
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned to the skeleton, who waited as patiently as a footman.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened his mouth to give the order and the smell got into it and he gagged instead.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca." He waved a hand at her, eyes watering above the cloth. "I can't . You tell him. I can't talk down here. Tell him the thing."
    

    
      
    

    
      It was however, a larger problem than one skeleton could deal with.
    

    
      
    

    
      They discussed many plans, but a skeleton making twenty separate trips through the city in a single night was far too many chances to be seen by a watchman doing exactly the thing that would get them all burned.
    

    
      
    

    
      They worked it out in the tunnel, in the blessedly cleaner air, with Skelly standing by holding Sister Vespera.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He needs a cart," Azram said. "He can't carry them one at a time across half the city. He needs a cart, and something to pull it. Take them all at once, in the dark, out through the tunnel and away."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A cart and a horse."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Precisely"
    

    
      
    

    
      "And where," Rebecca said reasonably, "do we get a cart and a horse, at this hour, with no coin?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram was quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "...He could find one," he shrugged
    

    
      
    

    
      "Find one."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Locate one. That has been left — unattended. Temporarily." He would not look at her. "I'm not saying steal. I would never instruct a skeleton to steal a horse. That would be… that's beneath the office of archbishop."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You want to send Skelly to steal a horse."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I want to send Skelly to find said horse. The distinction matters." He warmed to it. "Consider.  
      If
       Skelly is found dragging a cart of bodies through the streets, what do they know? Nothing. A skeleton. No master in sight. Who raised it? Who told it what to do? Unanswerable."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deniability," Rebecca said slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deniability!" He pointed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nobody would know why a skeleton was pulling a cart."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nor who told it to." He replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      She considered this. Then she turned to Skelly, who had been listening, or doing whatever a skeleton did, his head tilted toward whichever of them was speaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Skelly," she said gently. "We need a cart. And a horse to pull it. Could you find one for us? Somewhere quiet. Where it won't be missed too badly." She paused. "His holiness can't ask you himself. He's got scruples about it."
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton nodded once, the nod of a man entrusted with an important commission.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then it set Sister Vespera down with care, turned, and walked off down the tunnel into the dark, and was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      They waited.
    

    
      
    

    
      A while passed. The tunnel was quiet. Somewhere far off a dog barked and stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "...Will he come back?" Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He always comes back." Rebecca didn't seem worried. "Give him time. It's a lot to ask. Let's get you out of here and go rest."
    

    
      
    

    
      They settled down in the comfortable quiet of their chambers, resting in bed aside one another, still robed. Azram was deep asleep. Rebecca's eyes were closed and she was trying her best to find respite in the silence. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, at two in the morning, Azram woke to a sound in the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened his eyes and a skull was inches from his face. Azram screamed, grabbed the wand from his pocket and blasted. Skelly flew apart instantly, bones flying all over the room as Rebecca woke up and started screaming too. He sat up panicking, chest heaving, heart beating fast in his ears.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at the scattered bones. Her brows furrowed. Her head snapped to Azram, sitting up with the wand still pointed and his hair on end.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Azram Vesper"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He startled me!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He probably came to tell us it worked!" She was out of the bed, gathering up bones, distraught. "Look at him. Look what you did. He walks all night to fetch you a horse and the moment he's home you blast him to pieces."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was asleep! There was a skeleton! In the dark! What was I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Put him back. Right now."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram, chastened, found the wand still in his hand, took aim at the scattered bones with considerably more care than he'd taken a moment ago, and woke him again. The bones gathered. The skull rolled out from under the chair and into its place. Skelly stood and cocked his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry," Azram told the skeleton. "It was dark. You loomed."
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton turned and walked a few steps down the corridor, then stopped, and looked back over its bony shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca was already pulling a cloak on herself.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come on, he wants us to follow, lets see what he found" she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      The tunnel let out behind the chandler's on Ashwick Lane, where it had let them before, and they came up into the cold dark night. It was still and quiet with the stars wheeling overhead as the city slept around them.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a horse in the lane.
    

    
      
    

    
      A cart was behind the horse.
    

    
      
    

    
      The horse stood with its head low and its breath steaming, entirely calm. The cart was a plain flat farm thing, good enough, with worn rails and a bed long enough for the work.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram and Rebecca stood at the mouth of the lane and stared at it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where," Azram said, "did he get a horse."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca looked at Skelly. Skelly stared back, head tilted, giving nothing away.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deniability," she shrugged.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deniability," Azram agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He decided not to wonder whose horse it had been, or whether there was a farmer somewhere on the edge of Nockport who would wake to an empty stall and never in his life arrive at the correct explanation. Some things were better carried lightly.
    

    
      
    

    
      It took the rest of the night to load the cart. Azram did less of it than he'd have liked to admit. It was on account of the smell, Skelly did most of the heard work. He continued carrying each of them up out of the tunnel and laying them in the cart bed with the same careful gentleness every time, the woman who'd wanted his children and the man with the vault key and the eighteen others. Eventually they lay in rows under a tarp Rebecca had found. Finally, the chamber below was empty, the worst of it done.
    

    
      
    

    
      When it was loaded, Skelly climbed up onto the cart's bench and took the reins in his boney hands and waited.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca went to him.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood by the cart and looked up at him, and when she spoke her voice had lost all its lightness. It was the voice she used for the dead at the east gate, the blessing voice, low and warm.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now listen," she said, pointing her finger. "You take them somewhere proper. Not a ditch. No obscure field where the dogs'll get at them. Somewhere they can rest decent, a quiet place, out past the wall, with some earth over them if you can manage it. They didn't all deserve what happened. Some of them were only frightened. So you lay them down kind. Do you understand?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton nodded, slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And then bring the cart back, and put the horse somewhere it'll be found and looked after." She reached up and laid her hand against the side of his skull, the way you'd touch the cheek of someone you were sending on a journey. "And then. Skelly. Listen. Then you can come back to us, if you like. Or you can rest. You've earned a rest if you want one, you can lie down somewhere quiet and let go and you don't have to come back. No-one will think the less of you for it. It's your choice. Do you hear me? It's yours."
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton looked at her for a silent few moments. The dark in its sockets was steady on her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then it nodded, once, and turned to face the road, shook the reins, and the horse leaned into its collar as the cart rolled forward down the lane. They watched it roll out toward the north wall and the dark beyond it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca watched it go.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What a hard working man," she said fondly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood beside her and watched the cart shrink into the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      They went back through the tunnel as the sky was going grey at its edges, and came up into the cathedral, the great hall was quiet and cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stopped at the foot of the nave and lifted his head and breathed in, carefully, through his nose.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stone. Cold. Candle wax. The faint ghost of incense.
    

    
      
    

    
      And under it, fading, with the chamber empty and the doors of it thrown wide to air — the smell. Still there. But going.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Better," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Positively," Rebecca agreed. She was looking back the way they'd come, toward the road north where a skeleton was driving a cart of the dead toward somewhere proper under the last of the stars. There was something quiet in her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He'll come back," Azram said, before he'd decided to.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know." She didn't sound certain. She slipped her hand into his. "I gave him the choice, though. He should have the choice. Everyone should get the choice, in the end."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked at her — brown hair loose, the green at her wrists pale in the grey light, the high priestess of the third house of Lord Death standing in an empty cathedral at dawn, grieving a little for a skeleton she'd given permission to rest.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye," he said. "They should."
    

    
      
    

    
      And they went up to bed, Rebecca's thoughts lingering on a cart driven by a hard working man who had been given, for the first time in his second life, a choice.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 24: A Drunkard and a Harlot
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The standing dead were waiting in the grass when they came out at dawn, the way they waited every morning now.
    

    
      
    

    
      There were more than yesterday. Ghouls stood scattered through the long grass beyond the east gate, thirty or forty of them, grey and still, milky eyes moving slowly in their slack faces. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A handful of guards loitered by the gate with spears and grim faces, waiting to do the morning's work, and near them stood a sorcerer in a fine grey coat. Not Jasper. One of his colleagues, younger, with the same expensive plainness and the same opinion of “priests”. He watched Azram and Rebecca walk out toward the field and made a small sound through his nose.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hmph."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram ignored him. He had a fine tuned cold shoulder for people just like that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca went first, she walked out among the standing dead without fear. They turned toward her, heads coming round slowly as she passed. She raised her hands in the blessing-shape and spoke the words low and warm as Azram watched the ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      And he saw it.
    

    
      
    

    
      A shimmer, where she stood. Faint, geometric, a pattern pressed into the earth and the air both, glowing lines and arcs with a complexity he couldn't follow. The marks began spreading outward from her feet through the grass to the edges of the field and back. It pulsed and strengthened when she spoke. It was beautiful and he had no idea what he was looking at. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're doing it" he said, brows furrowed and eyes wide
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca lowered her hands. "Doing what?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The ground. There's a — " he gestured at the grass around her, at the pattern only he could see " — a seal. A great glowing thing, all around you, spreading out from where you stand. It pulses when you speak."
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked down at her own feet. At the perfectly ordinary grass.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't see anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I suspected as much" He frowned at it. The lines held a moment longer and then faded as her blessing settled. "But it's there. You're actually blessing the ground, Becca. Every morning."
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at her hands, turning them over, the green at the wrists pale in the early light.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Am I really? I thought I would just..” she gestured vaguely at the standing dead “Just do it and hope it continued working. Are you certain there's really lines?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I saw them," he said honestly. "And the dead stand still inside it. So I'd say it's real."
    

    
      
    

    
      She filed it away, noting that these questions only lead to more questions. She was just happy they stood still. Rebecca turned back to her blessing, Azram turned to the guards.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Allow me, gentlemen" he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard captain looked at him, then the dead, he stepped back and gestured with an open hand — be my guest — with the air of someone delighted to be relieved of unpleasant work.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram walked further into the field.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first one was easy. He had learned since the gate, standing ghouls were nothing like the lunging ones. They did not fight him, they did not even seem to mind. The Ghouls watched and waited with their slow eyes while he set a hand near them and spoke the word.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Rest.” He said, but he put power into it now. He could feel the center of it, the core. It was like being blind folded and someone warm passing nearby, he could sense them. The body folded gently into the grass. The soul rose up gently and flowed into the crystal, then into himself. The shock and nausea were still unwelcome. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The guards made a low sound of approval.
    

    
      
    

    
      The second was easy too. And the third. The last time he was here he was busy rationing himself, terrified of the cost.  Now the field was calm and the dead were willing. He found, doing the fourth and the fifth in quick succession, that it came easier than it ever had. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He did the sixth. The seventh.
    

    
      
    

    
      —won't hold him—
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's head came up. "What did you say?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca, twenty feet off, blessing the far edge of the field, didn't turn. "I didn't say anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood still, eyed the wind moving the grass. There had been a voice. Not hers. Low, and close. He was certain of it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "My apologies," he said. "Thought I heard—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook it off. He'd overtired himself, that was all. He did the eighth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he did the next in quick succession, but on the tenth the cold did not come as a small shock but as a wave, a bucket of black water dumped through the center of him. Unprepared, the field tilted and he started going fuzzy at the edges.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stayed on his feet. Barely. Azram locked his knees and exhaled very slowly. He did his best not to let it show, because the sorcerer in the grey coat was watching. The guards were watching. A man who swayed was a man who could be doubted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Steadying  himself, he drew the holy order over the last fallen body and let the deep cadence come.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Go to the threshold in peace," he said. "The balance receives you."
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard captain came forward, openly grateful. "That's a fine work you've done, father. The lads thank you. I thank you." He hesitated. "There's some saying you're the realest holy man this city's had in a generation. For what it's worth, I'm one of them."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come to service," Azram said. "Thornsday. Bring whoever'll come. We'll bless this field as long as it takes, however long that is."
    

    
      
    

    
      "My wife and I both, we'll be there." The captain meant it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram walked back toward the gate with Rebecca, slower than he'd walked out. The cold chill was settling deep into his hands and feet now. His head was clear, but he felt like there was a murmur just at the edge of his hearing. He decided not to tell her about it. She had carried her hunger for three days without waking him. He could carry this a little way without troubling her.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I wonder if Skelly will come back” Rebecca said, walking close to him as they neared the cathedral.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram smoothed his mustache, “You gave him the option,  but I can't say how much thinking a skeleton really does. Hard to say.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at him, shrugging. 
    

    
      “Oh I'm torn. On one hand, he's rather kind and useful. But also, he's worked hard his whole life so he deserves some rest.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram struggled a little with the first steps on their way up, trying his best to act normal. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “How would you… well. Nevermind. He certainly did us a favor. “ he said, breathing hard. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance was already at work when they got inside, and Vance at work was a different creature than the man over the cooper's shop.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd cleaned up. Trimmed the grey stubble close, washed, found robes in the clergy stores that fit his broad frame, and stood in the empty nave with a ledger he'd dug out of Brandolyn's office. He was taking measure of the place with the flat assessing eye of someone who had run it before it went rotten.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thirteen members," he said, by way of greeting. "Some children. A guard, an innkeep, a baker who won't sign. Three clergy who don't know a censer from a soup ladle, no offence to present company."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Some taken," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Coffers empty. City paid off only halfway, with a master of the order on the road to inspect a house that can't feed its own clergy." Vance closed the ledger. "I've been awake since Ashveil bells doing sums, your holiness, and I'll give it to you plain. You cannot run a house on faith and barley. You've good intentions and an empty larder and that's a combination I have watched starve better men than you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're aware," Rebecca said. "We were rather hoping you'd have an idea."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've an idea. You won't like it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram sat down on the end of a pew. He was still cold from the field and the sitting was welcome. "Vance. In the last fortnight I have watched my home burn, been eaten by wolves, and found myself in the poorest cathedral I've ever seen. There is very little left I won't like. Out with it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance studied him a moment. Then, understood the man's position entirely. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "There's a vault," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We know about the vault. It's empty.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not 
      that
       vault." Vance was already walking toward the clergy wing. "That's the vault Brandolyn let people see. There's another. Come on."
    

    
      
    

    
      It was behind a panel in the archbishop's private chapel, a small cold room off the bedchamber that Azram had walked past a dozen times and never thought to search. It held nothing but a prayer bench and an old painting of the scales gone dark with candle smoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance lifted the painting down, felt along the stones behind it, and pressed one. A small section of the wall swung inward.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He thought no one knew," Vance said. "He was wrong. The old deacon knew. Told me, the night he died, the year before I left.  Said someone honest ought to know, in case the house ever needed it. I never thought I'd be the someone." He stood back. "After you, your holiness. It's your house."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram reached in and brought out what was inside piece by piece and laid it on the prayer bench, and the three of them stood and looked at it.
    

    
      
    

    
      A heavy golden chalice, set with small dark stones. A coil of silver chains, each hung with the scales-and-ledger of Lord Death. Rings. A reliquary box worked in gold leaf. A small heap of cut stones loose in a velvet bag. Candlesticks. A ceremonial knife with a jeweled hilt that Azram set down quickly, remembering the last ceremonial knife he'd seen in this house and where it had ended.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The bastard," Vance said, with something close to admiration. "He was bleeding the house dry and hid the real wealth here. This is… your holiness… this is fifty gold worth. Maybe more. There's men in this city who would pay well for the gold alone melted, never mind the work."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram picked up one of the silver scales on its chain. Turned it over. Some grieving family had probably bought this to bless their dead. Brandolyn had taken it back somehow, or never given it, and hidden it behind a painting to fatten himself while the house starved.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It was theirs," he said quietly. "All of this. It was the city's. He pilfered it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye," Vance said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we give it back." Azram nodded, set the chain down. "Not the metal. We can't go handing gold chains to beggars, they'd be robbed before they reached home. But the worth of it. We can sell it quietly, pay the city what we owe, and we pay everyone who works this house an honest wage. Whatever's left we put into bread and cloth and we give it back to the people he took it from." He looked up. "Can you sell it? Quietly? Without the whole city knowing the third house came into a fortune overnight?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know a man." Vance was already gathering the pieces into a sack with the brisk competence of one glad to be useful. "Discreet. Pays fair, for a fence. I'll have gold by midday and no questions trailing it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Take what you need for yourself, first. A wage. You've earned it before you've started."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance paused with the sack half full. Something moved across his hard face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll not take a coin of it, your holiness." He said it gruffly, to cover whatever was under it. "Not from this. This is the house's, and the city's, not mine." Then, because the moment was getting away from him: "Though I'll want new vestments. Proper ones. These fit but they're Brandolyn's cut and I'll not wear a dead snake's robes a day longer than I must."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Buy whatever vestments you like," Azram said. "Bishops should look the part."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance almost smiled, slung the sack over his shoulder, and went to turn stolen treasure into a future.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The wrong man would've kept these treasures. Hell, most men. I was right about you, your holiness.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram smiled weakly. “Thank you. But it was never ours to begin with.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance just nodded on his way out. 
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      On their way back to the service chamber Candle turned the corner, seemingly out of breath. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “My lady, I've got a. We have a new, oh theres a thing I want to tell. No, ask you about.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram and Rebecca paused their stride 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Out with it then candle, what's got you so flustered?” Rebecca said smiling
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh. Well, I must apologize first. I over stepped myself and im ready to pay the penance your ladyship.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What have you done?” Azram asked, curious now.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It's just that, well. I brought in an old woman who's worth her weight in gold for washing and two lay brothers to tend and sweep the candles. I couldn't turn them down you see, they were waiting at the doors all morning and I accepted them before I realized we cant pay anyone and-”
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca held a hand out, smiling as she looked at Azram and he nodded
    

    
      “Its quite alright! You've done well, and today we'll set things right. We can finally begin paying the staff their worth, for now at least. But its fine, Candle.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram added “You did a good thing. But yes..ask first next time, else we might have to pay someone with more coin we don't have.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your holiness-ess, forgive me, I thank you much. Truly, your lord and ladyship are most kind.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Candle performed what was probably a curtsy and hurried off as Azram and Becca went to inspect the smell. Service was a day away, it was time for fresh air. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance was back by midday, as promised, with a purse heavy enough to change the weather in the cathedral, and Azram did the first thing he had wanted to do since he'd walked into this place.
    

    
      
    

    
      He paid everyone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram gathered them in the kitchen; Candle, Hespin, Vance, the two new lay brothers who swept and tended the candles, the old woman who now did the washing, and he counted honest coin into each of their hands. He gave them a fair wage and the back-wages owed since before he'd ever arrived, and watched their faces.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hespin wept, quietly, and pretended he hadn't. The washing-woman counted hers twice and held it to her chest. Candle stared at the silver in her palm like she'd never been paid for honest work in her life, which, Azram realized, she very likely never had.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There's more where that came from," he said, "as the house grows. No one here works for nothing. No one here pays to belong. That's done." He cleared his throat, uncomfortable as he always was with their faces turned to him like that. "And, we're short of clergy. Badly. So if any of you know good people, honest people, the sort this house ought to have — bring them to me. We've room and we've wage and we've work that matters."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know a deacon," Hespin offered, wiping his eyes. "Retired. Good man. Lost his post when the second house closed. He'd come, for a house like this is becoming."
    

    
      
    

    
      "My sister can cook," said one of the lay brothers, "and she's devout, more than me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "There's a midwife down my old street," Candle said. "Knows every birth and death in the quarter. People trust her. She'd bring half the district with her if she joined."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bring them all," Azram said. "Bring them Thornsday."
    

    
      
    

    
      They went to the square in the afternoon — Candle had spent some of the new coin on bread and dried meat in addition to some bolts of cheap warm cloth. Vance and Hespin hauled a pew out into the open and set it up near the old well where the quarter gathered, and word went ahead of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      A crowd gathered. The poor of the quarter first, for the food, and then others behind them, the curious, the grieving, the ones who'd heard about the gate and the priestess who stopped the dead with a word.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stepped up onto the pew to speak. He had his cadence now. He drew breath to begin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "If I may, Archbishop."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked at him surprised, and Vance was already stepping up. There was something in his face that said this was not a thing he had planned but a thing that had come over him. Azram stepped down and let him have it. It felt like the right thing to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance stood up on the pew, cleaned up, trimmed, in robes that fit, a big man made bigger by standing above the crowd. He looked out at the people of the quarter, many of whom knew what he had become.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good people of Nockport," he said. "You know me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're a drunkard!" someone called, not cruelly, more amazed than anything to see him upright and sober in clergy robes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye." Vance didn't flinch from it. "A drunkard. And I've been known a letch in my time too, and worse besides." He let that sit. "But what I am not, and what I have never been, is a liar. So you'll hear me out, because a man who'll admit to all that, hasn't got a reason left to lie to you."
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd quieted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You need to hear what makes a man of twenty years' drinking set down the bottle and pick the faith back up." He nodded slowly. "I'll tell you. This morning, the third house of Lord Death — that great cathedral you see standing over this city — had not a single copper to its name. Not one. And by this afternoon we've found the means to stand in this square and give bread and cloth to those of you who need it most. Free. No charge, no tithe, no six silver for the privilege."
    

    
      
    

    
      A murmur ran through the crowd. The six silver. They knew the six silver. Every family in the quarter knew someone who'd paid it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And you'll ask how," Vance went on. "I'll tell you that too. His holiness may not like it, but you shall know. We found what Brandolyn the unjust hid. The gold that snake pilfered from your dead. The chalices and the silver your grieving families paid for and never got the comfort of. And the first thing, the very first thing that man did with it was sell it all and bring it back here to you." Vance's voice had gone rough. "I had more coin than the third house did, this morning, and I haven't a silver to my name. That's the truth of what they are now."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked down at his own hands for a moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't believe them. When they came knocking at my door — and you all know what door, you know the state I was in — asking a drunkard for help. For who's so far gone they'd want the help of me?" He laughed, short and rough. "But the faith came calling all the same. With this archbishop. And I'll tell you, friends, whatever else is true, the faith is strong in that man's heart. Stronger than I've seen in this house in thirty years."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence in the square. Even the children had gone still.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So I ask you. Set down your sins, whatever they are. Gods know I've set down a barrowful, and come help us right the balance of this city. Come to service this Thornsday. The ghouls have stopped breaking our gates. The house has a true leader. And we'd share his message with any soul willing to hear it." He stepped down off the pew. "That's all I've got to say. I beg your pardon. I've said more this Ashveil than I've said sober in ten years."
    

    
      
    

    
      For a moment the square held its breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then someone clapped. Then the crowd, and it rolled through them warm and real.
    

    
      
    

    
      Before anyone could move on, or Azram could step back up, Candle climbed onto the pew.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was nervous, Azram could see it, the auburn-haired sharpness of her gone uncertain. Her hands not knowing what to do with themselves, but she lifted her chin and she spoke anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And I," she said, "was a harlot. Not a week ago."
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd stirred. Some of them, Azram did not doubt, had known her in that life. She stood and let them look.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You can say it. Some of you knew me by it. I stood in a doorway down past the south market and I sold the only thing I had left to sell, because my husband was dead and my people were gone and the winter was coming and that was what there was." Her voice shook and held. "And the Holy Mother, Miss Solis, didn't walk past me. She stopped. In the cold. And she gave me a room, and hot water, and food, and she showed me there was light to be found even in a doorway in the dark." She pressed a hand to her chest. "I set down my apron. And for the first time in my life I feel the spirit move in me, true. The scales speak for themselves. This isn't the house it was. All are welcome here. Fear not, for we do not judge. There's not one of us up here fit to."
    

    
      
    

    
      She swallowed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That good man" — she pointed at Azram, and his throat tightened — "refused tithe this Hollowtide. Wouldn't take a copper from a grieving man. And yet the city will shut our doors if we can't pay what we owe. So it's true, what Vance told you. He sold the trinkets to keep those doors open, and he fed us when no one else in the world would. So let his holiness and the Holy Mother deliver you from your sins this Thornsday. All you need bring is yourself. And your courage."
    

    
      
    

    
      She climbed down, shaking, and Rebecca caught her hand and squeezed it.
    

    
      
    

    
      And Azram, swept up in it, moved by Vance and undone by Candle, stepped up onto the pew to close it out, and opened his mouth, and the honesty of the moment took him before his sense could.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And I," he said, "was a gra—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "His holiness was an apothecary."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca. Stepping up beside him, smooth as anything, her warm low voice cutting clean across his and taking the square's attention to herself before the word could finish leaving his mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He ran an apothecary in Thornwick," she said, "with a good man named Tom Aldric, rest him. And when the dead rose there, and the town burned, his holiness and I were the only souls to walk out alive. He saved me." Her hand found his, out of sight of the crowd, and gripped it hard. "He blessed me. And now, by his blessing, I can bless others. That is who your archbishop is."
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned to the crowd and raised her free hand in the blessing-shape, and across the square a dozen hands rose to mirror it, and the small girl from the front pew was there somewhere with her mother, doing the hands fastest of all.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We thank you for hearing us," Rebecca said. "And for accepting what little we could bring. Now let us end with a prayer, and send you home in the keeping of the balance. The ledger is open. The watch is kept. Blessed be."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Blessed be," said the square, a hundred voices, ragged and warm.
    

    
      
    

    
      The giving went on into the evening, the bread, meat, and the cloth, passing hand to hand. Candle, Hespin, and the lay brothers moving through the crowd, Rebecca among them, and Azram watching from the side of the pew. He had a strange ache from seeing something good done that he had somehow caused.
    

    
      
    

    
      A woman came to Rebecca near the end, with a child on her hip.
    

    
      
    

    
      The girl was small, three or four, flushed and listless, her cheek marked with the angry red of a fever-rash. The mother's face was the same one Azram had seen a thousand times across his workbench, the fear of a parent who has run out of things to try.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Holy Mother," the woman said. "Please. The fever won't break. The physiker's been and gone and taken my coin and she's no better. They say you stopped the dead with a word. Please. Can you… will you bless her?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca looked at the child.
    

    
      
    

    
      And Azram, watching, saw her look, the woman who'd worked the clinic at his side, she took over for a moment. Rebecca put the back of her hand to the child's cheek, and then her throat, and she watched the breathing. She examined the rash with the same eyes that had seen all too many children turning south back at the shop. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca laid her hand gently on the child's hot head.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Listen to me," she said to the mother, and her voice had changed low and certain. "You take her home and you keep her warm and you give her water, all she'll take. And tonight, and tomorrow, and the day after, you say your prayers over her three times each night. Each time you look at the mark on her cheek, you'll see it smaller than before. Day by day, it shrinks. And by the third day it will be gone, and her fever with it." She held the mother's eyes. "It shall be so. Blessed be."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Blessed be," the mother whispered, clutching the child, and went, looking lighter than she'd come.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca watched her go.
    

    
      
    

    
      Will it work?
       Azram asked her, in the quiet place. 
      Truly?
    

    
      
    

    
      I don't know,
       she answered, and there was something troubled under it. 
      I looked first. The fever was turning, Az, I'd have staked the shop on it. She'd likely have lived without me.
       A pause. 
      But I felt it go out of me when I spoke. The same as the field. Something went out of me and into her. 
      She watched the woman disappear into the crowd with her child. 
      So I don't know if I healed her or only told her what was already coming. And I don't know that I'll ever know. That's the part I don't care for.
    

    
      
    

    
      Does it matter? If she lives either way?
    

    
      
    

    
      It matters to me
      , Rebecca said.
       I'd like to know if I'm a fraud, too.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram had no answer for that. It was the same thing he wanted, and the same thing neither of them was getting.
    

    
      
    

    
      They walked back to the cathedral in the last of the light, the square emptying behind them. Nockport was warm and murmuring with the name of the third house.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why'd you stop me," Azram said. "Back there. On the pew."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca didn't pretend not to understand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because you were about to tell a square full of frightened people that their archbishop robbed graves," she said. "In a city that burns the dead in the street out of terror of them. Vance can confess his drink. Candle can confess her doorway. The city forgives those… they're the city's own sins, near enough. But a man who dug up their dead?" She shook her head. "They'd not have heard another word you said. Everything you've built here, gone, over a confession that helps no one."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It would have been the truth."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not all the truth is owed to everyone, Az." She said it gently. "You can be honest without handing strangers the knife to cut you with." She glanced at him. "I didn't lie for you. Everything I said was true. You were an apothecary. You did save me. I only left out the part that would have ended you. That's not lying. That's loving someone with sense."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram walked a few more steps in silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You stepped in front of it," he said finally. "The whole square was looking at me, and you just — stepped in front of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course I did."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No one's ever done that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then no one's ever loved you properly." She said it lightly, but she meant it, and it landed in him like a stone dropped down a deep well. His eyes did the thing he refused to let them do, and he had to look up at the darkening sky to keep them from doing it in front of her.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 25: A Hundredfold Flock
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's today."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It sure is." Rebecca didn't look up from the buttons she was working down his front.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There'll be too many voices. All of them, all of them… looking."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mhm."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can't speak to a room like that. What would I even say? People prepare for these sort of things."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And what were you doing the whole of Grimward, then? You had a whole day to prepare."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I did not have the time. The candle-sweepers. The washerwoman. The strays the clergy kept hauling in off the road, each one needing something. There were a dozen small fires to put out, and then—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "And then you took a very long nap."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat crawled up his neck.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was tired. A man's allowed to be tired."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And now here we are."
    

    
      
    

    
      Below, the organ wheezed into a hymn.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca, I'm not really fit to lead a church. We should have taken the chalice and run while we had the chance."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not a terrible plan. Except now you've gone and become a man of faith."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am no such thing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are. Half the town's said so, which by now makes it true."
    

    
      
    

    
      "...Fine. I am. I am, and I hate it. But there's too much looking."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then let your bishop give the service."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We do have a bishop now." He'd been briefly proud of that, before he remembered what it implied about the size of the thing. "But no. It has to be me. They'll want it to be me. That's the terrifying part."
    

    
      
    

    
      She covered his hand with hers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well—"
    

    
      
    

    
      A knock. The door swung in on Candle, beaming.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your Holiness, begging your pardon, five minutes to service."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Candle." He kept his voice idle, as though the answer were nothing to him. "How many today?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Fifteen would do. Twenty-five would even be enough to keep the doors open and the city off his back, few enough that he might fix on one kind face and pretend the rest weren't there.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lost count after a hundred, Your Holiness." She was already backing toward the stairs. "The flock's come for the word and I must get down to them, they need me!"
    

    
      
    

    
      She bowed with a flourish and was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram swallowed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did she say—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "She did." Rebecca's whole face had gone luminous. "Oh, Az. Look at our little church, blossoming."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Cathedral."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let's get your hat on. The world's waiting on the wise word of Archbishop Azram Vesper."
    

    
      
    

    
      He muttered something at the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're enjoying this far too much."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We saved the chapel. This is the good kind of frightened, Az. We're doing a good thing."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked up at her. A hundred. More than a hundred. He thought he might be sick.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye."
    

    
      
    

    
      She set the hat on his head and took his face in both hands, close enough that he could see nothing else.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're better at this than you believe. Have a little faith in yourself."
    

    
      
    

    
      And she kissed him, fully, without hurry. He let himself sink into it, one hand rising to her jaw, until she drew back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." He swallowed again. "Perhaps one more. For composure. So I can do the thing properly." His fingers worried at one another.
    

    
      
    

    
      She grinned and kissed his cheek instead. "After. So you don't forget your own sermon halfway through. Now, come and meet your flock."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the stairs. The cold breath of the nave rose to meet him as he started breathing deep at the doors. Past them waited a sea of upturned faces, going slowly, expectantly still. Every last one of them turned to him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram Vesper stepped to the pulpit and stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mouth opened. Nothing came.
    

    
      
    

    
      Row upon row of Nockport filled the nave, guards, tradesmen, the woman who sold river fish, the old man who argued every price, people he'd seen sleeping in doorways. The full weight of the room pressed through the soles of his boots and upward. He could hear his own pulse.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was Archbishop Azram Vesper.
    

    
      
    

    
      He cleared his throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Honored guests of Nockport."
    

    
      
    

    
      The silence after was so thick he could nearly see it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked to Rebecca. She smiled. Which was no help at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      He exhaled slowly and let the cold wash over him. It was the same stillness he reached for in the apothecary, over the bedsick, in the long stretches before things got worse.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Today you've come for a sermon," he said. "And I'll be honest with you. I don't have one prepared."
    

    
      
    

    
      A few gasps. A few covered laughs.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But I'll tell you what I know. I've come to understand death better than most. And if you're new here, you might think that's something to be afraid of."
    

    
      
    

    
      He let that sit.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They call us a cult. Say Lord Death only takes and never gives. That he works no miracles and offers no second chances."
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He's not the king of the gods. That's true. But without him the world would choke on the things that refuse to leave. The undying. The sick who can't pass. The ones who linger past their time. What we do in this cathedral is honor the balance he laid before us. Because Death is neither good nor evil. He is the fulcrum between the two. He draws us always toward the middle, away from every ruin that excess brings."
    

    
      
    

    
      The room had gone quiet in a different way than before.
    

    
      
    

    
      Candle, to his left, was writing down every word as fast as she could move.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know we fear the end of our journey," Azram said, "and we fear those we love reaching theirs. But I say to you plainly that death is not something to be feared. It is something to be understood. So that—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The back doors swung open.
    

    
      
    

    
      Light flooded through. Into it walked a short bald man with an enormous staff and robes that had cost more than most of these people earned in a year. Each step rang off the stones with a deliberate clang of his staff. He stopped at the last row and a hundred heads turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where," he said, loudly, "is Archbishop Brandolyn of the Third Church of the House of Death?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ran away!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dead, I hope."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Who cares?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram let the corner of his mouth do what it wanted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah. He has been long from this world. As you can see, we are in the middle of—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Whoever you are up there, you will come down immediately. I don't know your name, I don't know your credentials, and frankly I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      A man stood in the back row.
    

    
      
    

    
      The baker. The one who had slammed his door in Azram's face not a week ago. He stood with a finger pointed at the intruder and a voice that carried clean to the rafters.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know who you are, your holiness, but you'd best sit down and let us finish service. This is Archbishop Azram Vesper. We've gathered to hear him speak."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram held very still.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Listen here, you insignificant—" The man raised his staff. "Guards!" He pointed to the two at the front doors. "In here. Remove that man, and then remove whoever is wearing Archbishop Brandolyn's vestments. I will speak with him at once."
    

    
      
    

    
      The staff came down once, hard. The cathedral had gone silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram and Rebecca exchanged a look.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guards moved. Unhurriedly. Then a second man rose from the second row, the Captain of the city guard, arms clasped behind his back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. You'll give no orders to my men without my word first. Now." He looked at the intruder pleasantly. "You'll sit outside and quiet yourself for the remainder of service. Or you'll be in the stocks. Your holiness."
    

    
      
    

    
      At a single nod, both guards took the man by the arms. He went cursing, loudly, all the way to the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard captain looked up at the pulpit and winked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Continue, Archbishop. We shan't be interrupted further. It can wait."
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone started clapping. Then someone else. Then the whole nave.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood at the pulpit and said nothing for a moment. The baker, who had not yet bothered to sit back down, caught his eye from the last row and gave him a single short nod.
    

    
      
    

    
      It landed harder than the applause that followed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah." Azram cleared his throat. "Yes. Pardon the interruption."
    

    
      
    

    
      The room settled. He found the thread where he'd dropped it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "As I was saying. Death is not to be feared. It is something we should seek to understand. The God of Death asks no tithe, demands no sacrifice. He asks only that each of us keep the balance.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So what does that mean for you? For the ones you love?" He paused. "I ask myself the same. But he has already answered. There is a day each of us will never see coming, and it will be our last. Not early. Not late. The moment we are no longer needed here and are needed beyond.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Until then, right your wrongs. Be good to one another. Leave no regret unmended, no debt unpaid, no word said that you cannot take back. Keep your life in balance. What you give, in the end, is what you will be given."
    

    
      
    

    
      He had meant to say more.
    

    
      
    

    
      The doors burst open again — a single guard this time, gone pale and frantic. Through the gap behind him Azram could see he hadn't come alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      The captain was on his feet. "I said, no more—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "C-Captain! The dead, they've begun walking!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Heads turned all down the nave, the noise swelling as people half rose from the pews.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Speak, lad. Walking where? Are we in danger?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No, sir. They've begun to march. North. All of them at once."
    

    
      
    

    
      Every eye went to the Captain, whose hand had found his chin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Send riders ahead to Carlin, Magnatar, the villages between. Outpace the bastards and have word sent to the king." He glanced up at the pulpit. "Beg pardon, your holiness."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are forgiven," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance stepped up to the foot of the dais and cleared his throat, plainly tired of service being interrupted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "If I may. Let the Archbishop finish, so he might then attend the Magistrate's Inquisitor. Let us all rejoice that the dead have finally given up on our town."
    

    
      
    

    
      Cries of joy broke out across the cathedral.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Archbishop." Vance dropped his voice as the noise rose to cover it. "That's the High Inquisitor. He answers to no one but the Magistrate, highest of your order short of the man himself. Whoever set you in that chair, it should have crossed his desk first."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram nodded his thanks and stepped down from the dais, catching Rebecca by the sleeve as he went.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd rather like to stay
      , she said without moving her lips, still smiling for the pews.
    

    
      
    

    
      Becca. Vance says that's the man who should have appointed me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh.
       A pause. 
      That's not good.
    

    
      
    

    
      They slipped through the side door into the cool of the passage.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not good at all," he muttered, once the latch had clicked. "What do we tell him?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "We?" Rebecca arched a brow. "You're the Archbishop here. I haven't the faintest. Tell him Brandolyn appointed you, and pray he doesn't dig past it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the best you have?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The very best."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then I'll lean on his indulgences. Whatever rot the man's no doubt fond of." He smoothed his moustache and felt, all at once, very small inside a very large hat. "Hells. This is the last thing we needed."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He ought to be thrilled at the size of our flock," she offered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "...You have a point. But come with me. Please."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm. And if it goes south? I've grown fond of our church."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped for a moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Run," he said. "I'd say run."
    

    
      
    

    
      They left by the side door and came around to the front of the chapel, where a very short, very angry bald man was waiting. Azram tried to walk with his head high and a great deal of dignity about him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Finally. Gods." He flung a hand back toward the doors. "Wait until Carlin hears of this. Dragged out by these — these guards, of all things." He let out a long, wet hmph. "And it is far too bright out here. Take me somewhere a man can find wine and a chair while I address the Magistrate's concerns."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram studied him for a moment. "Certainly. Your… what was the name again?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's Renoir Sin. High Inquisitor, to one of your stature. Now stop standing about. I'm practically melting."
    

    
      
    

    
      He tapped his staff. Azram waited a deliberate beat before gesturing him along.
    

    
      
    

    
      He's just like Brandolyn
      , Rebecca said into his mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aye. Half as tall, too.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right this way, High Inquisitor. I'll take you to the, ah… office."
    

    
      
    

    
      When they arrived, Renoir walked straight in and dropped into Brandolyn's good chair, the one Azram had claimed for himself. Rebecca was left standing. Azram took the small, hard one across the desk.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So." Renoir folded his hands. "Who in the Nine Hells are you, and what are you doing in this cathedral?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's eyes went wide. Rebecca set a steadying hand on his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am Archbishop Azram Vesper. I lead this church."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Funny. I don't recall appointing you. So how exactly did you come to the post?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram swallowed. He was sweating now, shifting on the unforgiving little chair. "Brandolyn, the late Archbishop, named me his successor. As you can see—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Renoir's hand cracked against the desk. "That rotten coward. He knows better. We have an order to these things. Without order there is no balance." His eyes narrowed. "And yet I've never once heard your name. Where did you come from? Who is this.. this sickly girl behind you, and why is she here?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am the High Priestess Rebecca Solis." She gave a graceful bow. "Your holiness. I am the one who blessed the city gates and stilled the ghouls."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You what, now?" He leaned back, an eyebrow climbing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's true," Azram said. "She blesses the ground each morning. I help the guards put the ghouls back to their rest."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And how, precisely, do you manage that?" Renoir snapped. "Are the pair of you magicians?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram swallowed a laugh and cleared his throat instead. "We have learned, through the faith, that the balance must be tended. I take the souls from the ghouls. She holds them still."
    

    
      
    

    
      "My word. Utter horseshit." Renoir's lip curled. "Faith. There is no faith. There is life, there is death, and we all hang between the two. So which is it, necromancer? Sorcerer?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am only a man of faith," Azram said. "I know little more than that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A man of faith." Renoir steepled his fingers. "We'll see. The Fifth Tenet of the Pale Lord. Recite it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's stomach dropped through the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Neither hasten the hour nor stay it,
       Rebecca said in his head, smooth and quick. 
      Each soul keeps its own appointment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Neither hasten the hour nor stay it," Azram said. "Each soul keeps its own appointment."
    

    
      
    

    
      Renoir's eyes thinned. "The Second."
    

    
      
    

    
      What is given to the dark is not lost, only kept
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "What is given to the dark is not lost. Only kept."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Ninth." Faster now, leaning in, hunting for the stumble.
    

    
      
    

    
      A pause. 
      The Ninth… the Ninth is…
       For once Rebecca faltered.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Azram already had it. He had said it himself, not an hour ago, to a hundred upturned faces.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Balance is not mercy," he said quietly. "Nor is it cruelty. It is only balance."
    

    
      
    

    
      The room held still.
    

    
      
    

    
      Renoir sat back and regarded him for a long moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So." He sniffed. "You know your scripture." A beat. "That explains nothing."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram said nothing, which seemed wisest.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do you use, then?" Renoir pressed. "A wand. A staff. An incantation. There is always an instrument."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram shook his head. For a moment he only stared at the desk. Then, slowly, he drew the crystal from his coat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I use this. It draws the souls in, and passes them into me, as best I understand it." He swallowed, half braced for the man to erupt. "Now, if you'll beg my pardon, what exactly is the purpose of your visit?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Renoir didn’t answer. He was staring at the crystal as though nothing else in the room existed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The silence stretched.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "Might I…" His voice had changed entirely. "Might I see it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He took it the way one takes a newborn. Azram and Rebecca exchanged a glance.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How," Renoir murmured, "did you come by this?" When he looked up, the hostility was gone, and in its place sat something close to wonder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It was given to me. By a priest of Lord Death."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What did he look like?" Renoir was nearly out of the chair now, leaning across the desk as he handed it back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "An odd sort. Didn't say much. Pale, very pale, with cracked lips." Azram tucked the crystal away. "Have you seen him? We've been, ah… looking for him."
    

    
      
    

    
      Renoir settled slowly back into the chair, choosing his words like coins.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. I have not." He drew a breath. "But if what you say is true, the Magistrate himself will want to hear of it. We depart for Carlin at once."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We — what?" Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We depart for Carlin." He stood and rapped his staff against the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But my flock, my clergy, we're hardly prepared for such a—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Listen, and I'll say it once. Archbishops are appointed. You will be meeting him either way. So bring your… artifact, and we leave today." He paused at the door, looking back. "I'll say this much. The reports from this chapel had it at twenty members. I confess I was startled to find such a… gathering. A fierce one, at that. They respect you. They believe you." His mouth twitched. "Upon your return, you'll raise the tithe. Eight silvers. Yes… that'll do nicely. Nockport owes more to the Holy Capital regardless, and this town can plainly afford it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled the door open into the daylight.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell your clergy. Meet me at the west gate at dusk. And do not make me wait a moment longer.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 26: Nine Hells
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      They arrived together in the nave, the last of Nockport's faithful shaking hands and filing out through the doors.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance came toward them at a brisk stride, head high. "Well. How bad is it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram shrugged. "I suppose we're bound for Carlin. To be appointed properly and such."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance stopped a few steps off and started untucking his shirt, done with the formality of the day. "Aye, that man's our Lord's gift to the world. Pious, self-important pricks like him, they're exactly what's wrong with the order. I'll wager he asked you to raise the tithe."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He did!" Rebecca blurted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Eight silvers," said Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Figures. Right when we've got the thing breathing again." Vance shook his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We won't be doing it," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance laughed. "Figured as much. Worry not. I'll report the minimums and let them choke on it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Precisely the plan." Azram's face went serious. "So. Vance. I hate to ask it, but I need to leave the Third House in your hands a while."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance went quiet.Then he nodded. "I'll hold it down till you're back. Say no more."
    

    
      
    

    
      Candle came hurrying up, grinning wide, both arms wrapped around a heavy bronze alms basin covered with a cloth. She tried to bow and nearly lost the whole thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Look! We've got tithe!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's eyebrow climbed. "I said we didn't need—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "We told them! They didn't care. We said they never have to give, and they wanted to anyway. Look!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca peeled back the cloth. The basin was full, silver and copper, and even a sparse few coins of gold winking among them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "My word," she breathed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll be damned." Azram had nothing else.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Candle, I've bad news." Rebecca clapped her hands together with a smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      Candle's face fell. "Is it not enough, Your Holiness? You can kindly take my own share back, I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No, not that. Az and I — we're being taken to Carlin. For his proper appointment as Archbishop."
    

    
      
    

    
      Candle was so thrilled she jumped clean off the floor, and the coins jingled in her arms. "That's wonderful! You're to be all official and proper, then? A sign from our Lord, surely. Blessed be. I'll be waiting for your return. Needn’t trouble yourselves bout’ the others, they're cleaning up. I'll tell everyone the good news!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Candle. Come back a moment." Vance waved her over.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, Your Bishop-ness?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance snorted. "Count out two gold and ten silver."
    

    
      
    

    
      Candle set the basin on the floor, she'd been clutching it with both arms. She rummaged through, coming up a moment later with two fists full of coin. She stood and offered them up. Vance took them and sorted them into even piles.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now. Before you say no." He held up a hand to stop Azram's already-moving mouth. "You'll each be needing this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's their coin," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca nodded. "We shan't need it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye, and you're fools, all due respect." Vance pressed a pile on each of them. "Say the two of you get separated. Say the lady needs to buy a horse, or hole up in an inn till word reaches us. Hide the gold somewhere on your person. If you're searched, you show the silver. I won't hear no."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram and Rebecca exchanged a look.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye," Azram said. "That I can't argue with."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca held her gold coin up to the light, wonder in her eyes. "It's so pretty. I know just where to hide it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram nodded. "One last thing, Vance. While I'm gone… use the tithe to pay everyone, and keep a month's wages in the vault. The rest—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "To the people. Aye, we will. Say less." Vance clapped his hands. "Now go pack, and pack sensibly. The road to Carlin's seen bandits before, and I'll own I've not traveled north in some years."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram put out his hand. Vance shook it heartily.
    

    
      
    

    
      "If I've heard no word from you by next Thornsday's end, I'm sending riders."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram smiled. "Fair enough, Bishop."
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded once and set off with the high priestess to gather what they could.
    

    
      
    

    
      Packing took less time than Azram wanted it to.
    

    
      
    

    
      He worked the way he always had, methodically. From the apothecary shelf he took only the vials that mattered and left the rest: a fever tincture, the salve for burns, the small brown bottle, a twist of dried willowbark, needle and gut for stitching. Each one he rolled into a strip of raw wool before laying it in the leather kit, the way Old Tom had drilled into him a lifetime ago. Glass travels badly, and a broken bottle on the road is a bottle wasted. He bound the kit shut with its cord and stood it by the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      At the back of the bottom drawer, folded in a square of waxed linen, was his lucky finger. Ring still on it, dull gold and far finer than the hand it had belonged to. Azram looked at it for a moment, then folded the cloth back over and slid it into the inner pocket of his coat. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The wand went into the satchel beside the crystal, both of them into the bag he'd keep against his body, never the pack. A man could lose a pack.
    

    
      
    

    
      He added a change of linen, his good knife, the little black book of the Nine Tenets, and after a moment's bitter deliberation, the hat. Rebecca would never let him hear the end of it if he left the hat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Across the room, Rebecca was making a far greater production of far fewer things.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az, do I bring both shawls, or only the warm one?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The warm one. We're going north."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But the blue is prettier."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then bring the blue and be cold and pretty."
    

    
      
    

    
      She brought both.
    

    
      
    

    
      He watched her fold and refold the same dress three times, set down a small carved bird she was fond of, pick it up, set it down again. In the end she slipped it into her bag when she thought he wasn't looking. He said nothing. A person was allowed one foolish thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      For the gold coin she had her own scheme. She worked it into the hem of her dress with needle and thread, bit the line off with her teeth, and patted it flat. "There. No bandit alive would think to look at a hem."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Remind me never to underestimate you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You already are, my sweet."
    

    
      
    

    
      They packed light past that. A bedroll each, rolled tight and tied across the back. A skin of water, a skin of watered wine. Bread, hard cheese, a fist of dried meat in cloth. Two travel cloaks, oiled against the rain. It was a strange thing, Azram thought, to fit a whole life onto something you could carry on one shoulder. Far more than they owned back in Thornwick, and yet it still didn't seem like enough for the journey ahead.
    

    
      
    

    
      They stopped together at the doors of the nave.
    

    
      
    

    
      The candles had been snuffed but for a few, and the long room had taken on the grey half-light it wore when it was empty. It was the same room that an hour ago had held more of Nockport than he'd ever cared to look at in one place. He thought of how it had been when they first came to it. He thought of the baker standing in the back row and Candle hauling in a basin of coin she'd been told not to collect.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't expect to mind leaving it," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca took his hand. "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's only stone. We built it once. We could build another."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't believe that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," he admitted. "I don't."
    

    
      
    

    
      She rested her head against his shoulder, and for a moment neither of them moved. Beyond the doors the day was reaching it's end and waiting for them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'll come back," she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye." He squeezed her hand. "We'll come back."
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't say that her bad feeling had gotten into him as well. He didn't need to. She could feel it the same as he could, in that quiet place where their minds touched.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he pushed the doors open and they stepped out into the light.
    

    
      
    

    
      The west gate stood at the foot of the hill. Renoir Sin waited before it like a man being slowly martyred by the city itself.
    

    
      
    

    
      His carriage sat behind him, black-lacquered, gilt at the corners, worth more than the cathedral's whole tithe. He'd wedged himself into the thin shade of the gatehouse arch, staff in hand, robes already wilting in the heat.
    

    
      
    

    
      He spotted them on the path and threw up a hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "At last. I'd half decided the pair of you had run for it." He looked pointedly at the climbing sun. "If we leave this instant, we'll reach Carlin by tomorrow's midday. This instant, mind — so if you're quite finished with your tender goodbyes…"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's quite all right." Rebecca gave a small nod. "We're ready."
    

    
      
    

    
      A footman lashed their packs to the rear of the carriage while they climbed in. Azram kept his satchel on his knee with the crystal, wand, and the things he'd not let leave his reach.
    

    
      
    

    
      The inside was tighter than it looked. Sin had claimed the forward bench for himself and spread across it like spilled wine, which left the two of them the rear-facing seat, pressed shoulder to shoulder with room for nothing else. Their knees sat a hand's breadth from his polished boots.
    

    
      
    

    
      He rapped the head of his staff against the front panel three times, hard, and somewhere above them the driver clucked the horses into motion. The carriage lurched, then settled into a steady, jolting sway.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Say your farewells to that run-down outhouse you call a cathedral," Sin said, smiling crookedly enough to make Azram's jaw tighten. "We're bound for the Holy Capital now."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram smoothed his moustache in distaste and said nothing. He found Rebecca's hand on the seat between them and held it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Follow the balance,
       he thought, watching the road unspool past the window.
    

    
      
    

    
      It gave him no answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      The land changed as they went north.
    

    
      
    

    
      The tidy fields around Nockport gave way by degrees to scrub and stone, and then to stands of dark pine that crowded the road and shut out the sun for long stretches at a time. Azram watched it pass and said little. Beside him Rebecca had her face nearly to the glass like a child, narrating every hawk and ruin under her breath until Sin made a sound of profound suffering and she stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      He's worse asleep
      , she said, a while later, into the quiet of his mind. Across from them Sin had slumped into the corner, mouth open, staff clutched to his chest like a doll.
    

    
      
    

    
      Don't, 
      Azram thought back. 
      I'll laugh, he'll wake, and then I'll have to suffer through him again.
    

    
      
    

    
      He snores in his own key.
    

    
      
    

    
      Becca.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sorry.
       
    

    
      
    

    
      She wasn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      They passed a village in the late afternoon. Or what had been one. No smoke from the chimneys, no dogs, no children. A door stood open, swinging on its hinge, and the kitchen garden behind it had been trampled flat as though something large had walked straight through it. The driver did not stop. Azram noticed he did not slow, either.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca had gone quiet for real now.
    

    
      
    

    
       Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      I
       saw it.
    

    
      
    

    
      They came this way.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aye
      . He tightened his hand around hers. 
      Marching north. Same as us.
    

    
      
    

    
      Neither of them said the rest of it, that the dead were somewhere ahead of them on this road, and that the road ran only one way.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the miles wore on and nothing came of it. The pines thinned. The light went from gold to grey to a deep and starless blue. Sin woke only to complain of the cold, the jolting, and the absence of any decent inn before dozing off again. The driver lit the lamps. The carriage rocked them on and on, gentle and endless, until even Azram felt his eyes grow heavy and the dread in his chest dull towards peace.
    

    
      
    

    
      He should have known better. Peace, in his experience, was only the breath the world took before it did something terrible.
    

    
      
    

    
      The horses screamed first.
    

    
      
    

    
      It came up out of the dark ahead. A sound no animal should make, raw and climbing and then the steady sway of the carriage broke apart beneath him. The wheels found something. The whole frame slewed sideways. Azram had time to understand that they were no longer on the road and no time to do anything about it.
    

    
      
    

    
      A crack split the night, wood and iron giving all at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      The world tipped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin went out the far door with a shriek, swallowed by the dark. Rebecca's arms locked around Azram's chest. The lamp tore loose from its bracket. Something hard came up to meet the side of his skull —
    

    
      
    

    
      Black.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az! Wake up, wake up now!"
    

    
      
    

    
      She was shaking him. His head throbbed in time with his pulse, slow and enormous, and when his eyes found her face he saw blood running down it in a dark line from her hairline.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand shot up to her cheek. "Are you hurt?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "There's no time, come on!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The cabin had become a thing of wrong angles. The floor was a wall now; the door above them opened onto a sky full of stars. Rebecca hauled herself up through it and out, and Azram followed, numb to the fingertips, his vision swimming back in pieces.
    

    
      
    

    
      He came up onto the side of the overturned carriage, and the night resolved into a single terrifying fact.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ghouls.
    

    
      
    

    
      A horde of them, spilling down the road out of the dark. Where the horses had been, was now a heaving mound of bodies bent low and tearing. He understood, dimly, that the screaming had stopped because there was nothing left to scream.
    

    
      
    

    
      "H-help! Ghouls! The undead!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin came scrambling up out of the ditch faster than Azram would have credited him, staff abandoned, habit hiked to his knees, his face doing all the explaining the dark left undone.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What in all the hells," Azram breathed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca grabbed his arm and pointed. "The bald man, they're going to eat him! Do something!"
    

    
      
    

    
      A cold hand closed around her ankle.
    

    
      
    

    
      It had come up over the lip of the carriage behind them, and it pulled, and she went down hard. Azram drove his boot into its face and hauled her up by the collar, his head whipping round — and round — and there was no direction that was not full of the dead.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods' balls." He had her against him. "We're surrounded, Becca."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do we do? Az, what do we do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wench!" Sin had reached the wheel below them, clawing for a grip. "Make them stand still! The way you did at the gate, make them stand still!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca's eyes narrowed. "Wench."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram was already digging in his satchel. The crystal came free cold and heavy, and he closed both hands around it. Another ghoul was dragging itself up the side now; their high ground was no longer high, nor much of a ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca, the blessing. Try it. I'll buy you what I can."
    

    
      
    

    
      She pressed her palms together and began the sign she'd made a hundred mornings at the gate. But the dead do not wait for prayer. One lunged and she flinched, the shape coming apart in her hands; another, and she lost it again, a sob breaking loose.
    

    
      
    

    
      Below, Sin had got a knee onto the wheel, reaching up with both arms. "Please — please, I beg you, help me up, they're going to—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You called me a wench," Rebecca snapped, arms crossed, brows low.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I — I'm sorry! I'm sorry, only please—"
    

    
      
    

    
      A ghoul took him by the arm and spun him off the wheel into the dirt, and its jaws came down as he screamed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crystal flashed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram felt the three of them go out of the world all at once, a cold pull through his arms, into the stone, into him. Then the three drained husks dropped lifeless across Sin where he'd fallen. He swayed. The draw had cost him, and there were so very many of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az, I don't think we can take them all, I think we're—" Rebecca kicked a clawing thing back off the side. "—ahh!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he smelled the smoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      The broken lamp had done its work. Flame was climbing the underside of the carriage in quick bright sheets, and the heat of it pressed against his back like a hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have to get down. It's burning."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't want to go down there!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'd sooner not burn alive, either."
    

    
      
    

    
      He took her hand. Met her eyes. "Trust me."
    

    
      
    

    
      She nodded once, and they jumped.
    

    
      
    

    
      They landed hard among the dead, and the dead turned toward them as one. Sin was scrabbling back toward the wheel, sobbing, trying to climb the very thing that was on fire. The horde began to fold inward around them, unhurried, and certain.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram had perhaps a breath before they closed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The blessing, Becca. You must. I'll keep them off you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then put your back into it." The word came out a snarl. The crystal flashed and five of them folded at once, and he dropped to one knee under the weight of it and dragged himself up again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin crawled to them on his belly and seized a fistful of Azram's trouser leg like a frightened child. "Protect us! I'll tell the Magistrate, you'll be rewarded, a king's ran—"
    

    
      
    

    
      A ghoul lunged and nearly struck the crystal from his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did it work?" Rebecca had her eyes shut, lips moving.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He drained more. His vision tunneled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No!"
    

    
      
    

    
      And Sin, of all of them, began to pray, eyes screwed shut, voice cracking. "Oh Father who tends the balance, watch over us, watch over your servants—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The horde was wall to wall in front of them. Rebecca was behind him now, making the same signs over and over, faster, useless.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can't focus!" She was crying. And then she went very quiet. "Az. I can't. It's too much. I can't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      A ghoul hit him from the side and the ground came up. Hands closed on his arms, his legs, cold fingers in his collar, and the weight of them began to bury him, and he heard Rebecca scream his name.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned his head toward the sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      He saw her face, her mouth wide, her hand flung out toward him, and behind the terror, just for an instant, he saw the lines.
    

    
      
    

    
      They bloomed from her feet and spead out. Not the great working she'd made at the gate; a small thing, a few paces across. But her small blessing was true.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram wrenched one arm free and put everything left in him into a single word.
    

    
      
    

    
      "REST, damn you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The crystal blazed white. The weight on him went slack. And then he was gone too, the dark folding over the edges of him, ghoul-bodies dead across his chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca didn't hesitate. She threw herself out past the edge of her own circle, into the open, hauling at the corpses pinning him. He fought to stay and clawed at the surface of himself and heard her, felt her, shoved the dead weight off his chest with the last of his strength, and her hand found his.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Azram—" Her eyes were wild, and not entirely with fear. "I think I'm hungry. Right now."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Take it."
    

    
      
    

    
      She caught his wrist and drank, fierce and fast, and the dark surged back in at the corners of his sight. But it was worth it. He watched it be worth it. The shaking went out of her hands. Something in her face turned still and certain, she rose to her full height in the open ground before the burning wagon. Rebecca was calm now, focused, and brought her hands together one last time.
    

    
      
    

    
      The circle came off her in a single clean pulse, wide, bright, and geometric, ringing out across the road like a struck bell. Where it passed, the dead stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      They stopped at its edge and stood, jaws working, pressing against nothing. A wall of hunger held back by an invisible line drawn in the dirt.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram dragged in a breath. Got a knee under him and the crystal back into his shaking hand. Beside him Rebecca stood with her chest heaving, his blood dark at the corner of her mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Glad that worked," she panted, "because I'm all out of blessings."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And I'm all out of blood." He smirked at her, and it cost him something to do it. "I feel it, Becca. I'm going to try something."
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a reprieve and not a solution, and he knew it. The wagon at their backs was a column of fire now, throwing their shadows long across the ring of the dead. When it burned down, their light would go with it. The heat was already pushing them toward the line Rebecca could not hold twice.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Azram had stopped thinking about holding the line.
    

    
      
    

    
      What he had was a plan.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca. If this works, I need you to pull our luggage off the back and run with me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Run where? We're safe — ish — here!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not going anywhere!" Sin wailed from the dirt.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Listen, you fools." Azram's voice had gone low and even, far too calm for the firelight on his face. "That wagon will burn to nothing and drive us into the horde within minutes. We make for the village we passed. On foot. We hole up until dawn."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And how," said Rebecca, "are we meant to get through that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked at the wall of the dead.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am Azram Vesper." He turned the crystal once in his palm. "No corpse on this road is going to be the end of us."
    

    
      
    

    
      She caught the change in his eyes before he said another word, a green in them, faint and cold, that she had never seen before.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I trust you," she said softly.
    

    
      
    

    
      He held the crystal to his chest and breathed in slow. Closed his eyes, and reached.
    

    
      
    

    
      He could feel them. All the dead things he had just unmade, the husks lying lifeless within the circle and without. He felt down into them, into the cold hollow places where something had been and was no longer, and found them empty. Found the emptiness waiting. Found that he could fill it.
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes opened, and the green in them flared.
    

    
      
    

    
      "ARISE."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word did not sound like his voice. It came out lower with a weight behind it that bent the air, and from the dirt inside Rebecca's circle, seven dead things lifted their heads.
    

    
      
    

    
      They rose the way the drowned rise. Slow. Hideous. One on a shattered leg, one with half its face gone, all of them turning at once toward the man who had called them and going still. Perfectly still. Awaiting him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Th-they're back!" Sin scrambled across the ground and clutched at Rebecca's hem. "Gods, they're back—"
    

    
      
    

    
      But these did not come for the living.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram pushed out a thread of everything he'd spent days drawing in, and he gave them their purpose. Forward, into the horde, open the way. Azram felt the intention leave him and land in them like a key turning in seven locks.
    

    
      
    

    
      They obeyed.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 27: A Ghoulish Candle
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The seven hit the horde the way a thrown stone hits water.
    

    
      
    

    
      They did not fight the way the living fight. They walked into the press of the dead and tore it open and where they passed a small gap held. A narrow throat of clear ground running off toward the black line of the trees.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The packs, Becca! Off the back, now, before it all burns!"
    

    
      
    

    
      She was already moving. She wrenched the bedrolls and a satchel free of the smouldering rear of the wagon, slung them across her body, and came back for his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sin! Get up! Move!" Azram yelled.
    

    
      
    

    
      The inquisitor scrambled off his belly and ran, for a man of his shape he ran remarkably well with the dead at his heels, Rebecca thought. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They went through the gap.
    

    
      
    

    
      And Azram while running, reached back into the darkness he lived with and pushed.
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn't hard. That was the terrible part of it. Drawing a soul in was like hauling a bucket up a long well, hand over aching hand. Putting one back was just tipping the bucket over the lip. It went. He felt the husks along the roadside fill, rattle, and stand. The drained ones, the fresh-killed, and he reached wider and pushed out more. They came up out of the ditches, the wreck, and they fell in around the three of them like iron filings round a lodestone.
    

    
      
    

    
      A ghoul wreathed in fire from the wagon hauled itself upright and took its place in the ring, running beside them with flame streaming off its shoulders, and by its light Azram could see the road.
    

    
      
    

    
      More
      , something said.
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought it was his own thought. He listened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Faster
      ," he told them. Not aloud, but in that place behind his teeth where the command lived. Azram's undead found a speed the wild ones did not have. The horde behind them was mindless, a tide with no will in it. His were a fist. They ran, and their trio ran inside the ghoulish circle, the gap held all the way to the trees.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two whole miles. Sin wept through most of it. Rebecca said nothing, only ran, the packs hammering at her hip. Azram ran in the middle of a moving wall of corpses he had called up out of the dirt and was reasonably shocked they obeyed him. He tried to not let himself think too hard about how good it felt.
    

    
      
    

    
      On the road, he felt a hand close on his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned quickly. He only saw the burning ghoul three paces back and the dark beyond it. He faced forwards and ran on despite his burning lungs.
    

    
      
    

    
      The village rose out of the night without a single light in it.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was as dead as they'd left it that afternoon. The swinging door, flattened garden, a silence that sat heavy in the ears. Azram picked the largest house, stone built with a second floor and shutters still on their hinges. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The dead obeyed his command without fail. They peeled off the ring and took the doors and the windows, shoulder to shoulder, a barricade of bodies three deep across every dark opening. The burning one he set at the threshold, where it stood and lit the doorway like a foul candle as smoke boiled off. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Inside, the air was stale and blessedly empty.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Up," Azram said. "The stairs. The dead can keep the ground floor."
    

    
      
    

    
      Exhausted, they climbed. The upper room had been a bedroom. All that remained was a stripped cot, a stool, and a child's wooden horse lying on its side in the corner. Rebecca dug her tinderbox out of the pack with shaking hands and on the third try the char caught. She touched it to the stub of a tallow candle they found in a dish on the sill.
    

    
      
    

    
      The little light was unbearably welcome.
    

    
      
    

    
      They sat, all three of them, backs to the walls, just breathing. Sin had stopped weeping and started shivering. Rebecca's hair was black with dried blood down one side. Azram's head felt packed with wet wool, and underneath the exhaustion ran a strange hum he did not like.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We rest till dawn," he said, when he could manage words. "Then we make for Carlin on foot, and we hope the road brings someone with a cart and a kind heart."
    

    
      
    

    
      It wouldn't. He knew that even as he said it. But Sin's shivering eased a little, and Rebecca let her head come to rest on his shoulder. A comfortable lie was the only thing he had left to give.
    

    
      
    

    
      He let his eyes close.
    

    
      
    

    
      And he felt them.
    

    
      
    

    
      All of them. Every husk he'd raised, standing sentinel below and around the house. He hadn't counted as he raised them. He counted now, drowsily, and the number was far past what he needed. Twenty stood guard. Closer to thirty. A handful more loitered in the lane with nothing to do but stand until told otherwise. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten of those, he counted, were just extra souls.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wasteful, came the thought. He picked the ten nearest to the lane, the ones doing nothing, and reached out to put them down the way he'd put down the dead on the road.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rest.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd braced for it to be like the wagon. One quick white flash, and done.
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn’t.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pulling them back in was a mistake. He was hit with ten fresh waves of ice water, nausea, and exhaustion. He felt it like a punch to the gut after a long day's work. The room tilted as his vision tunneled. The candle smeared sideways into a long gold streak, and he heard Rebecca say his name from somewhere very far away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      He came back slowly, foggy, the way he'd come back in the carriage.
    

    
      
    

    
      The candle had burned down by perhaps an inch. An hour, then. Two at the most. His mouth tasted of copper, his skull throbbed in long slow waves, and when he tried to sit up the whole room felt like it leaned with him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca's face swam down over his. She'd been crying again, or still was.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There you are." Her whisper shook. "Don't you ever do that again without warning me first."
    

    
      
    

    
      "...How many," he croaked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How many what?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Still standing. Out there." He swallowed, his throat was sand. "On guard."
    

    
      
    

    
      She frowned, unsure. But Azram followed it well enough. Even now, wrung out to nothing, he could feel them. Every one of them, sooner or later, would be his to put down. He shook his head at the thought. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carlin was likely still half a day's walk away.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wild dead came stumbling to the house before he was ready for them.
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt them before he heard them, a pressure arriving at the edges of his raised ghouls. Then the groans came up through the floorboards. A collection of low, wet, endless moans of the horde finding the house. Then came the dull repeated thud of bodies walking into a barricade that did not give.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca was at the shutter in an instant, one eye to the gap. "Az. They've come."
    

    
      
    

    
      He dragged himself up beside her. Below, in the foul smoldering light of the burning sentinel, the lane had filled. The wild dead pressed in from the dark, clawing, mindless and hungry. His own stood against them at the doors and windows, shoulder to shoulder, and gave not an inch.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wild ones threw themselves at his sentinels and his ghouls broke them. One caught a clawing arm and snapped it, another took a head in two dead hands and twisted it off, a third put a boot through a knee and trod the thing down into the mud and stood on it. They felt nothing, wanted nothing, and could not be frightened or tired.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods," Rebecca breathed. "They're winning."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're mine." Azram said confidently. "They'll hold."
    

    
      
    

    
      A stretch of the barricade at the back buckled, two of his went down under sheer weight, dragged off into the dark and torn apart. He felt the gap open in his mind like a missing tooth. Before he'd thought about it he reached out and filled it, pushed two of the freshly fallen back onto their feet and turned them, the breach sealed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It cost him almost nothing. That was the part that frightened him, when he had the wit left to be frightened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't," Rebecca said quietly. She'd been watching his face, not the window.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't what?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That. The look you get." She touched his wrist. "It shouldn't be easy, Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      He had no answer that wasn't a lie, so he gave her none.
    

    
      
    

    
      When it was clear the wall would hold, they came away from the window.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." Azram lowered himself to the floor by the candle with the care of a much older man. "Let's see what we've got."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca tipped the satchel and bedrolls out between them, and they took stock by the small light.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was not much. His apothecary kit, thank the Nine, she'd grabbed the right satchel, and the vials had ridden out the crash in their wool. Two bedrolls. His good knife. The little black book of the Tenets. A heel of bread, a wedge of cheese gone soft with sweat, and a fist of dried meat. One waterskin, three-quarters full and one skin of watered wine.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where's the other water?" Azram turned the empty wool over as though a second skin might be folded inside it. "There were two."
    

    
      
    

    
      "On the back of the wagon," Rebecca said. "With the rest of the food." 
    

    
      
    

    
      He did the math the way he did everything, cold and quick. Three people. Half a day's walk. High summer, a road with no shade and no well he knew of. One skin of water, one of wine — and wine would do more harm than good under a hot sun.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'll be thirsty by Carlin," he said. "Ration it. A mouthful each, morning and midday, no more."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What about the bald man?" Rebecca asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Across the room, Sin had recovered enough to be offended. "The bald man," he said, the ghost of his old diginity creeping back, "has a name, and a station, and will require somewhat more than a mouthful—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You'll have a mouthful and be grateful for it," Azram said. "Same as us."
    

    
      
    

    
      But Sin had stopped listening. He was looking at the crystal.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram had set it on the boards beside his knee, and in the candlelight it was nothing much. It was a purple crystal the size of a boot, faintly warm but otherwise normal. Sin stared at it the way a starving man stares at bread.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Goddamn," he said softly, and for once there was nothing performed in it. "That's a powerful thing you carry. I felt it on the road. Every time it flashed I felt it in my teeth." He wet his lips. "Do you know what it is? Truly?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "A crystal," said Azram shrugging. "It does what you saw."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It is a relic." Sin leaned in, and the firelight made hollows of his face. "I've read of shards like that one. Old texts from the first age, when the order still kept honest records.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram swallowed “And what did the texts say?” , he leaned in as Sin spoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes came up sharp. "A pale priest, you said. Cracked lips. Spoke little." A pause. "Ill say this, I've read of those descriptions before. That is no ordinary trinket. The magistrate will want to see it directly. I'm just glad you've somehow saved us with it, for now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The room went quiet but for the moaning below.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Sin seemed to hear himself and the shutter came down behind his eyes. Suddenly he was a petty official again, brushing dust from a ruined sleeve. "No matter. The Magistrate will sort it. He sorts everything. A pious man, the Magistrate. Very thorough." 
    

    
      
    

    
      He said it like a comfort. Yet it did not sound like one. "You'll be examined, of course. Properly. None of this hedge-priest business Brandolyn ran. The order has standards."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You keep saying the order is rotten," Azram murmured, "and then that the order has standards."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin's mouth opened, and shut, and he lay down with his face to the wall and said no more.
    

    
      
    

    
      Later, when the old bald man had finally fallen asleep, Rebecca shifted until her shoulder pressed Azram's, and they sat watching the candle burn.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your eyes did a thing," she said, low, for him alone. "On the road. When you called them up. They went green. Like deep water with the sun behind it. I'd not seen that before."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't feel it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. That's part of what frightened me." She turned a silver coin over in her fingers, thinking about the wreck and still anxious about the situation at the same time. "When you reach for them, where do you go, Az? In your head. What does it feel like?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He considered lying. He was quite good at it, but she deserved the truth even if he didn't quite understand it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like there's a room I never knew was in the house," he said at last. "And the door's been left open. It's cold in there. But I can feel them, that's where the ghouls I put down go." He looked at the candle. "I don't think it's my room, Becca. It's not always been there."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was quiet for a moment. "More," she said. "You whispered it on the road. I heard you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did I? I was trying to.. save us at any cost."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her hand found his and held on. Neither of them said the things they were both thinking. She had spent the whole of her ghoulish life trying to run back toward something. Toward warmth, hunger, and real tears. She missed feeling the ache in her feet after a long day at the shop and the simple joy of admiring the foolish carved bird in her bag. She felt it, she was becoming, by small amounts, a person again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Yet it seemed he was walking slowly, somewhere else.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're still alive" he said, because he felt her quiet pain, and for now it was true.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We are." She put her forehead to his shoulder. "Az, I just wanna go back to our church."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I believe we will. Just as soon as we're done in Carlin." he told her . 
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're wrung out, Az. You should try to sleep. " She said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “So are you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not though. I can keep watch for us." She said it plainly, which was true and they both knew it.  "I couldn't sleep if I tried. And someone in this house ought to be awake who isn't liable to drop dead from it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He snorted a small laugh and gripped her hand tight once, which was answer enough. Azram stretched out on a bedroll with the crystal shut in one fist and the knife in the other, he let his eyes fall closed as the moaning below faded to a far-off tide.
    

    
      
    

    
      And he slept.
    

    
      
    

    
      The candle was a finger high and failing while Rebecca stood staring into the moonlight. 
    

    
      She was at the shutter, watching her breath fog against the window. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe I really am alive.” She thought. Even as she stood there, she was comparing herself to the dead below, wondering what separated herself from them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She felt them too now, as she focused on them. The one who had been on fire was close to his limit and she feared he would collapse against the house. In her head, she commanded him to step forward and into the wall of thinning ghouls in the lane. To her surprise, he listened and was promptly torn apart. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She shook her head. Whatever was going on with Azram, was somehow connected to her. She was sure of it. She smelled him now too. After commanding a few sparse ghouls back into position she was becoming hungry again, and only one thing could satiate her. She could wait, he needed the sleep. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She held her stomach, wishing stew tasted as good as it used to instead of ash. She left the window and lay down beside him, she liked watching his breathing. Except today his face seemed skinnier than it used to. Her eyes widened a bit at the thought, when exactly had he eaten last? She frowned, planning to take only the necessary amount when he woke, or maybe waiting longer if she could. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca waited for sunrise at his side, only rising to check their defenses and the thinning horde every so often. Until finally, the candle went out.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 28: Dwindling
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "In the woods!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He bolted upright and said it with full conviction, Rebecca flinched hard into the wall, and Sin —
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods' beard—"
    

    
      
    

    
      — clutched his chest and came up at the same time, and for a moment all three of them sat staring at one another in the grey pre-dawn, equally startled. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The house creaked. A random ghoul moaned below.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh." Azram smoothed his moustache. "Horrible nightmare. Sorry."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Woods?" Rebecca said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I..." The dream was already dissolving. Darkness, the smell of bark, seeing through low eyes. "Nothing. How did we hold?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She was at the window. "I've been checking on them all night. I could even move a few around like Skelly." She glanced back. "Were those dreams about them?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "What in the hells does a man have to do to get proper sleep?!" Sin had bunched his ruined robes in both fists and was vibrating with indignant sleeplessness. "It's barely dawn and you're already screaming! If you intend to be an Archbishop, keep business hours—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I said sorry."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca held up a hand. "It was a rough night. Stop complaining."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin grumbled and subsided, which was, by all measures, a victory.
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned back to the lane. It was mostly wreckage now, torn limbs and crushed bodies heaped at the barricade. A few listless strays were still wandering, having lost their hunger for the house somewhere in the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Twenty something of yours are still standing," she said. "A few fell in the night, but new ones took their place. Az—" She looked at him carefully. "I think you were managing them while you slept."
    

    
      
    

    
      Now what was the nightmare really?
       Her voice arrived soft in the back of his thoughts, just for him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He moved to stand beside her at the window, keeping his face toward the lane.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was like I didn't sleep at all. I was seeing through their eyes. All night. One was wandering in the woods, several at the house, I could see what they were seeing. Feel what they were feeling. A pause. It was dreadful, Becca. Like being swallowed whole by it.
    

    
      
    

    
      My word.
       Her face didn't change
      . Are you sure you can press on? Another day—
    

    
      
    

    
      Not with those bodies rotting in the heat. We move before another horde finds us. I don't think I can manage another night of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Okay. And Az.. I'm h
      —  A pause.
       No. Nevermind.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hungry
      . He said it plainly. 
      Take what you need. Not in front of him.
    

    
      
    

    
      I
       can hold out.
    

    
      
    

    
      It's a long walk, darling.
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't answer. But a moment later she drew him by the hand into the small back room, away from the window, out of Sin's sight.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Quick then" she said. "Before we go."
    

    
      
    

    
      He gave her his wrist without a word. She bent to it, then a familiar sting, the cold pull, grey draining from her face as colour returned. She stopped long before she wanted to. She could wait.
    

    
      
    

    
      When she straightened she pressed her mouth to his, warm now, his own blood faint on her lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you." Her forehead against his. "Only what I need. Always."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      She caught his jaw and turned his face toward the light from the small window, frowning at what she found there. Her thumb traced his cheekbone, which was sharper than it had been a month ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You need to eat soon. Properly. I mean it, Az. I won't have you feeding me and whistling yourself down to nothing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "There's bread in the pack," he said. "I'll eat. I promise."
    

    
      
    

    
      He meant it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They came downstairs and out into the early morning, timidly, the way you step into water you can't see the bottom of.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dead were waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      Twenty-three of them, standing where he'd left them. As Azram crossed the threshold they turned all at once with a slow dreadful stare, and then began to fall in around the three of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin pressed himself immediately behind Azram's shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ten paces," he hissed. "Not a step closer, I don't care how obedient they are. Ten paces, Vesper, and keep them there—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram pushed out the command and the ring widened and held, his dead drifting to the verges in their loose formation. Sin watched it happen with an expression that could not decide between impressed and appalled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right," he said, quietly. "Good. Lead on."
    

    
      
    

    
      The wreck sat where they'd left it and it was everything Azram had expected: ash, twisted iron, the gilt corner-piece of the carriage lying in the blackened grass like a bad joke. In the ruin of the rear boot, broken glass caught the early light.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin sank to a crouch among the shards as though at a graveside.
    

    
      
    

    
      "My wine." He turned a bottle-neck over in his hands. The neck with the wax seal still attached and entirely pointless. "Nockport Reserve. Sixteen years in the barrel. A full case." A fistful of ash sifted through his fingers. "My parchment. The writs. The clothes" A pause. "My staff.." He was throwing his hands up at each loss.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We've a road to walk," Azram said, not without sympathy. "Mourn it on the way."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin set the bottle-neck down with reluctant ceremony, standing slowly as he turned north.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine," he said. "We're walking. That's what we're doing. We're walking to Carlin. With no staff. No carriage and no horse. He set off with an angry look upon his brow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The sun came up as they went north and didn't stop. It rose hot and stayed hot. The dew evaporated off the road in the first hour, the pines thinning on both sides until there was nothing between the three of them and the sky had no cloud in sight. 
    

    
      
    

    
      After the first mile Azram's shirt was plastered to his back. By the second, Sin was already favouring his left foot.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How long a walk is it?" Azram asked. He'd never come from the south.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin blotted his gleaming scalp with what remained of his sleeve. "For three healthy young men? Half a day." He looked at the ring of rotting dead following at ten paces. He looked at Azram's face. Then down at his shoes. "For us? Nightfall. God willing."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram ate the bread in the third mile. Hard, stale, and gone in four bites. It helped about as much as expected.
    

    
      
    

    
      By the time his complaints had found their rhythm of boots, heat, road, and back to boots. Sin was a fixed and unwelcome feature of the morning, Azram had stopped listening to the words themselves.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How many?" Rebecca asked, beside him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three and twenty still." He didn't need to count anymore. They hung at the back of his mind like a weight. "Too many to get rid of in a half day."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can you start now?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the nearest one, a drained thing in a miller's apron with half its jaw gone. Azram took a deep breath and folded it down with a word.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rest.
    

    
      
    

    
      It dropped without issue, but the payment came in cold and immediate. Even though he clenched his teeth and braced for it, the road still tilted, his left knee buckled, vision blurring at the corners. Rebecca's arm was through his before the stumble finished.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's okay to have my help.” She continued walking and kept him walking too. "Twenty-two."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Twenty and two," he agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He ate the cheese in the fourth mile. It tasted of nothing much. He finished it anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      The road curved north past a stand of dead elms and straightened, and that was where Rebecca stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      A cart sat tipped in the ditch just ahead. One wheel was turning very slowly in the small breeze. The canvas cover was half-burned. Something dark slumped over the side.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's first thought was survivors. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hello?" Rebecca was already moving, hand half-raised. "Hello! Is someone—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The shape moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      It dropped from the cart, and the thing behind it dropped with it, and they came up to the road at a run.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ghouls.
    

    
      
    

    
      They had the full lurching sprint of a dog that has found a scent, their arms reaching, ground swallowed in seconds. Azram's sentinels were still ten paces behind. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He got the crystal up with both hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first flash took the nearer one off its feet at twenty yards. He felt the draw come out of him cold and it cost him immediately. The second came ragged, he couldn't quite put the ghoul down on his first attempt so the undead merely stumbled and kept coming.
    

    
      
    

    
      He took a gasp as he tried again.
    

    
      “Gotta put my back into it.” He whispered 
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried again, harder, yelling out the word as more of a plea than a command.
    

    
       “Rest!” Thankfully, it dropped on its knees two feet from where Rebecca stood and went still.
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't flinch. She stood with her hands balled at her sides and watched it go limp.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's knees found the road and he closed his eyes in the hot sun, utterly spent.
    

    
      
    

    
      He caught himself on both palms and stayed there, head down, breathing through the humidity. He could hear his own pulse beating inside his head. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az." Rebecca crouched beside him, both hands on his shoulders. "Stay with me now."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm with you." He wasn't entirely sure. "Help me up."
    

    
      
    

    
      She got him to a lone oak, the one tree in fifty yards. Rebecca sat him against the bark and stepped back to look at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin arrived breathing hard and looked at the two bodies in the road and then at Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have nineteen of yours still walking," he said, in what was for him, a restrained tone. "And we are not there yet. And it is very hot." He tugged at his collar. "Might I suggest a sip of the water. While we rest for a moment."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca reached into the pack. One skin. She looked at the weight of it in her hand, then looked at Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Small sips," she said. "We've not much left."
    

    
      
    

    
      She unstoppered it and drank one careful mouthful, holding it down though it tasted only of hot leather. She stopped well short of what she should. She passed it to Sin.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin took it with both hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      And drank.
    

    
      
    

    
      In short order they watched Sin's throat work once, twice, three, watched the skin go soft and shapeless in his grip and neither of them spoke until he lowered it with a long, slow exhale and handed it back.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was empty. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram reached out for it. Rebecca couldn't give it to him. There was nothing to give.
    

    
      
    

    
      The silence under the oak lasted several seconds and felt longer.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How dare you. Az hasn't had any." Rebecca said. Her voice had gone quiet, which was worse than shouting. "We have half a day yet, no shade, no well on this road, and you drank all of it — while he—" She turned to face Sin fully. "He's been putting those things down every mile in this heat and you gave him nothing and then drank the rest for yourself."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am the ranking member of—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az." She turned her back on Sin entirely, crouched, put her hand on Azram's arm. "Are you all right. Honestly."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the empty skin. He looked north at the road still shimmering, the horizon still flat and without mercy, no walls yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't think I'm going to make it," he said. Clinically. The way he'd say this patient is failing. "I'm too tired. Nineteen left to put down with no water, and I'm just too tired, Becca."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're going to make it." She took his face in both hands the way she'd done before the sermon, close enough that the road disappeared. "I've got the packs. You walk. That's all you do. One foot, then the other."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The weight—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't wear out the same way." She was already taking the straps from him. "Let me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ahem," Sin said, from above them, "I needed it most. And I do not say so cruelly." He straightened to the tallest height he could manage "And. I do not appreciate the manner in which you have been addressing me, the Magistrate will hear of it. Best mind your manners, High Priestess." His foot tapped the road once. "Now, no-one is going to see us if we are hiding under a tree. On your feet, Vesper. Let's press on."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stared wearily at Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked back at him with everything she couldn't say aloud about Renoir Sin, and somehow that was better than anything she could have offered.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed his palm to the bark and got up.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right," he said. Biting his tongue. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The afternoon was the long part.
    

    
      
    

    
      The part where the walk stopped being an uncomfortable detour and became a struggle for survival. The sun descended very slowly. The road ran on. Sin was ahead of them now as Azram's weariness grew in magnitude. The dwindling pack of his undead kept their distance and made no demands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram let another one go in the first hour of the afternoon.
    

    
      
    

    
      He caught himself on Rebecca's sleeve and recovered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another, not much later. Her shoulder was there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seventeen, he counted. Sixteen.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was dimly aware that each one cost more than the last, not in dramatic surges but in the accumulating way that debt grows. The interest on the interest. His thoughts had gotten simpler without him noticing exactly when. One more step. One more. Stay upright. For her sake. One more.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped speaking much. She asked him questions about nothing in particular, the carved bird, what Candle was likely doing, whether Vance would keep the tithe properly — and he answered in as few words as possible, it was better than silence. She knew what she was doing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin, for the first time all day, had stopped complaining.
    

    
      
    

    
      He fell back from the lead in the fifth hour and came even with them, and his eyes were on the horizon.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They should have come," he said. Not to either of them, exactly. To the road.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The riders," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "My men. Twelve under my direct commission in Carlin. Protocol for a traveling inquisitor — they check on him if he's overdue. We were due in the early dawn." Sin's jaw clenched. "Not one of them has come south. That is not right."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram said nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "If the dead reached the walls before us—" Sin stopped. "The Magistrate would seal the gates. He'd have to. And sealed gates means no communication in or out." Something moved behind his eyes that had nothing to do with pomposity. "I wonder if the city is under siege."
    

    
      
    

    
      He said it quietly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he picked up his pace and his back was very straight and he didn't say anything else for a long time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fifteen. Fourteen.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram was walking behind Rebecca now, which had happened without plan. He'd just stopped being fast enough to walk beside her, and she'd slowed, and he'd slowed more, but the road never stopped. Sin was twenty yards ahead. Azram's feet hurt, his breathing was short and shallow, he noticed he'd barely been sweating and the sips of wine he had weren't helping.
    

    
      
    

    
      Almost, the thing in the back of his mind said.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't answer. He walked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thirteen. Twelve.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sun had begun to go long and golden with it's late-afternoon slant, the light that makes everything beautiful despite the situation at hand. All of a sudden, Rebecca made a sound beside him and pointed north.
    

    
      
    

    
      He followed her hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      On the horizon were the walls of Carlin.
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn’t close. It was a darkening of the line where land met sky, the shape of towers, the distant glitter of something metal catching the last of the long light. An hour yet, perhaps more. Perhaps much more.
    

    
      
    

    
      But they were nearly there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin had stopped in the middle of the road and was staring with his hands loose at his sides, and the usual business of his face had all gone somewhere else.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There it is," he said softly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood and counted without looking away from the walls.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had twelve still following, patient and tireless. Twelve cold weights strung along the back of his mind, each one a debt still owed, each one waiting for the word that would fold it down and likely fold him with it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He could not walk up to Carlin's gates with twelve of the dead behind him. He knew that.
    

    
      He needed to dismiss them. All of them. Before he was close enough to be seen.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at his hands. Then into the distance at the walls.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram was not sure he had twelve left in him.
    

    
      
    

    
      But it was time to find out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stay close," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca's hand closed around his arm and held fast.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Always," she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 29: The Pit
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “Rest. Damn you!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Eleven left. He kept his slow pace. The finish line was in sight, his mouth was sand, and his legs had gone fuzzy somewhere around the last mile and stayed that way.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca stepped in time beside him. Renoir Sin was smiling ear to ear ahead of them, practically bouncing as the walls grew closer.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come now! Step lively — we're nearly there." He pointed ahead. "Though I see pyres. Six of them. The dead beat us here."
    

    
      
    

    
      “I hope the city barricaded in time.” Azram said softly. His black hair was matted flat against his head. It wasn't the walking so much as the putting-down. Always the putting down. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised his hand despite it all. Crystal out. "Rest!"
    

    
      
    

    
      And kept walking.
    

    
      
    

    
      He could see the unmistakable line of troops in the distance, a queue of figures waiting at the gate. Just like Nockport. He almost laughed at that.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You'd best slow down, my sweet. Rest a while. Put them down safely.” She said to him, and him alone, but Renoir Sin had keen ears and a sharp tongue.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There will be no slowing down!" Sin turned, walking backwards now, spreading his arms wide. "I need wine, water, and a proper bath in short order. Hell itself won't stop us today. We press on!"
    

    
      
    

    
      She grimaced and tightened her arm through Azram's.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was a fool, he said into the quiet place.
    

    
      
    

    
      You're no fool. We chose this. To get you anointed proper.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was a fool to raise so many. A fool not to understand the cost sooner. I fear I might sleep an entire week if I survive this. I feel numb all over, Becca. I feel like death itself.
    

    
      
    

    
      She pulled on that a moment, studying him. He was in rough shape. Breathing shallow, no sweat on his brow, but his arm burning up through her grip.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just don't stop walking. I fear if you do, we won't get you going again. A pause. I believe in you, Az. You've already done so much.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're my light in this darkness," he said, aloud, quietly. "If it weren't for you I'd have laid myself to rest miles ago."
    

    
      
    

    
      She slapped his arm. "That's not funny. Don't you dare joke like that."
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised his hand again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rest!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He staggered, stuttered, kept going.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nine more, he counted. He'd stopped saying it aloud.
    

    
      
    

    
      The stench reached them now, the unmistakable ripeness of burning dead, thick and nauseating. The six pyres threw columns of dark smoke into the evening sky like something written there.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thirteen pieces—"
    

    
      
    

    
      His head snapped left. “What did you say?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca's brows drew together. She turned his chin toward her with two fingers. “I'm over here. I didn't say anything. Her eyes moved across his face. “Az. Are you certain you're well? I could ask one of the ghouls to carry you. Maybe.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He actually laughed. A real one, loose and unguarded. He looked at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      She managed a very uneasy smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You're scaring me.” She said quietly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He straightened, smoothed his wet hair back. Her eyes were full of worry. He made himself look at her clearly and breathe.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You didn't hear it?” He shrugged “I was certain there was a voice.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She shook her head “Voices aren't good, Az.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised a lazy hand, sensing one of his own trailing behind.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rest!"
    

    
      
    

    
      It folded. He barely felt it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rest!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Eight left. The pull was smaller now, not easier, exactly, but lighter.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wasn't sure if that was better or worse.
    

    
      
    

    
      They could hear the guards ahead. He raised his hand again —
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca brought it down.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wait a few paces, love. Please. You're being reckless.”
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nonsense." He scowled and lightly swatted her arm away. “I barely felt those.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “There are only eight more. Eight. We are almost there. Please.”
    

    
      
    

    
      His words came out slightly slurred: "There're only... eight. Or so. More.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She stopped and took him by the shoulders with both hands and shook, gently. Real tears forming now. He could see that much.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Please” she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      And something in him didn't want to listen. She was right, he was getting stronger, he could feel it, the ease of it, the door standing open and the cold room inside himself was warm now. Seven weights left. Seven strings to cut.
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes narrowed. She saw the green come into them.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No—”
    

    
      
    

    
      He clenched his fist at his side.
    

    
      
    

    
      "REST!"
    

    
      
    

    
      And all of the remaining ghouls dropped at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      So did Azram. Utterly spent, the fight leaving him between one step and the next, his body folding toward the road.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca caught him and lowered him as gently as she could manage.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin glanced back at the commotion and dismissed it with one hand. "Get him up — I'll see you at the gate, High Priestess!" And he walked on.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stared at the back of his head until he was safely distant. Then she turned to Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked peaceful. Stupid, but peaceful.
    

    
      
    

    
      She slapped his face. Once. Twice. "Wake up! Wake up! l Az ..we're almost there!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing. She checked his breathing. He was breathing.
    

    
      
    

    
      She grabbed the wineskin, uncorked it, opened his mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry for this."
    

    
      
    

    
      She poured.
    

    
      
    

    
      He came back violently — choking, lurching, spraying wine directly into her face before she could move.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her hands flew up. "Ugh! It's in my hair, it's on my face—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He was coughing and blinking and deeply confused, wiping his mouth, and then he saw her expression and his eyes went wide.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods, woman! Don't pour wine into the mouth of an unconscious patient!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're back!" She smiled. Then the smile curdled. Her hand came back and she slapped him properly, fully, and his head turned sideways.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What was that for—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "For being an absolute fool, Azram Vesper!" She was crying now, both fists on his chest. "You expect me to carry you to the gate? You think you can ignore me when I'm trying to keep you going?" Her voice broke. "I thought — when you went down I thought the worst. You looked like one of them! But you weren't…"
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood up and turned away from him, wiping her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Apologize."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I did!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Properly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How do I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You'll figure it out."
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood up with her head cocked and her eyes closed. Waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      He grumbled. He gathered himself. He stood, and the world only tilted slightly, and he stepped forward until he could take her hands in his. She let him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am truly sorry," he said. "I don't know what came over me." He pulled her in, both arms around her, and held on. She didn't move for a moment. Then she let her forehead come to his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled back and took her face in both hands and kissed her, eyes closed. She resisted for exactly one second. Then she didn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      She blinked twice.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Still doesn't make it okay," she said. "But let's catch up to that bald bastard. He left me here alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye," said Azram, and they walked.
    

    
      
    

    
      They caught up at the gate where Sin had, of course, cut the entire line. He stood chatting with a knot of guards as though arriving on foot from a massacre were a thing he did every week. When he spotted them he waved them up with a magnanimous sweep of his arm.
    

    
      
    

    
      A guard peeled off to meet them. Young, sun-reddened, but polite.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right this way, Archbishop."
    

    
      
    

    
      They stopped beneath the arch of the gate, a raised barricade looming overhead, the smell of the pyres thick enough to chew.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We understand you travel with the High Inquisitor," the guard said, almost apologetic. "But we've orders. Every soul searched before entry. No exceptions, on account of—" He gestured vaguely north, at the smoke, the dead. "You understand."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin stood off to the side, arms crossed, still smiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram and Rebecca exchanged a glance. It's fine, hers said. Nothing to find but a tired man and a tireder woman. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      They searched him first.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was quick, professional, and entirely ordinary right up until the guard's hand came out of Azram's coat pocket holding a small bundle of waxed linen. He unwrapped it and went very still.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was Azrams lucky finger. Grey and shrunken. A ring of dull gold still on it, far too fine for the hand it had come from.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What, exactly" the guard said slowly, "is this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      And Azram watched the whole thing arrive a half-second before it happened and could do nothing to stop it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ahhhh." Sin uncrossed his arms and stepped forward. The smile became something sinister. "By the Nine! I'm afraid, that looks to be the finger of the late Archbishop Brandolyn. I'd know that ring anywhere." He stepped forward further still, voice rising for the benefit of every guard within earshot. "My word. Arrest these two, under suspicion of murder. We still have not found the late Archbishop. Search them thoroughly and put them in irons."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not—" Azram lifted a hand. "It's a mistake. I found it. On a ghoul, I — I kept it, it's not what—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard's hand was already back in his coat. It came out with the wand.
    

    
      
    

    
      A pause.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ahh." Sin clasped his hands behind his back, delighted, the bastard was genuinely delighted. "A wand. Seems to be a necromancer's wand." He looked at Azram with something close to admiration. "Guards, this man was controlling the dead our entire journey! There is the proof, he said it was a divine gift. He is no more than a graverobber, a murderer, and a necromancer." He shook his head slowly. "The Magistrate is not going to like this. No. He is not going to like this at all."
    

    
      
    

    
      They took the silver from his other pocket. Five pieces. The gold from his boot. And the crystal, the guard lifted it free of the satchel and Azram felt it leave his hand like a tooth being pulled. Sin's eyes followed it the way a starving man's follow bread.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That," Sin said quietly, "Goes directly to the Magistrate. Understand? He will be most pleased.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      They turned to Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood very still and let them. There was nothing on her. A change of linen. A twist of dried meat. A small carved bird, which the guard turned over once in his fingers, found to be only a child's toy, and handed back.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then a man produced the irons, and stepped toward her, and that was the moment something in Azram's chest came off its hinges.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't touch her." He was moving before he'd decided to. "Becca, run! "
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't get the chance and neither did he. He was spent, wrung out, running on nothing but the last cinder of himself, and a guard caught him almost gently and a second one drove a fist into his face and the world cracked white and went sideways.
    

    
      
    

    
      He hit the ground. He kept reaching. He could hear her screaming his name and he clawed at the dirt toward the sound of it, fingers scraping stone, getting nowhere, two men's weight across his back now and the taste of blood filling his mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az! AZRAM—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "REBECCA—"
    

    
      
    

    
      They dragged him one way. They dragged her another. The last he saw of her through the eye that still worked was her reaching back over a guard's shoulder, her hand open, before the gate-crowd closed over the space where she'd been.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then it was steps.
    

    
      
    

    
      Down, down, and down. Out of the evening light into torchlight, out of torchlight into somewhere far dimmer and older. The air changed cold, went wet, and took on a smell that lived at the back of his throat. His boots dragged on worn stone. His head hung. The fight had gone out of him somewhere on the stairs and what was left just counted the steps, down, and down, because counting was the only thing he had left that he could control.
    

    
      
    

    
      They called it the Pit. He understood why before they reached the bottom.
    

    
      
    

    
      It opened into a great square room sunk into the rock, cells lining every wall, iron-barred and black inside. Things hung from the walls between them, chains, and in the chains, here and there, were the long-dead. They had gone to bone and rag and were left where they'd died. In the cells, hollow faces stared as he was drug past. He saw them as smudges through his swelling eye: a man pressed to his bars, silent. A shape in the dark that muttered a soft string of words over and over. Far in the back recesses a scream of agony rose once and stopped, it was not answered.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the center of the room were a set of stocks. Someone sat in them, slumped, head down. It did not move. He could not tell, and did not want to learn, whether the poor soul was alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      They threw him into a cell and the door rang shut behind him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He came up off the floor and threw himself at the bars.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've got the wrong—" His voice tore. "I'm the Archbishop of the Third House! I came here to be anointed! You've made a mistake, you've made a.. let her go! She's done nothing—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard didn't even slow. He paused at the foot of the stairs, glanced back, and shrugged. A small, bored, end-of-shift shrug.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Orders are orders," he said. "Graverobber."
    

    
      
    

    
      And took the torch with him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The light went up the stairs and away, and the dark came down behind it. Azram stood gripping the bars with both hands, breathing in great ragged pulls, blood running warm down his chin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rebecca," he said. To the dark. Rebecca. He tried, inside his mind. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing. Just the lone soul muttering, a drip of water somewhere, and the wet living silence of the Pit.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark was absolute.
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn't the dark of a shuttered room or a curtained night. It was the darkness that comes from deep stone, the kind that has no gradient to it. It was a darkness that didn't easily allow one's eyes to adjust. He gripped the bars with gritted teeth, thinking as hard as he could for her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not with his hands. He reached for the quiet place. The thin warm thread that had been there since Thornwick, since before he understood what it was. The back of his mind where her voice lived. He reached and reached and found nothing. It was cold and clean without her. Like pressing a hand to a wall where a door used to be.
    

    
      
    

    
      Becca.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed his forehead to the iron, hard. He gritted his teeth and breathed. Tried again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The stone was between them. Or his depletion was. Maybe it was just something about this place, this pit, had simply closed the line. He did not know which. He did not know anything.
    

    
      
    

    
      His legs went out.
    

    
      
    

    
      He fell down to his knees on the wet cell floor and the shaking started. Hands first, then shoulders, then all of him, the body settling its debts all at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd barely eaten for days, he hadn't the appetite for it. Then the walk he'd not had any water for. He dropped ghoul after ghoul and endured Renoir Sin for the sake of her and his new cathedral. But without her there was nothing worth going back to. Nothing worth getting up for. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram was on his knees in the dark in a place that smelled of rot and old death, and he could not reach her no matter how hard he cried.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to think like an apothecary. Inventory the situation. Resources. Options. Next steps. His mind just wouldn't sort itself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram had the clothes on his back, his hands, and a swollen face.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tipped his head back against the bars and stared at the ceiling he could not see, and let the shaking happen.
    

    
      
    

    
      “ My lucky finger. “ He should have thrown it away a month ago. He'd laughed about it and tucked it in his coat pocket like a fool, the kind who knows better and does it anyway. Now, Rebecca was somewhere in this pit and he had no crystal, no wand, and no way to reach her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He curled forward over his knees and put his hands over his face and stayed there.
    

    
      
    

    
      The muttering from somewhere down the hall went on. The drip of water went on. The thing in the stocks breathed its wet shallow breath and didn't know he was there.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened his hands. Stared at them in the dark he couldn't see through.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Follow the balance.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd thought it on the carriage, first night out of Nockport. Thought it on the road when the water ran out and his legs stopped cooperating and the count wouldn't go down fast enough. Each time things got worse. Every time he needed a handhold. Each time the god of death said nothing back.
    

    
      
    

    
      He said it now, aloud, to whatever occupied the room besides him.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Follow the balance.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then something tore loose.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I followed." He grit his teeth so hard he thought they might crack. "I followed the balance. I followed the god. I tended your house and walked your road and gave her my blood and gave them my everything and I followed!" He was on his feet without deciding to stand, both hands back on the bars, knuckles white and shaking. "I followed and I followed and I followed—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The words broke.
    

    
      
    

    
      "AND NOW WHERE AM I."
    

    
      
    

    
      The pit swallowed it. Nothing gave it back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just the drip of water.
    

    
      
    

    
      And the muttering.
    

    
      
    

    
      He let go of the bars.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat down in the dirt.
    

    
      
    

    
      And he waited, because there was nothing else to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cold came up through the stone and into his bones and he let it, because at least it was real. Better than the nothing of reaching for her and finding only the wall where she used to be.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't know how long he sat there.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then —
    

    
      
    

    
      Soft. Barely a breath. Arriving in the one place he hadn't tried again because he couldn't bear another nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped breathing. His eyes welled up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm scared. she said, in their shared space. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He was on his feet. Both hands on the bars. The word tearing out of him before he'd shaped it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Becca!?
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       Chapter 30: Appetite
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Becca!?
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm here. The thread drew tight between them, and her voice came through it shaking but whole. I'm here, Az. I'm right here.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sagged against the bars. Every scrap of strength that had stood him upright went out of him at once. He slid down the iron to the floor and didn't care, because she was there again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Are you hurt? He asked. Did they—
    

    
      
    

    
      Bruises. They were rough. Nothing broken. A pause, and he felt her steady herself on the far end of the line. What about you? I saw them hit you. I heard it stop and I didn't know—
    

    
      
    

    
      My face. It's nothing. I've stitched worse on drunker men.
    

    
      
    

    
      A sound came down the link that was half a laugh. 
    

    
      Don't. Don't make jokes right now, I can't—
    

    
      
    

    
      Sorry.
    

    
      
    

    
      Where are you? Can you see anything? She asked. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked into the dark that gave back nothing. No. You're close, though. I think I heard them throw you in. To my left, down the hall a way.
    

    
      
    

    
      I can't see either. Her fear came through bare and small, stripped of all the brightness she usually wore. Az, I've never been anywhere this dark. There's no.. there's nothing. I keep opening my eyes and its the same as if they're not 
    

    
      
    

    
      I know. He pressed the back of his skull to the iron. So talk to me. We'll keep each other company. That's the whole of the job, for now. Stay with me and keep talking. Tell me something. Anything.
    

    
      
    

    
      A long breath. I still have the bird.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bird?
    

    
      
    

    
      The little carved one. The guard handed it back — he thought it was nothing. A wet, unsteady warmth in it now. It's in my fist. I haven't let go of it since the gate.
    

    
      
    

    
      Good. He shut his swollen eye, taking a deep breath. Hold onto it. Tell me about it. Where you got it.
    

    
      
    

    
      And she did. A market way back in Thornwick, a one-armed carver who'd sold it to her for a copper because she'd admired the way he'd done the wings. Her voice steadied as she talked. His did too, answering. For a little while the Pit was only dark, and the dark was almost bearable because the two of them were in it together and could reach across it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, mid-word, she was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      —and the wings, they were the part he was proudest of, he said most carvers don't bother with the under-feathers, but he always—
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not a pause, or her stopping for breath. The thread itself simply wasn't there. He reached for the place where she had been and he found only silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Becca.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca!
    

    
      
    

    
      He was on his feet again, both hands on the bars, his heart slamming against the inside of his chest. He reached and reached and there was nothing. The dark pressed in, and every horror his mind could build came crowding to fill the space where her voice had been — they'd come for her, they'd taken her, she was—
    

    
      
    

    
      —him, the carver, he had the kindest face, are you— Az? You went quiet. Az, are you there?
    

    
      
    

    
      The thread snapped back as suddenly as it had gone. He nearly wept with it.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm here, he managed. I'm here. You dropped. You just.. dropped. For a moment I couldn't—
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt it too. Quiet now. Frightened in a different way. Like the line went under water. Az, what's happening to us?
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't have an answer. He had a guess, and the guess was worse than not knowing, so he kept it. It was either the crystal they had taken, or the fact that he had drained more ghouls today than he had ever done before. He had no food, no water, and was barely awake. Maybe, he thought, if he ran himself too empty the door to her went thin.
    

    
      
    

    
      I don't know, he lied. Conserve it. Don't reach unless you must. We'll keep it for when we need it.
    

    
      
    

    
      ...Okay. A small breath. Okay.
    

    
      
    

    
      So they sat, each in their own dark, and they spoke only sometimes, and they hoarded the thread between them like the last sip of water in a skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca did not know how long it had been.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was no morning down here to mark it by, no bell, no shift of light under a door. There was only the dark and the drip and the wet patient sound of the Pit breathing around her. Beneath the cold of the stone coming up through her, a strange feeling began to appear at the edges of her mind. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She'd noticed it first as a wrongness in her mouth. A wetting, when there was nothing to wet for. Then a tightness low in her belly, an ache she knew and hated. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She was hungry.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not the way the living are hungry. Bread wouldn't touch this. Water tasted like ash to her and stew tasted of nothing, and the only thing in all the world that answered this ache was the one thing she had no way to get. She couldn't reach him, and she would starve herself to the bone before she would ever take a drop of him by force.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the guards.
    

    
      
    

    
      She became aware gradually, horribly, that she could smell them. Two of them, somewhere up the hall near the foot of the stairs. She could smell the warmth coming off them, the salt and iron, the living animal heat of them. Her mouth flooded and a sound started low in her chest that she did not recognize as her own until it was already out of her.
    

    
      
    

    
      A growl.
    

    
      
    

    
      She clapped her free hand over her mouth. The other fist tightened around the little wooden bird until the wings bit into her palm.
    

    
      
    

    
      No, she told herself. No. You're Rebecca Solis. You bless the gate every morning. You have a carved bird and a man who loves you and a church to go back to. You are not a monster.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the smell didn't care what she told herself. The smell came under the words like water under a door, and her body answered it on a channel that had nothing to do with her. Her gums started aching where they shouldn't, her head turning toward the warmth of its own accord. She fought it still. Even after she caught her teeth coming together once on nothing except the dark air, a wet snapping that echoed off the stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      She bit down on the bird instead. Pressed it to her mouth and bit, gently, the way you'd give a child something to teethe on. She held it there, and breathed, and shook herself in the silence. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The wings, she thought, fiercely, desperately. He was proudest of the wings. Most carvers don't bother. He always did.
    

    
      
    

    
      She held the bird and somewhere down the hall the warmth of two living men went on radiating through the dark like a fire she was not allowed to sit beside. She was starving, but she could hold for a while.
    

    
      
    

    
      But not forever.
    

    
      
    

    
      She reached for Azram and the thread was thin, gone watery, his end of it gone quiet in a way that was its own small terror. Then she pulled her hand back before she found him, because she didn't want him to feel this. To know what she was doing in the dark with her teeth. She couldn't let him know how close she was sitting to the edge of the thing she'd spent so long climbing away from.
    

    
      
    

    
      She held the bird.
    

    
      
    

    
      She waited.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      She heard him before she heard the guards.
    

    
      
    

    
      Boots on the stairs, many of them, unhurried and accompanied by torchlight. She pressed back from it, blinking, her eyes reeling now at that little light. Over the boots, an  unbearable voice came that she'd have known in any foul place. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "—truly the most appalling stairwell. One handrail. One. Remind me to have words with the gaoler about the state of his.. ah. Here we are."
    

    
      
    

    
      Renoir Sin had bathed.
    

    
      
    

    
      She could see it even through her watering eyes as he passed her cell without a glance. Sin was scrubbed pink with fresh robes on and his sunburn salved, the wisps of his hair combed over flat and damp. He smelled of soap, wine, and roasted meat. The smell of the living went through her like a blade and she hated herself for the way her head turned to follow them.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped at the furthest cell down where she couldn't quite see. Azram's.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There he is." Sin's voice warmed with a pleasure that made her skin crawl. "The Archbishop of the Third House. How are we finding the accommodations, Vesper? Not quite the cathedral, I'll grant, but then you weren't truly an Archbishop, were you? You were a graverobber in a dead man's hat." A pause, the small wet sound of a man eating something on purpose. "Forgive me. I'm eating. Long day. There's lamb, quite good actually, they do a passable kitchen here, surprising given the..well. You understand. Would you like to have some water? I recall you developed quite a thirst on the road."
    

    
      
    

    
      Through the faint link she felt Azram say nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No?" The eating sound again. The pop of a stopper, then the sound of water being poured onto the cold stone floor followed by a chuckle of theatrical satisfaction. "Suit yourself. Now. To business. I require only one small thing from you, and then I'll leave you to your rest." Sin's voice flattened, and then something genuinely cold came through. "You will confess. To the murder of Archbishop Brandolyn, whose finger you carried in your pocket like a keepsake. To the unholy practice of necromancy, which half the gate watched you commit. You'll put your mark to it, and the matter will go cleanly to the Magistrate, and your woman—" the smallest pause, "—your priestess will be spared the worst of what this place can do. That's the whole of it. One word. Give me a Yes."
    

    
      
    

    
      Don't, Rebecca thought, before she could stop herself, the thread flaring bright with it. Az, don't, it's a lie—
    

    
      
    

    
      I know, he replied thinly. I know, love. Cover your ears.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm waiting," said Sin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Go," said Azram, and even wrecked, his voice had that flat dry edge that had never once been afraid of the right people, "Go shove it up your pompous arse."
    

    
      
    

    
      A silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Sin sighex dramatically and said to the guards, 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Open it. Mind his hands. And do be thorough, the Magistrate wants him able to talk tomorrow. So nothing to the throat, but otherwise." A delicate pause. "Use your judgment."
    

    
      
    

    
      The cell door rang open.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca heard the first blow before she'd understood it was coming. The dull wet sound of a fist finding a body that had nothing left to brace with . She was at her own bars in an instant, both hands wrapped around the iron, the bird forgotten in the dirt behind her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stop it!" She screamed it aloud and down the link both at once, screamed it until her voice tore. "He's already half dead, you cowards, STOP—"
    

    
      
    

    
      They did not stop.
    

    
      
    

    
      She couldn't see it. That was the worst of it. She couldn't see, could only hear the blows and the grunts and the small involuntary sounds Azram made and tried not to make. Through the thread she felt it secondhand, the bright shocks of it blooming and fading, his pain arriving in her own body like distant lightning. She gripped the bars and she screamed and she cried and begged.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her mouth started flooding even as she wept, her teeth aching to bite, her whole starved body urging her toward the violence in the only language it had left, and she did not know anymore which of the sounds coming out of her were words and which were the growl.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az, she wept, down the fraying line, Azram, stay with me, please, please stay, count something, talk to me, I'm here, I'm here, I'm—
    

    
      
    

    
      And his pain spiked once, white and enormous, a cry torn loose that she felt rip through the thread—
    

    
      
    

    
      —and then the thread went under water, and went dark, and then out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az?" She said it to the dark, small now, all the scream gone out of her. "Az. Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing came back. Down the hall the blows went on a while longer, and then they stopped. She heard Sin say something pleasant she couldn't make out, and she heard the cell door ring shut. Then the boots started again along with the lovely torchlight go back up the stair and away. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They took the last of the warmth with them, and left her in the dark with no way of knowing if he was okay. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She slid down the bars to the floor sobbing in a way she had never done before.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her hand found the bird in the dirt.
    

    
      
    

    
      She held it to her mouth, and she did not bite it, she waited for the thread to come back the way it had before. She told herself it would, the way you tell a child a thing you're not sure of.
    

    
      
    

    
      It didn't come back.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       Chapter 31: Blood and Sand
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The sand was the only soft thing in the cell.
    

    
      
    

    
      She'd found it in the far corner, a thin drift gathered where the wall had crumbled, fine and almost warm under her fingers after the wet cold of everything else. She didn't know how long she'd been working it. There was no way to know anything down here. But her finger had been moving in it a long while, and what it had drawn, without her quite deciding to, was the chapel.
    

    
      
    

    
      Their chapel. Cathedral, he'd correct her, even here — she could hear him do it. She drew the long nave and the doors. She drew the little side door they slipped through. She drew, badly, a lopsided shape that was meant to be Candle, arms up, mid-jump, the way she'd been when she heard the good news.
    

    
      
    

    
      She thought about going back.
    

    
      
    

    
      She let herself, just for a moment, because it was the only warm thing she had. The walk home. Candle running out to meet them. Their bed, the real one, with the quilt still warm. Vance grumbling about the ledgers. The morning light through the high windows when she went out to bless the gate. And Azramz the first time he'd put that ridiculous tall hat on, the day she'd set it on his head herself. She laughed at the thought of it. How he'd pretended the whole while that he hated every part of it. Except she could see that some small piece of him had been so proud.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was smiling. She realized it and found she was crying at the same time, her finger still moving in the sand. She pressed her free hand over her mouth and sobbed as quietly as she could into the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      "*Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh! Let it end! Let it—*"
    

    
      
    

    
      Somewhere far back in the Pit, a man screamed and then abruptly stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      She flinched. Held still. Waited for the dark to settle.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then, close but muffled, came a quiet voice into her mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      Don't.
    

    
      
    

    
      She went rigid.
    

    
      
    

    
      Don't you... cry. A cough came down the link with it, wet and terrible. Tears never did look good on you.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az. She was at the bars before she'd finished the word, both hands around the iron, straining toward the sound of him. Az, you're awake — you're alive — gods, I thought—
    

    
      
    

    
      I've had worse. The thread came thin and frayed, flickering like a candle in a draft. I'm here, Becca. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to leave you so long.
    

    
      
    

    
      How long was I out? he asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      I don't know. Her voice broke on it. There's no way to tell down here. A day? Two? I didn't know if you were even—
    

    
      
    

    
      Easy. Even wrecked, the word came steady. I'm not so brittle as to die just yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      A silence. Then, carefully:
    

    
      
    

    
      I've been hearing things.
    

    
      
    

    
      The screams? There'd been more than one.
    

    
      
    

    
      No. A pause. Whispers. They've been talking to me the whole time I was under, or I thought I was under, I couldn't tell which. The thread wavered. There are a great many dead down here, Becca. In the walls. In the chains.
    

    
      
    

    
      What do they say?
    

    
      
    

    
      I can't always make it out. A dry, awful sound came down the link that might have been a cough. They want to be free. I hear it.. their suffering. The cries of the damned. Hearing them frightens me, Becca.
    

    
      
    

    
      She had nothing to say to that. She pressed her forehead to the iron.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then don't listen, she said, which was foolish, and she knew it.
    

    
      
    

    
      I try. A breath. It's easier to listen than you'd think. That's the trouble of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      How do we get out of here? she asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      I've no idea. No comfort in it, just the flat truth. None at all. But I'll tell you what I do know. I need water. I need food, soon, or it won't matter what either of us thinks up. A cough, a hiss of pain behind it. They've cracked a rib. Two. Three. I can't draw a full breath. And the one eye's swollen shut — or worse. I can't tell which.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was crying again. She tried to do it silently and couldn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      What, he said, did I tell you about that.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm sorry. She dragged the back of a filthy hand across her face. I'm sorry, Az. I'm sorry for all of it. I'm sorry we ever went to Nockport. I'm sorry I let them put that hat on you. I'm sorry— And it came up out of her before she could stop it, the thing underneath all the other things. I'm sorry you ever brought me back. If you'd left me as I was, you'd be home right now. Safe. You'd never have come within a hundred miles of this place. None of it would have touched you — and it's all because of me. Because you wouldn't let me stay dead.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stop.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then, through the stone, she heard him do the one thing she had never once heard Azram Vesper do.
    

    
      
    

    
      She heard him break. A sound dragged up from under the broken ribs, raw and unguarded, and the thread flooded with it, his grief pouring down the line into her own chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Don't you dare, he said, when he could. Don't you dare be sorry for that. Listen to me, Becca. Listen. The thread steadied around the words like two hands cupped around a flame. I am not sorry. Not for one moment of it. Without the whole rotten road that put us here, I'd never have seen your face across a table in the morning. Never have heard you laugh at something stupid I said. We'd never have had that first kiss. I would sooner have all of this. The Pit, the dark, every broken rib, than have lived a long, quiet, careful life and never once known you. To wake at your side even once. It was worth all of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      She couldn't answer for a moment. She held the iron and wept, and the wooden bird was somewhere in the sand behind her, and for once she didn't reach for it, because she had him even now, through a foot of cold stone, they were alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      I love you, Azram Vesper, she choked out at last. I love you. And I'm scared. I don't want to die down here. And you had better not, either.
    

    
      
    

    
      He coughed, and the thread guttered, his words swimming and coming apart—
    

    
      
    

    
      —don't know what to do. But hear me. If there comes a way …any way at all ..to get you out of here, I'll take it. Whatever the cost. If I can save you, I will.
    

    
      
    

    
      No. She gripped the bars hard enough to hurt. No, Az, don't you dare. Don't you spend yourself for me. I'm not even.. I'm not human. I'm a dead thing you were soft enough to love. I'm not worth—
    

    
      
    

    
      You, he said, the connection fading, though the word came through with iron in it still, have more heart in you than any living soul I have ever met. More than the whole of this order, sitting fat upstairs. I'll not hear you say otherwise. The thread thinned, stretched, going. I'll protect you. If I can. If I — if I can—
    

    
      
    

    
      And the line went slack, and the voice through the stone stopped, and she felt him slide back under, down to wherever the whispers were waiting for him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az?
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gone again. But she could feel the faint connection still. He hadn't left her, only slid under, down to wherever the whispers waited for him. His mind gone somewhere she couldn't follow.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stayed at the bars for a long time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she made herself move, because sitting still and waiting for him to wake wasn't going to help either of them. How could she escape? She made herself think it through. Inventory. Resources. Options.
    

    
      
    

    
      She had her hands. She had the bars, which did not give, though she tested them anyway, every one, pulling and wrenching until her palms tore. She had the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      Could she bless the ground? She almost laughed. A blessing held the dead off a place. It did nothing to stone and iron, to living gaolers. Useless.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dead, then. She reached the way she had at the window, that night she'd sent the burning one forward into the horde. She reached now for the husks she could feel out there in the walls, the old chained things.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing answered.
    

    
      
    

    
      She reached harder. Still nothing. Whether it was Azram, or her own hunger, or simply the crystal they no longer carried, she couldn't say. Only that whatever fed that power, she didnt have it now. She was powerless. That was the whole of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      So she waited.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the hunger came back.
    

    
      
    

    
      It came differently this time. It arrived as a kind of fog. A greying at the edges of her thinking, a quiet she mistook at first for calm. The bird was in her hand. She remembered holding the bird. She remembered the wings, the carver, most carvers don't bother. She remembered telling herself the words, over and over.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then she remembered nothing at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      She came back to herself at the far corner of the cell, her cheek pressed to cold stone, her body curled tight. Her neck was twitching, a small, fast, involuntary jerk, again and again, that she could not make stop. Her fingernails were torn. Her mouth tasted of blood, and she didn't know whose.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bird was not in her hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Terrified, she sat up slowly, the twitch still going in her neck, her breath coming in short animal pulls she had to fight to slow. There was a low sound filling the cell. It took her a moment to understand it was coming from her: a growl.
    

    
      
    

    
      She bit it off. Clamped both hands hard over her mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh, no. The thought surfaced slow through the fog. Oh, no. How long was I— What did I—
    

    
      
    

    
      She felt around in the dark for the bird and couldn't find it. She looked at hands she couldn't see, torn and aching. She did not know how long she had been gone. She did not know what she had done while she was. And the part of her that was still Rebecca Solis understood, with a clarity that frightened her more than the dark itself, that one of these times, she might not come back at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was still shaking when the light came.
    

    
      
    

    
      A single lantern. Few boots, and those unhurried, quiet as they came down the stairs.
    

    
      
    

    
      A man came down into the dark, lantern raised, two silent guards trailing a few steps behind and staying back at the foot of the stair. He was not Renoir Sin. But he wore robes of similar import, and a hat that wore its importance even more plainly.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped in the center of the room, beside the stocks, and lifted the lantern, looking slowly around at the cells with an expression that might almost have been kind.
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes found Azram's cell first. Then, unhurried, hers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Those are the two, Magistrate," a guard whispered, and he nodded slowly along with it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh, my word," the Magistrate said softly, taking in the state of her. His voice was warm, and grave. "What have they done to you down here?"
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram lay on the cold, damp floor of the cell, his good side gone numb with it. He couldn't lie on the side with the broken ribs, which left only the good one to freeze.
    

    
      
    

    
      A lantern close to his face brought him out of his stupor.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The finger." He coughed. "It's not Brandolyn's."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye," the figure said. "The ring was far too cheap for a man of his taste."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's eyes opened wider. Sitting up was proving a challenge, so he grabbed the bars for support.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stared at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Guard. Open the cell," he ordered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, Magistrate. At once." The lightly armored guard fumbled the ring of keys from his belt and crossed to the cell, the door clanging loudly as he wrenched it open.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stayed right where he was.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Another beating, then? I won't conf—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Save your strength, Azram Vesper of Thornwick. I'm not here to beat you. I'm here because I have questions, and you have answers."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Guard! Bring the table over. One of you, fetch food and wine."
    

    
      
    

    
      "At once, Magistrate!" They saluted and hurried off, returning before long — one dragging a small table from a far cell, the other jogging up the stairs and back down with an armful of food.
    

    
      
    

    
      Magistrate, he thought. So this was the old man who was meant to anoint me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Here. Allow me."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped into the cell and took Azram's arm, helping him to stand. Azram staggered, but rose through the pain and dragged in one big, ragged breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let's sit you down, Lord be praised, you look like you might fall straight over. Right this way."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Magistrate, you don't have to touch—" one of the guards started, setting down the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Silence. He's still a man of the faith."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now. Let's sit you down."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram groaned. He moved slowly, and everything hurt. Even the torchlight made him squint as he was lowered into the seat across from the Magistrate. The table smelled like salvation, a bowl of beef stew, bread, a skin of wine, a pitcher of water. His eyes went to the water first, and he was already licking his lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You may eat. You may drink. I require only your honesty."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's hand moved toward the water, then stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not without her." He turned his head toward her cell. "She needs it more than I do."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram, no! The thought came bright and urgent. I'll be fine. Eat. Please, eat. I can't even taste it anyway. And can we trust it's not poisoned?
    

    
      
    

    
      You need it. The wine, at least, and a few bites if you can manage. He didn't bring me to a table to poison me, he could have me killed at a word, with far less trouble.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Magistrate studied him a moment, frowned faintly, and nodded to the guard.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her cell was unlocked just as quickly. She barely looked at the guard on her way out, hurrying straight to Azram's side and stopping just short of crying at the sight of him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Guards. Another chair." The Magistrate beckoned, and one was brought at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now. Eat your fill, drink, and listen," the Magistrate said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked at her. She met his eyes as she took a piece of bread.
    

    
      
    

    
      The look said, plainly, that it would all taste of ash to her, but it was the best either of them could manage just now.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first sip of water hit his cracked lips and his throat like a plunge into ice. He could have moaned aloud. Small sips, he reminded himself, and offered the skin to her. She took it reluctantly, and made a face as she swallowed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now." He reached into his robe and drew out a very old black book, its cover marked with strange, worn lettering.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The only surviving book of the First Age."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do you know how it survived?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram, focused on small bites of stew and nudging Rebecca to do the same, eyed the book a moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. I don't." Azram said. "I'd have assumed they were all destroyed by now."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And you're right." The Magistrate set a finger on the cover. "Except this one. This one cannot be."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Destroyed?" Rebecca blurted — then caught herself, hand flying to her mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Indeed, High Priestess. It cannot be destroyed. Many have tried.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He cleared his throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It is the first book of Lord Death's order. Written by his own disciples, in the age when legend says he still walked among us."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram and Rebecca both went still, food halfway to their mouths. Her eyes drifted to the wine instead, that at least, might carry some taste.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He did what, now?" Azram asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Magistrate shrugged. "It's said, from what we've managed to translate, that he did indeed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It says that after some great battle, he came down to this land and helped foster the first of humankind. The legend even claims he slew a great demon, one that's said to slumber still in the core of this world. How much of it is true, I couldn't say."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And how does this relate to me?" Azram asked. He was full already, though he'd barely cleared half the bowl.
    

    
      
    

    
      She put her hand over his.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat back in the wooden chair and eyed them both.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The last of what we've translated," he said, tapping a finger to the cover, "is that he passed a piece of himself on to his disciples.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Those very disciples who wrote this book, they walked the earth putting the dead to rest, in his stead.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's said they did this with a crystal of great power. Very much like the one you carried.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Our scholars called it legend. Our sorcerers called it hyperbole."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yet here you are." He raised a hand before Azram could speak.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have reports from Renoir Sin, and from Nockport both, that the two of you possess some rather unique abilities.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Blessing a city gate. Healing a child no physician could save. Putting the dead to rest. Commanding them, even raising them again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And yet you carried none of a necromancer's tools, when my men searched you.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So tell me. How did you come by this crystal? And why…why does it not work, for me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram swallowed once, leaning forward over the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll tell you the whole of it. But free her from this place, first. She's a townsgirl, she worked in an apothecary. She's got nothing to do with—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The Magistrate lifted a hand again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I require only your honesty. Speak it, and if I find it true, you may both be freed from your confinement in tandem. Worry yourself with nothing else. Now. Tell me how it works."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram squeezed her hand. He nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine," he said. "I'll tell you everything. From the start."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 32: The Rattling
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "So." The Magistrate folded his hands on the table. "You know not his name, nor where he went. But you saw this man, what you call the Wanderer, at a grave in Thornwick. After he spent some fifty gold on supplies and carried them off to that grave to perform a ritual of some kind." He recited it the way a clerk reads back a tally. "Then you found him again, in the cathedral basement. Where, you'd have me believe, he slew Brandolyn, and the rest of them with him, for preparing a young girl and a goat as sacrifice upon the altar. Then you rebuilt his church because you liked staying there."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram and Rebecca exchanged a look.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's about right, then," the Magistrate said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I say that sums it up," Azram shrugged.
    

    
      
    

    
      Under the table, Azram took the empty cup and tipped the last of the wine into it. He'd felt her start a few moments ago. A small fast jerk at the side of her neck, one she couldn't control. She was holding it in with her jaw set and her hands folded in her lap so no one would see them shake.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And there's no incantation," the Magistrate went on. "No spell. No word of power, nothing particular that you do. You looked at a girl in a market, you said rest, and the ghoul simply dropped dead."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye," Azram said, raising his eyebrows.
    

    
      
    

    
      Beneath the table, where no eye could follow, he drove his thumbnail hard into the pad of his finger until the skin gave. It hurt more than he'd expected. Good. The blood welled fast and dark, and he let it run, turning the cup slowly in his lap so it pooled and folded into the red of the wine and disappeared.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Magistrate thought for a long moment. He looked at the old black book. He looked at his guards.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram pressed the cup into Rebecca's hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Here. Drink. It's the last of it." His voice was calm. "Better than it's any right to be, down here."
    

    
      
    

    
      She took it without thinking. Brought it to her lips. And then he watched it happen, her eyes flicked to his, sharp and wide as she understood what was in it. The twitch at her neck went still.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az—
    

    
      
    

    
      Drink it. All of it. Don't waste a single drop.
    

    
      
    

    
      She drank.
    

    
      
    

    
      And the Magistrate said in his warm and reasonable tone, "Put him in the stocks until he wants to tell the truth."
    

    
      
    

    
      For a half second Azram was sure he'd misheard.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The balance brought me this stone," the Magistrate said, rising slowly from his chair, brushing a crumb from his robe. "This relic. It was meant for me. And I'll be damned before I believe one word of the tale you've spun to keep it from me." He said it without heat, like he was in genuine disbelief. "A potion maker. A graverobber in a dead man's hat, telling me some sort of corpse priest handed him a piece of a god." He shook his head. "No. No, I think not."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wait," Azram was already trying to stand, the chair scraping. "I told you the truth, every word of it—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Guards." The Magistrate didn't raise his voice. "Bring Renoir down. Let him see the priestess is adequately accommodated." He turned for the stairs, lifting his lantern. "There's a fine view from the stocks. I expect our Archbishop will find his memory much improved by the time he's looked at it a while."
    

    
      
    

    
      He paused at the foot of the stair. The lantern light slid up the wet stone ahead of him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good day, then."
    

    
      
    

    
      And he climbed, unhurried, and took the warm gold light with him. He was gone before the first hand closed on Azram's arm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then it was all at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      A guard had him by the bad arm and Azram heard himself groan. He twisted, swung hard but connected with nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Get off him!" Rebecca was up, the empty cup falling and ringing on the stone, both her hands fisted in the guard's sleeve. She was trying, wrenching, but the second guard backhanded her across the face and she went down hard into the sand and the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram tore loose at the sight of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "REBECCA—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He fought, even though he was wrecked, for all the broken ribs and the blind eye and the days without food. He fought like a thing possessed. It did not matter at all. More guards came from the stairs and there were far too many. They wrestled him forward across the room and folded him down over the stocks, the heavy timber came down across his neck and his wrists with a sound like a door shutting on the rest of his life as the bolt slid home.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was bent over double and held fast. Facing her terrified expression.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two guards had Rebecca now, one at each arm, hauling her up off the floor and holding her there a few feet away. Close enough to see, far enough that he could do nothing, which he understood was precisely the point. A thread of blood ran from the corner of her mouth. Her eyes were on his, huge and frightened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram! she sent, still fighting. What do we—
    

    
      
    

    
      And from the top of the stairs came the sound of boots.
    

    
      
    

    
      Clean ones. Taking their time.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Pit went quiet to listen.
    

    
      
    

    
      Renoir Sin wore a smile on his face that drove the anger in Azram even higher. He stepped with pomposity, rubbing his fat little hands together as he approached the center of the Pit.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Archbishop. I am told the balance demands we refresh your memory. Now, our—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The hell with your balance!" Azram snarled. "You serve only your—"
    

    
      
    

    
      A guard slapped him across the face. His head rang like a bell and his vision went fuzzy for a moment. Blood poured fresh from his busted lip.
    

    
      
    

    
      "As I was saying," Sin smoothed his robe, "it is of the greatest importance that I, Renoir Sin, have the whole of the truth from you."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped toward Rebecca, who had gone very still between the two guards holding her. Her eyes were dark, her face full of panic.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And I think the High Priestess here might help with that."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped close to her. Close enough to make Azram snarl.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Get away from her!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard nearest the stocks seized Azram's pinned hand and twisted it, and kept twisting, and Azram heard himself scream.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I said shut yer mouth."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin raised one hand to Rebecca's cheek. She turned her face from it. He caressed her anyway, and turned his head back toward Azram while he did it, wearing a grin that boiled his blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Perhaps I'll make you my personal bath maiden." His thumb found her chin. "Or perhaps he needs to hear you scream before he'll talk. Hmm?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped back and faced Azram fully.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Last chance, mongrel. How does the relic truly work. Who gave it to you. Who taught you magic."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram lifted his head. It cost him everything to do it. He spat on the stone between them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I told the Magistrate everything. It was the truth. I'll confess to whatever you like, write it yourself and I'll put my mark to it, just leave her be."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram no! Rebecca sent into his mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin wagged a finger. "Tsk. Not good enough. Lord Death punishes liars. It is a grave sin, to lie to the Magistrate."
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned back to Rebecca. She stared daggers at him. Then her eyes went to Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      Please, Az. The thought came small and shaking. What do we do.
    

    
      
    

    
      He held back tears.
    

    
      
    

    
      I don't know, he sent. I don't know, Becca.
    

    
      
    

    
      And there it was. The truth of it, laid bare in his own mind where she could hear. He had given them everything. The truth, his confession, anything they wanted, and none of it was a key, because they wanted a truth he didn't have. Now they wanted her screams. There was no word he could say that would stop this. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached for the crystal that wasn't there.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached for the power anyway, for the well he'd drawn from on the road, and found it dry. Scraped to the bottom and dry.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rest, he tried, at the living guard holding her. Hoping he might be able to put him down just like the ghouls. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing. Not even a flicker. He had nothing. He was a beaten man bent over a block of wood, and he could not save her. This was the horrible truth of where his road had ended.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Very well." Sin sighed, as though disappointed in him. "Guards. Let's see how soft her skin is, under that dress."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's stomach dropped through the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca started to scream and a guard clamped a hand over her mouth. Sin took the sleeve of her dress in his fist and tore it away, laughing. The sound of the fabric ripping was loud in the Pit.
    

    
      
    

    
      She went wild, thrashing, a muffled cry breaking against the guard's palm. Her eyes found Azram's and they were wide with real terror now, not just panic.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stop—" Azram strained against the timber until the ribs ground and the wood bit his neck raw. The guard punched him. He screamed anyway. "Don't you touch her—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached for the well again. The one he'd drawn from on the road. He reached the way a man reaches for something he knows is already gone, because there was nothing else left to do with his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing answered. It was empty.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried again, harder, and felt something give in his chest that had nothing to do with the broken ribs, a small, cold tearing, like a stitch pulled loose from the inside. Still nothing came. The pain in his side went distant as he lost hope, like it belonged to someone else now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rest! he tried on the guard whose hand was over her mouth. Nothing. Not even a flicker. The well was dry. It must only work on the undead, he thought. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He had walked twenty three ghouls half a day in the sun and paid for every single one of them, and now, when it mattered, there was nothing left.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin reached for her other sleeve. He was still smiling, thumb stroking the bare skin of her shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had given them everything. The truth. His confession. His eyes closed as tears welled and he ground his teeth so tight his jaw cracked in his eardrum. He shook his head, he heard her screams but he was powerless. The noise in his head, the guards, sin, the whispers, the rage and the powerlessness, it all… stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wad defeated.
    

    
      
    

    
      So he stopped reaching.
    

    
      
    

    
      The door inside him that had been standing open for days and whispering, was no longer waiting. It was pulling him in, and he let it consume him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Somewhere beneath the floor of the Pit, bones began to rattle.
    

    
      
    

    
      It started small. A dry stirring in the walls, the chains, the forgotten cells. The guard nearest the stocks felt it under his boots and looked down.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's head came up.
    

    
      
    

    
      The colour was already leaving him. Rebecca, still fighting the guard's hand over her mouth, saw it happen and felt something go cold in her own chest. The warmth going out of his face. His lips paling to a grey she'd only ever seen on the dead. His eyes opened and they were green, not a flicker this time, but a deep, burning green lit from somewhere far behind them. The dark around him didn't gather. It simply stopped being kept out.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had stopped refusing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "RISE."
    

    
      
    

    
      It came out of him in his own voice, and then, a half beat behind, the same word rising from every standing corpse in the Pit at once. Out of sync. Wrong. Dozens od mismatched throats dragging the word up from whatever was left of their windpipes. It didn't sound like an echo. It sounded like the crypt itself had learned to speak in his voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca's blood went to ice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bones all around them pulled themselves upright. Husks rotting in the corners, the chained things gone to rag and rib along the walls, all of it answered at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guards spun, weapons up, but the dead were already upon them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca didn't reach for the dead. She moved. She twisted out of the guard's grip as a skeleton's hand closed on his throat, scrambled through the sudden chaos of grasping bone and falling men, and threw herself against the stocks. Her hands tore at the bolt until it gave. She hauled the heavy timber up with both arms.
    

    
      
    

    
      He rose to his full height in front of her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az—" She put her hands on his chest. The cold coming off him went through her palms like water through a sieve. It wasn't the cold of a man who'd been in the dark. It was something else entirely. She hesitated for half a second before gripping his tunic. "Az, it's me—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked through her and hissed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Heretics."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word came out of him in a layered, deep voice, and the dead heard it. They surged.
    

    
      
    

    
      A guard went down with a wet, tearing sound that made Rebecca flinch. Another turned to run and a skeleton took up a dropped sword and drove it through his back, clean, then let him fall. The first man the dead had killed was already rising again in his own armor, moving to Azram's shoulder like he belonged there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca's hands were still fisted in the front of his tunic. She could feel the cold coming off him in waves now. He wasn't protecting her. He was answering something else, and she was just the reason the door had finally opened all the way. She had to step over a body to stay with him. The sound of something under her boot made her stomach turn.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az," she said, voice small. A hand going to his cheek. "Az, please. Look at me."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped forward, and her hands fell away from him, and he did not notice that they had been there at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      That was what broke her. Not the green in his eyes, or the cold, or the undead. It was that his body could move and leave hers behind and feel nothing where she'd been holding on. She had drunk his blood, slept against his chest, and lived inside the quiet place behind his mind for months. Whatever was wearing him now had walked through her touch like a man walks through smoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      He moved through the dying without urgency, without wasted motion, the way the dead themselves moved. A guard screamed as something pulled his arm from the socket. Rebecca had to push past grasping bones to keep up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin had broken for the open cell and slammed the door behind him. He pressed his back to the far wall, and all the words that had always kept him safe came tumbling out in no order, rank, law, the balance, the Magistrate, and none of them meant anything anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stopped at the bars.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sin had gone past begging into a kind of animal stillness, eyes wide and fixed on the green lit thing on the other side of the iron.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stepped towards sin as each footstep echoed off the cell wall like the tolling of a bell.
    

    
      
    

    
      He did not raise his voice. He did not explain. He laid two fingers against the center of Sin's forehead, and where they touched, the skin blackened in a thin clean line that branched out across both eyes like a crack spreading through ice.
    

    
      
    

    
       "Now you shall walk the earth, and always north. You will thirst, and never drink. You will hunger, and never be filled. You will tire, and never sleep. You will sicken, and never die. You will walk until your bones are ash and your soul crawls back to the hell that made it." Azram said, quietly, but with more certainty than she had ever heard him speak before. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The mark finished its spread across Sin's face. His eyes went entirely white as his hands flew to his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      He did not scream. His frightened expression melted down into something serene.
    

    
      He stood, slow, as though something had taken hold of him from the inside and set him on his feet. He walked past Azram and the corpses. He stepped through the silent ranks of the dead, who let him through without even turning to watch him go. Sin walked toward the long road with no end and would never once look back, because he no longer had eyes with which to do it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Pit went quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dead stood motionless, waiting on a word that didn't come. Dust drifted down through torchlight that had nowhere left to fall.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca stood with both hands still fisted in the back of his tunic. She did not let go, because letting go felt like the only truly dangerous thing left to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az," she whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Burning green eyes found her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked up into eyes that did not, for one long terrible second, know her at all. Her pulse hammered against the hand still locked in his shirt. Somewhere behind her a skeletal hand brushed past her arm reaching for nothing. But she did not breathe.
    

    
      
    

    
      She waited to find out whether the thing looking down at her was going to hurt her next.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 33: The Quiet Place
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      He would not look at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes were lit from somewhere she could not follow and they moved past her, scanning the dark of the Pit. Across the corpses and the ranks of the undead. His head focused on the stairs and the shadows and the far cells. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She teared up, “He's hunting” she put a hand to her mouth, he looked like a predator in the wild that has forgotten there is anything in the world but threats.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az." She had both fists in his tunic now. "Az, look at me. Look at me."
    

    
      
    

    
      His burning gaze swept the room again and did not stop on her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      So she stopped asking.
    

    
      
    

    
      She took his face in both hands instead, her thumbs at the cold grey of his cheeks, and dragged his head down and kissed him.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a moment she was kissing a corpse.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mouth was slack and cold and did not answer, and the wrongness of it went down her spine. There was a feeling rising in her that she was too late, that the man was gone. Her mind raced with thoughts in the long moment, the thing wearing him might just stand there and let her press her warmth against it. She kept her eyes shut. She kissed him anyway. She put into it everything she had left, every morning across a table and each stupid joke and every night in the quiet place behind his mind. She refused, she refused, to let go of the only door she had left.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he shuddered.
    

    
      
    

    
      It went through the whole of him at once, head to heel, a great rolling shiver like a man hauled up out of black water, and his mouth came alive under hers. His hands found her arms, and he kissed her back like a drowning man kisses air.
    

    
      
    

    
      When he pulled away he was wide-eyed, gasping, and drenched in sweat. She stared at his face watching the fire smolder out of his eyes, the warmth crawling back from grey and back into his face. He was Azram again. Wrecked, shaking, but him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let's get the hell out of here," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stared at him. "Az—" Her voice caught. "Who were you. Just now. What was that."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her, and for once she could see him reaching for a lie and finding he hadn't the strength to build one.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not sure," he said quietly. "It was dark. And terrifying, Becca. Like standing in a doorway with something very large breathing behind you." He swallowed. His eyes went uneasy, counting the silent dead standing all around them. "I'll tell you the whole of it. When we're out of this hell hole. Come on."
    

    
      
    

    
      They moved for the stairs and Rebecca stopped short.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wait. The bird!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She moved back to her cell, ducking under a skeletal arm that held a torch, dropping to her knees in the dark. She felt along the sand, blind, useless.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bit of light, if you please," she muttered, not really expecting an answer. "Bring the torch closer?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Footsteps behind her. A torch's warmth at her shoulder.
    

    
      "Thank you," she said, still patting the sand, and her fingers closed at last on the small carved shape. Next to the bird was a set of keys, either Sin's or a gaolers she couldnt tell but grabbed then anyway. She straightened, turned to look at the torchbearer—
    

    
      
    

    
      And froze.
    

    
      
    

    
      The thing holding it held no expression but she knew the shape of that particular jaw, the specific crooked set of the shoulders she'd commanded to steer a wagon out into the middle of nowhere and possibly never return.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Skelly?" She nearly dropped the bird. "Skelly, is that you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton nodded, once, smooth as a butler.
    

    
      
    

    
      She laughed, a real laugh, startled out of her, the first one since the gate — and threw both arms around the bony thing, torch and all, heedless of the dust and the smell of old grave dirt.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You silly, wonderful thing." She pulled back, beaming despite everything. "Come on, then. Let's go.”
    

    
      
    

    
      With the bird tight into her fist. She held the keys out to Azram as she came back, breathless.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sin's, I think."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram took them without a word, and they started for the stairs again, the dead falling in behind them — and a voice came out of the cells. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "A moment. If you please."
    

    
      
    

    
      They turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      A pair of pale hands rested against the bars of a cell off to the side. Above them, in the dark, the shape of a woman. She was slight, still, her spine very straight where everyone else in this place had been bent or broken. A strip of cloth was bound across her eyes, stained dark beneath, and she faced them precisely, though she could not have seen them come.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Might you free me from my cell," she said. "I would be grateful."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram did not move toward the lock. "We've just cursed the Inquisitor and killed the guards." he said flatly. The keys hung in his hand. “Shouldn't you..well..be afraid of us?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A faint smile crossed the woman's mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Precisely for that reason do I trust your intent," she said. "I ask only once."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca felt the pull of it before Azram did, there was a certainty in her voice, an absence of any begging to it. They paused in the silence, then she continued.
    

    
       “Might I ask, where you are bound? Perhaps you know of a better destination than I.”
    

    
      
    

    
      "We haven't a clue," Rebecca admitted, before he could answer for them. "We don't know where we're going. He's hurt. We need somewhere to rest, and we haven't the faintest idea where's safe."
    

    
      
    

    
      The bound woman tilted her head, listening to them both, and the dead shifting and rattling at their backs.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am of the obsidian temple," she said. "In the service of Lord Death, where true harmony is sought. My kind will not harm you. Come with me, and we will find respite in secrecy." A pause. "Though your retinue will not be welcome past the door. Dismiss them, and follow my steps. Even if for a day, we may yet find shelter."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How do I know you are not leading me to the Magistrate," Azram said. But there was no force behind it. He was a man looking for a reason to say yes and only checking out of a long habit.
    

    
      
    

    
      The woman was quiet for a moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Renoir Sin took my eyes," she said. Simply, without grief. "I have cause to wish that man and his masters undone as any soul in this city."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Pit went very still.
    

    
      
    

    
      "...Oh," said Rebecca softly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram found the key on the second try. The lock turned heavy and the door swung wide, and the woman stepped out into the dark she lived in regardless, one pale hand finding Rebecca's arm with uncanny precision, light as a settling bird.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You'll forgive me," she said. "I know the way by sound and stone. You will follow."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram turned to face the standing dead.
    

    
      
    

    
      He hated this part. She could see that he hated it, the way he squared himself, the breath he drew, the cost of it already written on his grey face.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wait wait wait!” Rebecca held him by the shoulders suddenly.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What now” he frowned, anxious to leave the foul pit.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes went wide as she was inches from his face, she gestured with both hands
    

    
      “Skellys back! You cant dismiss him with the rest. You can't!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He gave her a look with a raised eyebrow that said everything
    

    
      
    

    
      “Its true! Look at him!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram turned his head towards the horde of his undead which held multiple , very similar, skeletons.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked back at her with a side eye
    

    
      
    

    
      “Really.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mmhm. That one there! Skelly, raise your arm”
    

    
      
    

    
      A skeleton of no particular markings raised his bony hand in the air 
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram squinted his eyes
    

    
      
    

    
      The blind girl tugged Azram's arm 
    

    
      “If you please, we must hurry”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Blast it! Are you sure? Fine. Its Skelly. Sure. Sure it is.”
    

    
      He grumbled to himself 
    

    
      
    

    
      put your hand down! Becca whispered to skelly.
    

    
      
    

    
      He obeyed
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rest," Azram said exasperated. To all of them except one.
    

    
      
    

    
      It came due all at once. Two dozen cold weights pulled back into him in a single dragging instant, and he staggered, and Rebecca caught his arm, and the dead folded down where they stood. The Pit emptied of everything but the three of them and the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram breathed through it, sweating, ashen. "Right," he managed. "Lead on, then."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca stepped over to the last remaining skeleton and whispered to him softly 
    

    
      “Find some clothes, will you. Maybe a robe or something, you've got to blend in!” 
    

    
      
    

    
      The skeleton nodded once and stepped down the stairs as the rest of them climbed up.
    

    
      
    

    
      “He'll be back.” She said to herself, grinning stupidly as she clutched her small bird. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Not all of it went easy. Twice on the upper stairs they heard boots and pressed flat against the wall, twice the bound woman lifted a hand for stillness a half-breath before either of them heard a thing. The unaware patrol passed by an open arch without ever looking down the dark of it. There were fewer guards than there should have been. Rebecca understood why before Azram said it — half the garrison was on the walls, watching the dead that pressed at Carlin's gates. The city's whole attention was turned outward, at the horde. No one was watching the cells. No one had any reason to think the cells might empty themselves.
    

    
      
    

    
      They came up through a kitchen gone cold, a storeroom, then a low door the woman found by running her fingers along the wall, and then —
    

    
      
    

    
      Night.
    

    
      
    

    
      Real night, real air, after so long in the wet stone dark that Rebecca had half-forgotten the sky existed. She pulled it into her lungs and it tasted of woodsmoke and the faint sweet rot of the pyres, but it was air, moving, cold, and alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      A heavy fog had come down over Carlin. It pooled a blue-grey miat in the streets and was swallowed the lamplight. Above it the moon hung high and full and smeared, a soft pale coin behind moving clouds. The city was a hush of shuttered windows and empty lanes, every soul either on the walls or hiding behind their doors from what waited beyond them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Somewhere off in the murk, a patrol's torches burned orange and distant, haloed in the mist.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This way," the bound woman breathed. "Close, now. And quiet."
    

    
      
    

    
      And the three of them slipped out into the blue moonlight. Behind them, in the dark stairwell at their backs, the Pit lay silent and emptied of its dead. The long road north waited for the one ruined man already walking it.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 34: Crimson 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      They went single file through the fog, Minerva's hand light on Rebecca's arm, Azram bringing up the rear with one hand pressed flat against his ribs and the other curled, unconsciously, into a loose fist he didn't notice he was making.
    

    
      
    

    
      Skelly trailed last of all, a hooded shape in a stolen robe, walking with the stiff dignity of a man trying very hard not to look dead.
    

    
      
    

    
      The streets narrowed and climbed. Carlin's lower town gave way to older stone, tighter lanes, the smell of woodsmoke thinning and at last the spires of the obsidian temple rose up out of the murk. Ahead of them, black stone taller than anything else around it. Four pillars of immense size stood sentinel as they approached. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They reached the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      And Skelly stopped suddenly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca turned in time to see it happen — no sound, no warning, just the robe folding in on itself all at once as the bones beneath it gave up whatever had been holding them together. He clattered down into a heap of cloth and bones at the foot of the steps.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh—" She was on her knees beside it before she'd thought to be. "Oh, no. Skelly—"
    

    
      
    

    
      “The undead cannot enter here.” The blind girl said, turning to rebecca with a slight frown.
    

    
      Azram held up a hand to still rebeccas distress.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I feel him still. He's resting" Azram said, low through the pain in his ribs. “He'll come back, Becca. I promise you that."
    

    
      
    

    
      She gathered the robe and the bones into a careful bundle, tucked them against the temple wall like a child laid down for a nap, and pressed her palm briefly to the top of the skull before she let it go.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You'd better," she muttered, and stood, and wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist before anyone could see.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva knocked three times, paused, then thrice more.
    

    
      
    

    
      The door opened on a wash of warm lamplight and incense. A face appeared in the crack of the doorway that went, in the space of a single breath, from professional caution to disbelief to something that broke entirely open.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sister—" The monk in the doorway was young, round faced, his eyes already filling. "Sister Minerva. We thought… they told us you'd been—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am quite alive, Tobias." Her voice, for the first time since the Pit, carried something soft underneath its usual composure. "Though I see rather less of the world than I used to."
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't laugh. He reached for her instead, both hands finding her shoulders, and for a moment the two of them stood in the doorway holding on to each other while the fog pressed in cold around the three travelers waiting at the bottom of the steps.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Inside," he said at last, voice cracking. "Inside, all of you, quickly—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Word ran ahead of them through the temple. By the time they'd crossed the entry hall there were a dozen robed figures gathered, then twenty, and the sound that rose up among them was unlike anything Rebecca had heard in this whole cursed city. It wasnt full of fear or grief, but joy, raw and disbelieving. Monks were embracing Minerva in turn, an old woman pressing both hands to her bandaged eyes and weeping outright, someone laughing through tears and saying her name over and over like a charm against the possibility that she might vanish again if they stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva bore it with the same stillness she bore everything, though Rebecca caught, just once, the corner of her mouth trembling before she mastered it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Enough," she said gently, after a while. "Enough, all of you. I am home. That will have to be celebration enough for tonight. These two need tending more than I, and badly."
    

    
      
    

    
      The joy didn't vanish so much as it sobered, all at once, every face in the hall turning toward Azram and Rebecca with the remembered focus of people whose entire calling was exactly this.
    

    
      
    

    
      An older monk who was broad through the shoulders, grey at the temples, stepped forward and took Azram's measure with a single long look.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Cracked ribs by the look of you," he said. "More than one i'd wager with that stance and shallow breath. A swollen eye that wants looking at properly. And you've not eaten right in days, by the look of you." He glanced at Rebecca. "And you. Greenish and bruised, but whole. Must be down with the flu. Come. Both of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tobias, recovering himself, fell in alongside Minerva as the group began to disperse, and his voice dropped low enough that only she and the two nearest seemed meant to hear it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sister. Though we miss your presence, you cannot stay. You know that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "If the Magistrate's men learn you're within these walls—" He didn't finish it. He didn't need to.
    

    
      
    

    
      "By noon tomorrow," Minerva said. "Not a moment later. I understand the cost of staying, Tobias." She turned her bound face toward Azram and Rebecca, though she could not have seen either of them. "We'll find you somewhere unseen. A room behind the old reliquary, where no one thinks to look. You'll have until the bells ring noon. After that, all of us are in danger that none of you have the strength left to fight."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We are most grateful, I understand." Azram said. It cost him to say even that much.
    

    
      
    

    
      The room was small and warm, smelling of old wax and dried herbs. The monk lead them to a small area tucked behind a door that looked, from the corridor, like nothing more than a section of undecorated wall. A narrow bed. A basin. A copper tub, steaming faintly, that someone had filled and carried in without a word.
    

    
      
    

    
      The older monk worked on Azram first, by lamplight, with hands that had clearly done this a thousand times before. He bound the ribs tight, pressed something cool and numbing to the swollen eye, and made Azram drink a bitter tincture that he swallowed without complaint, too tired to argue.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he reached for Azram's hands to check them for breaks.
    

    
      
    

    
      He went very still.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca, watching from the bed where she sat with her knees drawn up and the small carved bird turning over and over in her fingers, saw the change before she understood it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      The monk turned his hands over slowly in the lamplight. The fingertips had gone black. Not bruised black, or dirt black — a true, deep, unnatural black similar to frostbite. Faint dark lines crept up from each fingertip toward the knuckle.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How long," the monk said quietly, "have you been drawing on death magic. And don't tell me otherwise. I want the truth."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked at his own hands as though they belonged to someone else. He frowned.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know exactly. Weeks, perhaps. It's gotten a bit worse. Recently."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'd wager it has." The monk set Azram's hand down with a gentleness that made the moment somehow worse, not better. "This is not injury, lad. This is affliction. Every magic takes its toll on the body that channels it. Fire mages burn from the inside given enough years, sorcerers of the water have been known to go blind, and those who walk too long with the dead—" He gestured at the blackened skin without finishing the thought aloud. "Necrosis. It starts in the hands, in most that I've treated. Spreads, given enough cause. I'd wager you've been hearing things, too. Whispers of the damned."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram didn't answer. He didn't have to.
    

    
      
    

    
      The silence in the room went on a beat too long.
    

    
      
    

    
      "...Aye," Azram admitted, and Rebecca felt the floor tilt a little under her. He had not told her how bad it was getting in the pit.
    

    
      
    

    
      The monk was quiet for a moment, weighing something. "I can ease the pain in your ribs. I can keep the swelling from your eye and see you fed and rested. But this—" He touched, very briefly, the black at Azram's fingertip, and withdrew. "This, I cannot heal. I don't think anyone in this temple can."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Will it stop," Azram asked. His voice had gone very flat as he wrung out his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know," the monk said honestly. "I've not seen it like this too often. Rest, and don't use the power again if you can help it, and pray. That's the whole of what I have for you."
    

    
      
    

    
      He gathered his things and went, murmuring something about broth and clean linens, and left the two of them alone in the lamplight with the steaming tub and the small bed. She stared at the black creeping slow and silent up a pair of hands that had, not so very long ago, set bones and ground tinctures and held a tall hat steady while she pinned it in place.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a while, neither of them spoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Rebecca set the bird down on the windowsill, and crossed the small room, and knelt in front of him. She took both his ruined hands in her own without flinching from them at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're freezing," she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm always freezing, now."
    

    
      
    

    
      She brought his blackened fingers to her lips and kissed each one, slow, deliberate, as though she could kiss the color back into them if she only tried hard enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not afraid of your hands, Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You should be." But he didn't pull away.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I watched you become something with no name in that pit," she said quietly. "I watched you walk through me like I wasn't there. But you came back when I needed you. I think I'll manage a pair of black fingers."
    

    
      
    

    
      He laughed a small, broken, helpless sound, more relief in it than humor. He pulled her up against him, careful of the ribs, and held her close.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There's a bath going cold," she murmured into his collar.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There is."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We should use it. Before we sleep an entire week."
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled back far enough to look at her, really look, the swollen eye narrowed but the good one steady on her face. Something quiet passed between them that needed no thread of speech to carry it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye," he said. "We should."
    

    
      
    

    
      The water had cooled from steam to merely warm by the time the monk left them alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca crossed the small room and reached for his coat the way she had a hundred times on the road. She was quiet, careful, her hands trying not to cost him more pain than he was already carrying.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram caught her wrist.
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not like that." Low. Rough. "Not tonight."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az. Your ribs."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hang my ribs." He turned her wrist and set his mouth to the inside of it, just below the heel of her hand, and held it there a moment longer than necessary. "I've spent a fortnight watching you starve yourself careful for my sake. I'll not be handled like a cracked pot tonight."
    

    
      
    

    
      She hesitated. He felt it in the slight pull of her arm, the old instinct to keep an arm's length from anything that might break.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're hurt," she said again, softer.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye." His good eye found hers in the lamplight and did not waver. "And I've just got you back. I'd sooner spend tonight feeling something other than that."
    

    
      
    

    
      For a long moment she only looked at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then whatever she'd been holding back gave way all at once, and she leaned in. There was no careful distance left in the kiss at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood slow, the ribs dragging a hiss out of him and kissed her back harder, one hand sliding into her hair to hold her where he wanted. When she felt him against her she made a small startled sound and went to ease back out of pure habit, mindful of the wreck of him, and he didn't allow it. His arm closed at the small of her back and drew her flush against him and he swallowed whatever protest she'd meant to make.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know." His mouth was at her jaw now, her throat, unhurried in a way his hands were not. "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      She wiped the corner of her eye with the back of her wrist and stopped arguing.
    

    
      
    

    
      They undressed each other without grace and without patience. Every time she tried to be gentle with him he pulled her in harder, until she gave up protecting him from himself and took what he was offering. His shirt came away. Her dress went after it, dark against the floor. When she stood bare in the low light he looked at her the way a beggar looks at a gold coin. Not at the parts of her she'd spent so long ashamed weren't fully alive, but at all of her, plainly, like there had never been anything in question.
    

    
      
    

    
      He got into the tub first, at her quiet direction, the water closing warm around the worst of the aching. She stepped in after and sank down over him, and when she took him inside her they both went still, breathing through the sudden unbearable closeness of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she leaned in to kiss him, and he tilted his head back without thinking, and bared his throat to her.
    

    
      
    

    
      She went still against it for a long moment, her lips hovering over his neck.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she bit him gently and moved on him at the same moment. Azram made a low broken sound and his hands closed hard on her hips, for a while he let go of every thing he had been holding back.
    

    
      
    

    
      The ribs. The black climbing his fingers. The whispers, the open door, the feeling of being consumed in the pit.
    

    
      
    

    
      All of it blurred and went under, drowned beneath the sharp warm pull of her mouth at his throat and the heat of her around him. He gave himself over to it completely, head back against the copper, and let her take whatever she wanted of him. He would have given her more. He would have given her all of it. That was rather the trouble with him, and always had been.
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't take much. Just enough to feel warm. When she lifted her head her mouth was red and she kissed him with it, hard. They moved together without any words at all, the water rocking soft against the sides of the tub. It was two half-ruined people who'd been starving in different ways for a long time finally letting themselves be fed.
    

    
      
    

    
      When it was done she stayed folded against his chest, breathing hard, her face tucked into the side of his neck where she'd marked him. He kept one arm around her and let the other rest along her spine, his blackened thumb tracing slow lines up and down the warm length of her back, and for a long while neither of them said anything at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, quiet against his skin:
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do we do tomorrow?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't answer straight away.
    

    
      
    

    
      She lifted her head enough to find his face. "Where do we even go, Az? The guards will be turning the city over by morning. Looking for us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I….” He went quiet, and held her tighter. “I don't know, Becca." He shook his head slowly, and the tiredness in his voice ran deeper than any wound the monk had bound. "I don't know."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was quiet for a moment. "Then let's just run. Back to the cathedral. Back home." Her hand flattened over his heart. "We could be past the walls before the noon bell. Leave the whole rotten business behind us and never once look back."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked down at her. At the dark spreading slow across his own hand where it lay against her pale greenish skin. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought about the crystal, sitting in the Magistrate's keeping. A piece of a god, in the hands of a corrupt man who'd taken the eyes out of a girl who was kind enough to lead them to shelter. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought of how very little of himself he might have left, by the time any of this was finished.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not sure we can," he said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't argue. He'd half hoped she would. She only settled her head back down over his heart and lay there listening to it beat, slow and stubborn in the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      Neither of them slept for a long while.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram lay awake longest of all, watching the grey come up thin and cold through the shutters, holding the woman he loved against a chest that still rose and fell, and turning his ruined hand over and over in the half-light. He was wondering which of them the road would take first, and already beginning to suspect the answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 35: Obsidian
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      He woke warm.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd actually slept at last with the soft press of her against his side, her breath slow and even on his collarbone. For a moment, eyes still shut, he believed he was back in Nockport. The quilt, high windows and the bells that would ring for nothing more urgent than morning. Rebecca's hair across his arm and the whole long careful day theirs to waste however they pleased.
    

    
      
    

    
      He let himself have it. Just for a breath with her, the lie of an ordinary morning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the cold came.
    

    
      
    

    
      It woke up him at once, so sudden and complete that Rebecca stirred against him and opened her eyes lazily too. His breath fogged white above them. Frost began creeping in fine pale fingers across the inside of the shuttered window. The thin blade of sunlight that had been coming through the slats guttered and went out, as though something very large had passed in front of the sun.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's eyes came open.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another man now stood in the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had not come through the door, because the door was bolted and Azram could see it from the bed, still barred. He just stood there near the foot of the bed in plain dark robes of an obsidian temple monk.
    

    
      
    

    
      The very same robes, Azram realized with a lurch, that every brother in this place wore.
    

    
      No monk had a face like that. His cracked skin was white as a bone and tight. The lips were grey and his eyes held a deep gaze that sent a shudder through them both. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram could not move. His eyes shifted to Rebecca who only stared back wide eyed in response. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Wanderer looked at them for a long moment as the chill turned their warm bed into an ice box. 
    

    
      
    

    
      His cracked grey lips drew back slowly, into a smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's mind raced even as his body would not. There was so much he needed. So many questions, if only he could ask them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Heretics," the Wanderer said with a cracked grin. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The same word he had repeated in the dark of the Pit.
    

    
      
    

    
      And the Wanderer laughed  a dry, rattling, sound before he just turned to ash before their eyes. The cold went with him, sunlight coming back thin through the slats, and the frost on the window began to weep down the glass.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca released a held breath and her hand closed around his in a grip hard enough to hurt.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That—" Her voice shook. She was staring at the empty foot of the bed. "That's exactly how you said it. In the pit. Exactly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It felt so.. true at the time" Azram's mouth had gone dry. "Becca. Is it me, or was that — was he- " He stopped. "Was he trying to smile?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "What the hell was that anyway" She sat up, dragging the blanket with her, eyes still fixed on the place the man had stood. "Who is he? Az, he was just.. he was here. Watching us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Wanderer." He sat up beside her, wincing as the ribs caught. He scrubbed a hand through his hair. "He might be out there right now. Among them. In those robes I'd never tell him from any other monk in the place. We should.. we ought to go and look. I've questions, Becca. I need to know if follow the balance means I'm meant to take that crystal back, or if it means I take you and run for home before this city kills the both of us." He shook his head, helpless. "Blast it all. I haven't the first idea what we're meant to do, and that — that thing — just stares straight through me and vanishes laughing."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca was quiet, chewing it over the way she did.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I think," she said slowly, "I think it means he wanted you to do it. In the pit. Or… he was pleased that you did." She frowned. "I don't think he was calling us heretics, Az. Not the way Sin meant it. I think it was more like... a fond sort of word. For his own."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well." Azram rubbed the back of his neck, uncomfortable. "We aren't even married, and—" He stopped. His ears went red. "Gods. Was he was he watching, when we—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca's hand clapped over his mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "If he was," she whispered, "then he's a pervert."
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled her hand away. "You can't call him a pervert! He's tied to the Lord himself .. somehow. I assume.”
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll call him whatever I like, he was in our room."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He gave me the crystal, Becca." The humor went out of him as fast as it had come. "At the grave. A piece of something important. And I went and lost it to a fat little inquisitor at a city gate." He stared at his own blackened fingers. "Whatever he is, he's powerful enough to walk through a bolted door and put out the sun on his way past. I'd sooner not have him angry with me, on top of everything."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then get dressed," Rebecca said, "and let's go see if he's out there pretending to sweep cabbages."
    

    
      
    

    
      They dressed in the grey morning quiet, and went out into the temple to ask.
    

    
      
    

    
      The monks only stared. Each one Azram described the pale cracked face to shook his head quickly and found somewhere else to be. Word of it moved ahead of them through the halls the and by the time they reached the central hall there was a wariness in every robed figure they passed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva found them.
    

    
      
    

    
      She came to them in the grey light of the central hall, her bound face turned toward the sound of their steps. She was dressed for travel, a plain pack over one shoulder, a staff in her hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have said my goodbyes," she said simply. "Though I confess I know not where I am bound." She tilted her head. "Do you know where you are going? And might I come with you, so far as somewhere safe? I am no longer welcome in this city. If I stay, I will end dead or something worse, which this place has rather a talent for."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We don't know where we're going either," Rebecca admitted. "But you're welcome with us, wherever it ends up being."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I wanted to ask you something," Azram said. "The strange wanderer who gave me that crystal, the one the magistrate stole. He was there just now. In our room dressed as a monk. Have you seen him about the temple?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva went very still.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she set a hand on Azram's arm and drew them both aside, into the shadow of a great black pillar, away from the careful ears of the hall.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I did not ask you, friend," she said quietly, "How you summoned the dead I felt rise in that pit. I assumed you for a necromancer. Graverobber, they called you. I heard it through the stone. A man pretending to be an archbishop of some church." Her voice was even, without accusation. "But tell me true. Was that not the truth of it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      And so Azram told her. The whole of it, there in the dark behind the pillar, while the temple woke and moved around them. the grave at Thornwick, the pale priest, the crystal and the dead that answered him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "His eyes went green," Rebecca said softly, when Azram's voice ran out. "In the pit. When the dead rose. It wasn't.. he didn't mean to. It just happened. Like something else washed over him. He even 
      spoke
       through them..”
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva's hand rose slowly to cover her own mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was not entirely forthcoming with you either," she said at last. "And for that I am sorry. But I will share it now, since you have shared yours." She drew a breath. "My eyes were not taken as punishment alone. They were taken because I stopped translating the black book — the one the Magistrate keeps. The one he will have shown you, if he had you at that table. I read him a great deal, before I understood what I was reading. And when I refused to read him more, he said I no longer had need of my eyes." Her voice did not waver. "He kept me alive in hopes I would relent and speak on. I did not. My tongue was to be next. Of that I have no doubt at all."
    

    
      
    

    
      The hall had gone quiet around them, or perhaps Azram only stopped hearing it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That book," Minerva paused. Her bandaged face turned from one of them to the other. "If the legend in those pages is true, and I read enough to fear that it is, then I will tell you only what the book itself says."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Which is," said Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That the crystal is no relic. No mere shard of power." Her voice dropped, low and certain. "It is a piece of the death god himself."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram and Rebecca went still.
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt the weight of it settle into him slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      A piece of a god. In the hands of a man who blinded a woman for reading him its secrets and meant to take her tongue for the rest. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Before he could fully process the information, loud fists hit the temple's great front doors. Once. Twice. A third blow that carried all the way down the hall and rattled the bar across them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Beyond the wood and muffled, came a shout. Then the jangle of mail and boots arriving at a run.
    

    
      
    

    
      The monks in the hall froze where they stood. Somewhere a brother began, very quietly, to pray.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva did not so much as turn her head toward the sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So," she said, over the rising noise. "You have a choice to make, Azram Vesper. I would make it known."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked at the door. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded once, to himself, as though confirming something he'd already half decided.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We run," he said. "Back to Nockport. The hell with Carlin. We stay safe in our own cathedral and let this rotten city sort itself out"
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca nodded slowly, as though she might agree with that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she didn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But he said follow the balance." She said it carefully. "The balance is what led us here in the first place, Az. Or are you only saying this to keep me safe?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fuck." The word came out rough, half a laugh, half despair. "You. You always say the right damned thing at the worst possible moment." He dragged a hand down his face. "I don't want to risk you in that pit again. And I'll not have Minerva losing her tongue over a crystal that was never even mine. If following the balance walks the lot of us through death's door, what good will any of it have done?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then you do not lose."
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva's voice cut flat and cold, and there was something in it the bandages couldn't soften.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You let me choose my own risk, Azram Vesper, the same as I would let you choose yours. I am not a debt on your ledger, to be weighed and spared. I am a woman who has already paid for that book once. I will decide for myself whether I pay again."
    

    
      
    

    
      The room held quiet but for the fists on the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca stepped closer and took his ruined hand in both of hers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have to, Az. This place is no different than Nockport was. I shouldn't get to run home to a warm bed while she stays and the dungeons keep filling up with people who only ever—"
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The fists came again, harder, and a voice rose muffled through the great doors.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Open, in the name of the Magistrate! We've writ to search these grounds!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva did not so much as flinch.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let them pound," she said. "They cannot enter. Not by the front, nor any door of this temple. The obsidian temple gives sanctuary. No guard may cross its threshold under arms while it stands. They may shout themselves hoarse at that door until the third age." A faint, certain smile. "We are quite safe here, Azram Vesper. Come. Let us look the part while we wait them out."
    

    
      
    

    
      She led them down a side corridor to a low room hung with spare robes on iron pegs, and pressed the dark wool into their hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Cowls up. Hands tucked. Walk slow among the others, and tend the sick if anyone asks your purpose. A guard cannot tell one bowed head from another." She took a third robe herself. "We will be safer yet among the crowd than hiding apart from it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram pulled the robe over his head, wincing as the ribs caught.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Forgive me asking," he said, while they dressed, "but why throw your lot in with us? You're—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Blind." She said it without hurt. "You may say the word. It does not wound me; it is only true." She tilted her bound face toward him. A pause. "This temple has stood since Death founded this city with his own hands. The churches came after. With their tithes, and their services, and their fine new ideals. They make their bargains with the king and follow no balance but their own purse."
    

    
      
    

    
      She found the second cord and tied it off.
    

    
      
    

    
      "In the temple the tome of death has always been kept. When the Magistrate took this city and its guard, and learned I could read what no one living could, he summoned me. Imprisoned me, that I might read it only for him. When I understood what he meant to do with what I read, and refused, he took my eyes, and told me I had no further need of them." Her voice did not waver. "I will reclaim that book for my people. If you mean to topple this rotten order, I will see it through with you to the end. I am not so weak as you take me for. Aurelia blessed me with some small magic at birth, too small to make a sorcerer of me, so I gave myself to the texts instead. The maps. The archives. I know this city better than any guard who walks it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca, pulling her own cowl up, said quietly, "Then we're glad to have you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram hesitated, then asked the thing he most wanted to. 
    

    
      “Lets say by some small miracle we gain back your treasured tome and the shard as well.. would you tell me what it said about the thing. I need to know. That damned wanderer says one word and disappears on me..”
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva thought for a moment and nodded. 
    

    
      “A bargain is struck. If we reclaim what is ours, and you place it in my hands, I will read you whatever answers it still holds."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram blinked. "Read it. You're blind."
    

    
      
    

    
      The smile came back, faint and dry.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The first book was made for an age before our own. The pen they used was thick, and the ink stands raised upon the page, every letter a ridge a finger can trace." She turned one slender hand over. "Though he does not know it, the Magistrate left me the one thing he needed to take from me. I can read with my hands, apothecary. I always could."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram smiled to himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      They moved out into the great hall among the others, cowled and slow, and took up a place near the rows of the sick, Rebecca wringing a cloth in a basin of water as though she'd done it her whole life, Azram pressing a hand uselessly to a fevered brow, all three of them listening with everything they had toward the doors.
    

    
      
    

    
      The shouting beyond them rose and fell.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll not say it twice. Stand aside, by order of the Magistrate—"
    

    
      
    

    
      A monk's voice, calm, immovable. "The sanctuary stands. You have no writ that overrules it. Go home, Captain."
    

    
      
    

    
      A long pause. Then, low, almost amused:
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. Unless we're injured."
    

    
      
    

    
      A wet sound. A gasp from someone near the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There," the captain said, and his voice had gone strange and bright. "Now we're injured. Brothers, your own law says you must take us in."
    

    
      
    

    
      The doors groaned open.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva went very still beside them, her head tilted toward the sound, and for the first time since Azram had known her, he heard true uncertainty creep into her voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That law has never once been broken," she breathed. "Not in all the years I've lived inside these walls. I did not think even he would dare—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Easy," Azram murmured. "Blend. Tend the sick. We're only monks."
    

    
      
    

    
      They bowed their heads and worked, hands busy, breath even, while boots tracked blood across the temple floor and a dozen monks moved to bind the self-inflicted wounds of men who'd cut themselves only to walk through a door.
    

    
      
    

    
      It might even have held. The guards were guards, after all. Armored, ill-tempered, easily managed by monks who'd spent years caring for worse than this.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the doors opened again as two more figures came through, and the whole temperature of the room changed.
    

    
      
    

    
      They wore robes the deep red of old blood, banded black at cuff and hem, a single open eye stitched in crimson thread over the heart. They did not hurry. They did not need to. The sick fell silent as they passed, the monks at their bedsides going very still.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva's hand found Rebecca's wrist in the crowd, gripping hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Order," she whispered, barely a breath of sound. "They've brought the Order of Crimson into a sanctuary. Azram — these are mages. We cannot fight them. We cannot even be seen by them. We must go, now, quietly, while their eyes are still on the hall."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where," Azram breathed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The side door. East wall, just past the reliquary. It's near, and it's small, and with luck no one thinks to watch it yet." Her grip tightened. "Walk. Do not run. A man who runs is a man already caught."
    

    
      
    

    
      They rose, unhurried, three more cowled shapes among many, and crossed the hall at the same patient pace as everyone around them, while behind them one of the red-robed mages lifted his head and turned, slow and considering, scanning the bowed heads of the crowd like a man counting coins.
    

    
      
    

    
      They reached the side door. Minerva's hand found the latch without fumbling.
    

    
      
    

    
      It opened onto a narrow alley, grey morning light, the fog burned down to a low haze at the ankles.
    

    
      
    

    
      And a man was already standing in it, waiting, as though he'd known precisely which door they'd choose before they'd known it themselves.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Found you."
    

    
      
    

    
      His robes were the same deep red, banded black, the crimson eye stitched bright over his heart. Two armored guards flanked him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva went rigid.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Behind us," she said, very low. "Back through the—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The mage raised one hand, grinning, and snapped his fingers.
    

    
      
    

    
      The world went white.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 36: Collapse
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The world went white.
    

    
      
    

    
      The white of a knife catching lamplight, thin and total, and it arrived with a silence so complete that Azram heard his own heart stumble against his ribs. Every muscle he owned locked at once. His jaw stuck shut. His knees kept him standing but nothing else in his body was taking instructions.
    

    
      
    

    
      Beside him Rebecca had gone rigid mid-stride, one hand still reaching for the alley wall. Minerva stood frozen behind her with her staff half-raised, bound face tilted toward a light she could not see and did not need to.
    

    
      
    

    
      Through the glare, a voice came unhurried. 
    

    
      "By order of the Magistrate of Carlin, you stand charged with the murder of gaolers, and of the missing High Inquisitor, Renoir Sin."
    

    
      
    

    
      Missing was doing a great deal of labor in that sentence. Renoir Sin was not dead. He was walking, somewhere well north of the city by now, blind and tireless. The inquisitor would go on walking until the sea or the mountains or the end of the world made him stop. Azram would have liked to raise this point but his mouth had other plans.
    

    
      
    

    
      Boots approached across the stones. Through streaming eyes Azram made out red robes, footsteps, and hands folded loosely at the waist. Three rings on the left hand, one of them a fat garnet worth more than most men earned in a year. Even now, pinned like an insect and awaiting the pit, some small disgraceful corner of him priced it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You will surrender," the mage said. "You already have, in truth. Your bodies simply haven't caught up to the fact."
    

    
      
    

    
      Two guards flanked him, irons swinging from their fists. Azram's mind went through his options quickly. He could not move. He could not speak. Rebecca could do neither. Minerva could do neither. They would be walked back down into the dark pit, and this time there would be no table, or theater of civility. The Magistrate did not extend kindness often.
    

    
      
    

    
      He forced his eyes open against the burning.
    

    
      
    

    
      His vision swam, but past the mage's red shoulder he found the temple's outer wall, and the shape slumped at the base where Rebecca left it. A heap of robe and bones.
    

    
      
    

    
      Skelly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Something in Azram's chest went very still and cold but it had nothing to do with the spell.
    

    
      
    

    
      His jaw was iron. His throat was sealed. The light was crushing every part of him toward the ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      So he did not speak.
    

    
      
    

    
      He gathered every scrap of will he had left, aimed it across the alley at that broken pile of bones, and thought one word with his whole heart behind it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rise.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mage tilted his head, studying them. "Nothing to say for yourselves? Murderers, the lot of you, and not even the courtesy of a confess—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind him, the heap of robe and bone unfolded.
    

    
      
    

    
      It happened in absolute silence. No scrape, no rattle. Skelly stood the way smoke stands, and the mage caught the change in Azram's streaming eyes half a second too late and began to turn.
    

    
      
    

    
      Skeletal fingers closed around his throat from behind.
    

    
      
    

    
      A loud crack from his neck made them all shudder as the light died with him. The alley snapped back into an ordinary grey morning and the two guards stood gaping at a corpse held upright by a skeleton.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's body came back to him all at once. He staggered, caught himself against the wall, and heard Rebecca suck in a breath behind him that was one part relief and three parts fury.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az—
    

    
      
    

    
      I know!
    

    
      
    

    
      The guards found their voices and lunged, irons up. Azram thrust one black-fingered hand toward the dead mage and forced the word out loud this time.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rise!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The mage went from limp to rigid in Skelly's grip. His head lolled upright. Whatever color his eyes had held in life was gone, replaced by a sickly yellow film, and Azram pushed a single command through the new thread before either guard closed the distance.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dead man's palm came up and the same searing flare burst from it, except this time it caught Carlin's finest full in the face. They froze mid-stride, statues in city, irons clattering from their fingers onto the stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Go." Azram shoved himself off the wall, swaying. "Becca. Minerva. Move, before the whole guard comes to see what the light was."
    

    
      
    

    
      They ran.
    

    
      
    

    
      They ran and the city blurred past in a smear of shuttered stalls and gawking faces. Skelly and the dead mage continued holding pace at the rear. Minerva kept one hand fisted in Rebecca's sleeve and called the turns before they reached them, left at the cooper's, right past the dry fountain, some map of old stone unrolling behind her ruined eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where are we even going?" Rebecca managed between breaths.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The cathedral. As planned." Minerva was grinning, which Azram found alarming in a blind woman sprinting through a city that wanted them dead. "Straight up the nave and straight to the Magistrate, while the ghouls still flock to the gates and his guard is focused in six directions at once. He wrought this chaos himself. Let him drown in it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Actually, I think not." Azram took a corner too fast and paid for it with his shoulder. “There's too many guard searching for us right now”
    

    
      
    

    
      "You have a better plan?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have a smaller one. We get out of the city, catch our breath, and then we come back for him at nightfall when I'm not held together with spite."
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva's mouth pressed thin, but she turned her head a fraction east, and after a moment she nodded. "The eastern sallyport, then. Two streets up. Through here."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram glanced down at his hands as they swung.
    

    
      
    

    
      The black was no longer only in his fingertips. Raising the mage had pushed it past his knuckles, across the backs of his hands. There was no pain but the whispers didnt care, they continued anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Through here," Minerva gasped. "The lane opens on the gate square. Small door, left of the main—"
    

    
      
    

    
      They burst from the mouth of the lane into broad daylight and open ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      And stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      The square was not empty.
    

    
      
    

    
      Drawn up across it, between them and the eastern gate, stood a wall of Carlin's guard. Fifteen at a glance, shields locked, and more spilling in from the side streets even as Azram watched. Above them on the wall walk, crossbows. Among them, robes. Two mages at least, maybe three.
    

    
      
    

    
      And at their head stood something else entirely.
    

    
      
    

    
      Where the alley mage had been smooth and bored, this one was neither. A tall man in crimson plate banded with black and he held a greatsword in his gauntleted hands. He looked across the square at the four of them, the mage puppet, the skeleton, and there was no expression on his face at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised one hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Loose."
    

    
      
    

    
      It had been a trap from the first step. Azram understood it in the half-second the word hung in the air. They had known, or guessed, exactly where a tired man with dwindling options would run, and they had arrived first.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arrows came off the wall in a flat hissing sheet, fire bloomed from the robed figures in the line. Azram got a hand into Rebecca's collar and a shoulder into Minerva and drove all three of them back into the mouth of the lane. The mage and Skelly did not follow. He held them in the open, because that was what they were for now. The volley found them, fire broke across the dead mage's chest and arrows went through Skelly's ribs with small dry knocks passing on to skitter along the lane behind them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We run," Azram said, back against the wall, eyes wide. "We can't fight that. Nobody fights that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're encircled." Minerva had her palm flat on the ground. "Boots in the lane behind us. A dozen at least, and closing without hurry. They're herding, not chasing."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca looked at him. Her eyes were wet at the edges and her brow was drawn down hard, and she said, with feeling, "This was not a smaller plan."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The size was fine. The direction was our problem." He wiped his mouth with the back of one blackened hand. Boots in the lane. Boots in the square. Nothing above but wall and crossbows. "I'll be damned before we go back to that pit, Becca. Trust me."
    

    
      
    

    
      She threw both hands up, which in the language of their marriage of inconvenience meant I trust you and I hate it, and he took it as the blessing it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      Out in the square, the knight had started walking.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The puppet trick." His voice was iron dragged slow over stone and it carried without effort. "Brother Vael always did talk more than he fought. No great loss. Step out now."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram swallowed, straightened his coat, and stepped out of the lane to face him. Skelly fell in at his left, the smoldering mage at his right, and behind him he heard Rebecca and Minerva follow onto the open stones because neither of them had ever once done the sensible thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He did not have long. He could feel that with certainty, the same way he could feel a patient's pulse going thin under his fingers. The well inside him was nearly dry but the knight was walking closer with every heartbeat. A plan was assembling itself in the back of Azram's mind, ugly and simple.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vael had been worth raising. This one, this slab of crimson-plated murder, would be worth ten of him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bind them," the knight said over his shoulder, never taking his eyes from Azram. "Arms and legs both. The necromancer especially. The Magistrate wants them breathing." A pause. "Should they make it difficult, the woman and the blind one aren't strictly required to be."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like hell we'll be bound again."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram sent the command down the thread. The flare. Take him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dead mage's palm came up.
    

    
      
    

    
      The knight was faster. He crossed the last of the distance in three long strides, unhurried even at speed, and brought the greatsword around in a flat silver arc. The dead mage's head left its shoulders before the light could so much as gather. The body dropped like an emptied sack, and the severed thread snapped back through Azram's skull with a force that put him down on one knee. His vision tilted sideways, the cold flaring up both forearms at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      Through watering eyes he saw the knight turn, blade already swinging back the other way, and heard him say, "Die, then."
    

    
      
    

    
      The arc was aimed at Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      It all happened in less than a breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      Skelly moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was no time for a command. Azram's mind was a struck bell in which none could have formed. The skeleton threw itself into the space between the blade and Rebecca, one arm rising to catch a swing as Rebecca yelped and flinched down with both her hands coming up.
    

    
      
    

    
      The greatsword sheared through Skelly at the elbow. Bone burst into white shards that scattered ringing across the stones underfoot.
    

    
      
    

    
      The knight did not slow. He stepped in through the wreckage, reversed his grip, and brought the full weight of the edge down in one brutal chop through the crooked shoulders.
    

    
      
    

    
      Skelly came apart.
    

    
      
    

    
      "SKELLY—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca's scream burst out.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cracked skull spun away across the cobbles, wobbling in a long lazy circle, and rocked to stillness against the knight's armored boot. The little carved bird jolted loose from Rebecca's fist as she lunged after him, struck the stones beside the bone, and lay there in the wreck, wings up.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That wont save you twice"
    

    
      
    

    
      The knight lifted the greatsword again, and there was nothing left between it and the three of them at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Put it down." Minerva's voice cracked out with a snap of command Azram had never heard from her, older and larger than the woman it came from. She swept her staff low and caught the knight across the shins with a sound of wood on plate that rang the length of the square.
    

    
      
    

    
      He did not even look at her. He kicked her legs from under her with one armored boot and she went down hard on the stones with a sound that made Azram's teeth ache. Then the blade came up over Rebecca again.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was still on her knees in the scatter of bone. Both hands had closed around the little wooden bird and dragged it to her chest, and she was not looking at the sword. She was not looking at anything except the ruin of a shattered skeleton, and she was making a low broken sound that Azram knew he would hear for the rest of his life.
    

    
      
    

    
      He knelt three feet away, spent, arms numb to the elbow, feeling entirely empty inside. The woman he loved most in this world was about to be cut in half over a skeleton's grave.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mind went through everything he had, one last inventory, honest as a deathbed.
    

    
      
    

    
      No bodies near enough to raise. No magic that would stop that sword, no words, no coin, no clever trade. His mouth was open and his eyes were wide and he understood, fully and finally, that he had nothing left to give.
    

    
      
    

    
      So he gave what wasn't his. He closed his eyes and listened.
    

    
      
    

    
      There were no dead in the square. That much was true. But there were whispers, and there had been whispers all morning, a tide muttering at the edge of his hearing that he had been shutting out. They came from beyond the eastern gate not fifty feet away. They came from the north wall, and the west. Ghouls. Hundreds upon hundreds of them, mindless, patient, hurling themselves at Carlin's gates since before dawn.
    

    
      
    

    
      Every city gate was a door. And he was the only man alive with the key.
    

    
      
    

    
      He knew it would cost. He did not act in ignorance. In the space of one falling heartbeat he saw it whole: the gates giving way, the streets beyond, the bakers and the beggars and the children asleep in the lower city, all of it weighed on one side of the scale, and on the other side three lives, one of them hers.
    

    
      
    

    
      He took a slow exhale and let the core at the center of himself open all the way. Every ounce of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached for them.
    

    
      
    

    
      The green came up burning behind his eyes as the knight saw them open. He raised a hand as the necrosis raced past his elbows.
    

    
      
    

    
      The knight's blade hung at the top of its arc, his head cocked as he saw the change unfold. “The hell- “
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram lifted one blackening hand, the knight's eyes locked with his and saw what was in them, Azram clenched his fist and spoke. It did not sound like his voice. It sounded like his voice with several others beneath it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Collapse."
    

    
      
    

    
      For a moment, nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The knight paused at the crest of his swing confused. The guards looked at the knight. The whole of the square turned their heads.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, directly beyond the eastern gate, close enough to touch, the damned began to scream in unison. A horde giving voice through whatever lungs remained to it, hundreds of ruined throats opening at once in a single rising howl.
    

    
      
    

    
      Far off at the northern wall, a horn began to shriek. It was answered by another, and then a third, frantic, cut short in a way that horns should not be cut short. The bells in the high towers started up all at once in a clamor, beneath all of it came a sound Azram felt in his teeth before his ears found it. Low rolling thunder, the sound of a thousand dead things turning as one and breaking into a run.
    

    
      
    

    
      The whole horde. Every corpse outside every gate.
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt them the way he had felt Skelly slumped against the temple wall, except it was a thousand now. He couldn't raise this many dead, he couldn't put the horde down either, but he was able to feel them and give them his fatal intention. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Breach the city. Kill the guards. Kill the crimson knight.
    

    
      
    

    
      And the mindless horde obeyed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The northern wall broke first. He felt it go through the ghouls hands, felt the gate burst inward off its hinges under the press of bodies, he could see through their eyes as the dead poured through into the streets of Carlin in a black freezing tide. Half a heartbeat later the screaming reached him the ordinary way, carried on the morning air over the rooftops as he snapped back to himself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The knight's head turned toward the eastern gate beside them. Through the gaps in its timbers something was visible now, movement, a churning mass picking up speed, and the gate boomed in its frame like a struck drum. He began shouting orders. The guards around him were already turning from their prisoners toward the howling, the shield wall coming apart at its seams as their discipline dissolved. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Every guard in the city now faced the screeching gates, their precious city coming apart around them. The crimson knight's head came around one last time, and across his stern face Azram saw genuine doubt take hold. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've damned us all, murderer."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram did not answer. He couldn’t. He was on both knees. His vision stuttered and flashed, his own eyes one instant and theirs the next, a hundred lurching views of streets he knew, doors splintering, a fruit cart overturned and trampled, people running with children in their arms. Somewhere far away and getting closer, the dead were spilling into the lower city, and he could feel every one of them, through their eyes he could see everything they found. He could not entirely control them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca." His voice came out cracked and small between shallow pulls of breath. "Becca. The chaos. We go now, or not at all."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was already moving. The knight had stopped sparing them so much as a glance, bellowing his men into a line against the shuddering gate as the first hinges screamed. Rebecca hauled Minerva up off the stones by one arm with the wooden bird still locked in her other fist. Then she got a shoulder under Azram and dragged him to his feet.
    

    
      
    

    
      The square dissolved around them. Guards broke ranks and ran, some toward the gates, some ran away. The knight's voice roared orders that fewer and fewer were heeding, and the whole disciplined wall of them scattered into the catastrophe that Azram had invited.
    

    
      
    

    
      They ran into the smoke and the screaming, three small figures fleeing through a flood that did not touch them. Behind them the bells rang on and on as the people of Carlin began to learn the price that had been paid for the escape of two heretics and a blind girl.
    

    
      
    

    
      They went to the shell of a burned out chandler's shop three streets down, and for a while none of them could speak.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram sat slumped against a soot-blackened wall with his knees drawn up and his arms resting across them. Both arms were black to the elbow now, the green was gone from his eyes. What remained looked very old, and very tired, and for the first time since Rebecca had known him, afraid.
    

    
      
    

    
      Outside, the city was dying. It came to them through the broken walls in pieces. Screaming near and screaming far. The crash and grind of the dead moving through streets built for markets and festivals. Somewhere a few blocks over, the brave futile clatter of a guard post making a stand, and then not making it anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca knelt in front of him. The little bird was still shut inside one white-knuckled hand, and there was bone dust on her sleeves, and her face was streaked clean in two lines through the soot.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az," she said, very quietly. "What have you done."
    

    
      
    

    
      He could not look at her. He looked at his ruined arms instead.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I… I saved you." The words came out quietly.  "The horde. All of it, every gate. I broke the north wall open." He swallowed. "It was the only thing. The only thing I could do."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How many." Minerva sat with her back against the far wall, her bound face turned toward the sounds in the street. Her voice was steady, and the steadiness was worse than shaking would have been. "How many people are dying in this city right now, Azram Vesper, because of what you just did. Surely you cannot control all their lust for human life"
    

    
      
    

    
      He had no answer. There was no answer, or rather there was one, and it was being counted out loud in the streets around them, scream by scream, and all three of them could hear the tally rising.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat in the dark of the burned shop and made himself listen. He had spent his whole life around death, had washed it and weighed it and picked its pockets. This was a choice, and it was his, and now for the first time, he didn't know if he was any better than the Magistrate.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know," he whispered, tears glistening in his tired eyes. "I know what I am. I know what I've done. I can.. feel them. I can.. hear them."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca looked at him for a long moment as her lip quivered. The bells rang. Something large fell streets away and the sound rolled through the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she did the thing he least expected and least deserved. She reached out, laid her warm hand against his cold cheek, and held it there.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am not worth the whole of this city," she said. "But you cant let it consume you. We make it worth it. All of it. Every soul out there in those streets tonight. We take the crystal back. We end the man who put us in that pit and built this whole rotten thing from the ground up. And we make certain that not one of them out there died for nothing." Her jaw set, and through her palm he could feel her shaking, and her hand did not move. "That's the only way I can live with what you did, Azram. So that is what we're going to do." She sniffled and tried to smile through the pain of it hitting her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Outside, over the screaming and the bells, came the sound of horns.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not the city's horns or panicked wail of the walls, these were lower. Steadier. They came from the south, from the long road they had walked a lifetime ago. Their sound came in ordered intervals, the clean hard call of cavalry riding in formation and riding fast, drawing closer with every breath.
    

    
      Minerva's head came up off the wall.
    

    
      "Those," she breathed, "are not Carlin's."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram dragged himself up the wall to his feet, swaying, his ruined arms hanging at his sides. He looked south through a gap in the broken stone, toward the horns and the gathering thunder of hooves on the old road. Across his grey and exhausted face came a look of recognition. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," he said. "They're not."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 37: The Flag of Nockport
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The horns came again, and this time they brought a banner with them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Through the gap in the broken wall Azram watched it crest the southern rise, green and grey through the smoke. The chalice over crossed keys of Nockport. Beneath it, a column of horses flooding into the screaming city.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's ours." Rebecca was already up. "Az. It's Nockport."
    

    
      
    

    
      They came out of the chandler's shop into a street full of running strangers and made for the sound. The column met them at the mouth of the market square, thirty riders driving a wedge through a knot of ghouls that had cornered a fishmonger's family against their own stall. At the head of them, in a bishop's habit, rode Vance.
    

    
      
    

    
      He saw them. He was out of the saddle before the horse fully stopped, crossing the ground at a run that died three feet short when he got a proper look.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I heard they imprisoned you before I said I'd send help." His eyes went over the soot, the blood, Rebecca's torn sleeve, the black of Azram's arms. His jaw worked. "Nine hells. What did they do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Magistrate had us in a fucking pit for murdering Brandolyn." Azram spat. "Put me in the stocks and made me watch while they took Rebecca and were about to—" He stopped. "Sod the rest of it. Listen. I'm going into that chapel and I'm killing the man who ruined this town. He stole a Relic, one passed down by our Lord himself, and he'll stop at nothing to work it out. He took this poor girl's eyes, Vance." He swallowed. The whole column had gone still, horses stamping. "I have to kill the Magistrate and free this city from its madness."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance nodded, expression unreadable, and moved to the next question.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The dead first, Archbishop. They came at us a mile out. Can you put them to rest?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not this many. There's countless—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The whispers surged, a tide of ruined voices behind his eyes, and under them came the pictures. A door splintering. A hand. A scream cut short. Azram clutched his head and heard himself groan.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm trying to hold them." Through his teeth. "To keep them off the living. I'm holding what I can and losing grip." He straightened and made himself meet Vance's eyes. "The crystal the Magistrate stole from me at the gate. With it in my hand, maybe, maybe, I can put every corpse in this city down at once."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance looked at the black threading up Azram's shoulder now, fine as inked lines. His brow furrowed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And what of you, after?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stared at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance held the stare for a long moment. Then he nodded, reached into his saddlebag, and brought out something that stopped Azram's breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      A hat. A tall, ridiculous, beautiful hat for the Archbishop of the Third House, brushed clean.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Candle insisted." Something rough had gotten into his voice. "Said an Archbishop ought to look the part when he comes home. Wouldn't let the column leave without it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram reached for it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Except his fingers would not close.
    

    
      
    

    
      He watched them try. Watched the blackened joints curl and the skin crack across the knuckles as they bent, thin dark blood welling in the splits. The hat slipped through his failing grip and landed in the mud between them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nobody moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance bent and picked it up. He looked at it and brushed it off. Then he looked at Azram's hands, both of them, really looked, and the sternness went out of his face entirely.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lad." Quietly. "Your hands. Are you well?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ask me tomorrow." Azram reached again, and this time he watched his own fingers the whole way, willed them shut around the brim and winced. Rebecca took it from him, lifted the hat, and set it on his head. "There. You look very priestly today, darling."
    

    
      
    

    
      He passed her a tired smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right, then." Vance turned and was shouting before he finished turning. "Ferris! Half the column to the lower city, get people behind the temple walls, the monks will take them in! The rest of you, street by street, kill everything that's already dead!" He looked back. "That helps you? Fewer of them?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kill as many as you can. I'll try to tell the rest which guards are the bad ones."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance laughed and shouted to the men in armor. "Hear that, boys? You won't be getting off easy today! Don't let your guard down!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He winked at Azram. "Keeps 'em vigilant."
    

    
      
    

    
      He whistled two riders out of the line, a big man with a woodcutter's axe across his saddlebow and a girl Azram had seen somewhere in Nockport. "Harl. Petra. You ride with the Archbishop. Whatever he does on the way, don't scream about it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No promises," said Petra.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vance gripped Azram's shoulder once, hard. "Go get your damned crystal. The lads will hold the streets." He swung up into the saddle and eyed the trio.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come home. All of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the column split, and the flag of Nockport went one way through the burning city, and they went the other.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva called the route from the knowledge hidden behind her ruined eyes. Left at the cooper's row. Right at the dry fountain. The cathedral compound sat against the eastern wall, she said. A precinct the size of a village. She named every lane between here and there and never once slowed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram gathered as they went.
    

    
      
    

    
      A dead guardsman lay in an alley mouth. 
      Rise
      . He stood, sword still in his fist, and fell into step. Two more at a broken barricade. An archer had crumpled beneath a wall walk, her quiver half full. She rose and climbed back to the walk she'd died defending. He had her nock an arrow and keep to the rooftops.
    

    
      
    

    
      In a gutted square he found one of the Order. The red robe was burned down one side and he stood over the body for a moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az," Rebecca said quietly. "You don't have to."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I do, though." He took it. The puppet settled in among the others. He did not let himself think about how easy the raising had become, because his cracked skin reminded him of the cost.
    

    
      
    

    
      Petra rode a length behind him and watched the mage's corpse fall in with the rest.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Begging your pardon, your holiness," she said. "But that's the worst thing I've ever seen."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye," said Azram. "Wait an hour."
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva snickered and elbowed Rebecca, who was grinning.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's him when he's himself," Rebecca whispered. "Always ridiculous."
    

    
      
    

    
      They came around a granary into a narrow lane. It was already happening. Three ghouls had a man half dragged from his cart. A woman stood pressed into a doorway behind him, a boy of maybe six crushed against her chest. The nearest ghoul's head turned toward the sound of the child crying.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram reached for the thread.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca stepped past him. "I hope this works," she muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "STOP."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her whole body went into it. Fists at her sides. The three ghouls froze with the man's collar still in their grip. The lane went silent but for the boy.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let him go." She spoke quietly. Her voice shook and held. "Walk out through the gate. Keep walking and do not stop."
    

    
      
    

    
      They released him and turned, walking. Past the doorway. Past the woman. Past the child. Down the lane toward the east and gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Rebecca swayed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram caught her. Up close he could see the toll. The color had dropped from her face. Her lips were grey. A small fast twitch had started at the side of her neck. She had commanded alone, spending her own coin, and not much was left in the purse.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm fine." She wasn't. She weighed her next words against the two strangers watching. "Az. I think I need—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Take it." He was already dragging his sleeve back with his teeth. His arm was useless for buttons. "Harl. The lane."
    

    
      
    

    
      Harl turned his back with a soldier's tact. Petra didn't. She sat her horse, white around the eyes. The High Priestess of the Third House drank from her Archbishop's wrist in a burning lane. She came up with color in her cheeks and blood on her lip.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." Rebecca wiped her mouth. "I feel better. Let's keep moving."
    

    
      
    

    
      Petra looked from one of them to the other. She said nothing for three streets.
    

    
      
    

    
      They traveled cautiously until a sea of ghoulish eyes pulled him somewhere else.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood in a crowd of the dead packed shoulder to shoulder, looking up at black walls he knew. Obsidian. Slick with damp and untouched by smoke. He was fifty of the dead at once. Every one of them groaned as they pressed against the temple. Through their hands he felt the great doors shudder as the monks braced them from within. Through a gap in the shutters he saw the hall beyond, packed wall to wall with the living. The refugees. He felt their hunger at the sight.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram snapped back with Rebecca's hands on his face and his own voice already going.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The temple. They're massing at the temple. Hundreds. They're on the doors—" He caught his breath. "The monks are holding. The people are all inside. I can't command that many—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva had gone very still.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How long," she said, "will those doors hold."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know." He shook his head. "Not the night."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we do not have the night." She turned her bound face toward the east. "My brothers barred those doors for the refugees, Azram Vesper. Whatever waits at that gate ahead, we go through it quickly. And I am done merely walking behind you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Minerva, you said your magic was too small—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I said I was too weak to be trained a sorcerer." She began to walk. "I did not say I was nothing."
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      The compound rose out of the smoke with walls twice a man's height. A gatehouse with iron-bound doors, and behind it all stood the great church itself. Pale stone and gold leaf. Untouched. Its windows glowed warm from within while the city burned around it.
    

    
      
    

    
      At the mouth of the wide square before the gate sat the burned shell of a merchant's courtyard, its garden wall collapsed to hip height. They pulled up behind it, sixty yards from the line, and Harl walked the horses back into the lee of a granary where the smoke would hide them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked over the wall.
    

    
      
    

    
      The gate was shut. Carlin's finest stood before it, a dozen men in polished plate, ranks drawn and holding. Salted through them, hoods down and waiting, were the deep red robes of the Order. Two mages and the Crimson Knight from the square.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He knows we're coming," Harl rumbled, returning at a crouch.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He's likely known since the square." Azram counted what he had. Ten dead. An archer on the rooftops. Rebecca with some command over the undead, two riders, and a blind woman who swore she could do magic. He looked at his own ruined hands. "Minerva. Assuming we live long enough, how do we get inside?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The sally door. West side of the gatehouse, behind the buttress. Likely barred from within, but the bar is old oak." A pause. "It was old when I could still see it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca strained her eyes toward the gate. "Az, how are we going to beat that? The knight nearly killed me, and now they've got mages."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've got a plan. It isn't a good one. It's the best I can do."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And what would you have of me?" Minerva asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Observe."
    

    
      
    

    
      He knelt behind the wall and closed his eyes, reaching for the horde he still loosely held. Those near, just a few streets over, he beckoned. 
      Run. Charge. Kill the knight in red.
        He felt them twitch. Felt some shrug him off the way a horse shrugs a fly. Of the thirty he reached for, twenty answered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he stretched toward the northern gate, toward the guards who had fallen there. 
      Rise.
       It was useless this far away, he stopped trying.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram opened his eyes. Down the long avenue came his column of the commanded, running crooked, and already the guards at the chapel gate were shouting.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Here's how it goes. The ghouls hit their line first. While they're busy killing them, my archer takes a mage off the board. If I can raise one behind their ranks, we break that formation from both sides." He looked at the riders. "Harl. Petra. The knight is the threat. I'll keep feeding him dead men. Whittle the rest."
    

    
      
    

    
      Harl grunted. "Aye. It's a shit plan, Archbishop, but it'll do. Keep the dead off Petra and me and we'll cut a swath."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca. The ones I raise, you can steer. I raise, you command. Your eyes are better than mine."
    

    
      
    

    
      She nodded, jaw set.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva lifted her chin. "And me, Azram Vesper."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What can your magic do? Anything explosive?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nay. I command the water. From heaven and earth both." Something that was almost a smile crossed the lower half of her ruined face. "Tell me where the knight stands, and I will teach him to swim."
    

    
      
    

    
      The ghouls were streaming past their wall now, and across the square the guards began calling them out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Harl slapped a hand to his horse. "Well. What are we waiting for? Let's go meet our maker."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram steadied him with a hand. "Wait. Let their mages show themselves first. I need a target for the archer. Until then, we don't leave this wall."
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      The ghouls hit the line at a stumbling run.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guards had formed two ranks before the gate, shields locked, and the first of the dead broke on them and kept coming, clawing over their own fallen. A guard went down under three of them. Another. The line bowed. On the rooftop across the square Azram's archer loosed, and a guardsman sat down in the mud with a shaft through the side of his neck.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's working," Azram whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're folding," Petra breathed. "Gods, they're actually—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the Crimson Knight waded in.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't fight the ghouls. He harvested them. Each stroke of the greatsword took a head, and each head was a string snapping somewhere behind Azram's eyes. Five gone. Eight. He felt every severance as a small bright pain, and he clenched his teeth and held the rest on the line.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az, your nose—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Order mages stepped out from behind the shield wall.
    

    
      
    

    
      He saw the fire gather between the nearer one's hands and had half a breath to do nothing about it. The gout took six ghouls at once. The heat rolled across the square and a warm gust came over the wall. Azram felt the strings burn through, all six in one searing instant, and heard himself hiss.
    

    
      
    

    
      Twenty had become five. The guards were reforming. The Crimson Knight pulled his blade from a ghoul's skull and looked toward their wall.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He's seen us," Harl said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Think
      . The whispers surged and Azram shoved them down. He still had his ten. He still had the mage from the square, red-robed and burned, standing patient among his dead. He sent it forward with a command. 
      Burn them all
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      His dead mage took off for the formation and raised its ruined hands, answering fire with fire, a wobbling gout that scattered the front rank of guards. It was for one heartbeat Azram thought the trade might hold.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Crimson Knight crossed the distance in four strides and took its head off at the shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      The string snapped. Azram's best piece rocked, folded, and was a corpse again. The knight put a boot on it, and behind him the second Order mage began to gather fire the size of a cartwheel.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're losing," Petra said. Flat. "We're losing, your holiness."
    

    
      
    

    
      Nobody argued.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram crouched behind the wall with blood running over his lip and counted what he had left. Five ghouls dying by the gate. Ten dead men who would last four strides against that sword. An archer with no target worth an arrow. Across the square the fire kept growing, and its light climbed the compound wall, and the whispers came up under his thoughts sweet and patient. 
      Let go. Let us have the city. There is another way and you know its name.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," he said, to them, to all of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az." Rebecca had gone up on her toes, staring over the wall. "The mage. The one building the big one. He's stepped out past the knight to throw it. He's 
      clear
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked as he reached for the rooftops. 
      Him. All of it. Now.
    

    
      
    

    
      The archer emptied her quiver in the space of four heartbeats. The first arrow took the mage in the shoulder and turned him. The second went wide. The third and fourth did not, and the fire he'd been holding came apart in his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "NOW," Azram roared, and the wall stopped being cover and became a starting line.
    

    
      
    

    
      Harl and Petra came up out of the ruin at a gallop and swung wide across the square. Azram went over the wall with Rebecca at his side, and Minerva walked out into the open behind them, both hands rising, head cocked to the din.
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised the fresh mage before its body hit the ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      The pain went up both arms like hot wire and he screamed through his teeth and did it anyway, behind the guards' formation the corpse of their own sorcerer stood back up.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Minerva! The knight! Forty feet, dead ahead of you, he's turning—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I hear him." Her hands spread. "I hear his armour singing."
    

    
      
    

    
      Light flared white beneath her bandage, bleeding through the weave.
    

    
      
    

    
      "As above—" her voice cracked the length of the square "—so below. GRANT ME THIS DELUGE!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The ground under the Crimson Knight turned to soup.
    

    
      
    

    
      Water came boiling up through the earth, sheeting outward, drowning the square to mire, and a thin cold rain began to fall out of a smoke-black sky. The knight sank to his shins mid-stride. He hauled one foot free with a sucking roar and sank deeper with the other, and the rain hissed against every guttering fire on the field and stifled them to steam.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva dropped to one knee in the wet. Blood ran freely from her nose and off her chin. She kept her hands out. She held it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There!" Rebecca's arm shot out. "Left side, the young one, his shield's dropping—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't wait for Azram. She threw her voice at his five remaining ghouls like a whip. 
      "THAT ONE. THROUGH HIM."
    

    
      
    

    
      The dead hit the faltering guard in a knot and the formation tore open at the seam, and Harl and Petra went through the gap at a full gallop. Harl's axe rose and fell with the rhythm of a man splitting cordwood. Petra was faster and uglier, laying about her from the saddle, screaming something that wasn't words.
    

    
      
    

    
      And every guard they dropped, Azram took.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rise. Rise. Rise.
       The fresh dead came easy, easier than the mages, it still frightened him more than the pain did. The line found itself fighting its own men. A guard turned to run and met his sergeant's corpse coming the other way.
    

    
      
    

    
      The raised mage lifted its blackened hands behind the Crimson Knight and gave him everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blast took him square between the shoulders. He turned as best he could with his boots sucking mud, greatsword coming around despite the flames, and Azram, running, spotted the fallen guard beside him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Rise, now!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard could not rise fully. It didn't need to. With the sword still in its fist it drove the point up through the burned gap in the knight's backplate.
    

    
      
    

    
      He went face down into Minerva's mire in a plume of steam coughing blood and cursing, armor scorched black across the back. Before he could rise again Azram's dead were on him. He stayed alive and killed two more from his knees. He was still killing when the guardsman's corpse got its arms around his helm, and then Harl's axe came down, and it was over.
    

    
      
    

    
      It got quiet the way battlefields do. All at once, and not really.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram crossed the square on legs he didn't fully trust. Rebecca guided Minerva over the churned ground by the elbow, and the three of them came to a stop where the Crimson Knight lay with the rain pooling in the wreck of him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is he dead?" Minerva asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Very," said Petra.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca looked at the blood sheeting Minerva's chin. "Your nose."
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva wiped it and missed. "I understand it is the fashion."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az." Rebecca, quiet, because she'd seen where he was looking. "Don't. You're already—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He's the strongest thing on this field." He knelt beside the body. His hands were shaking and the black had climbed to his neck, he could feel it, a cold creeping stiffness under the skin. 
      One more. One more, then the crystal, then it's done
      . "We can't fail, Becca. The temple won't hold."
    

    
      
    

    
      He put a hand on the sunken knight. "
      Rise
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      The body shuddered and went limp. Azram felt the strain of it, a weight nothing else had carried, and pushed again. "
      Rise
      !" The knight lifted his head. It dropped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az, you're breathing too fast." Rebecca put her arm around him. "Just leave him. Let's go."
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head. Both hands on the knight now, cool metal grounding him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "RISE!" He shouted, with everything he had left.
    

    
      
    

    
      His vision went fuzzy at the edges and he held on, held on, and felt the body shift beneath his palms.
    

    
      
    

    
      When his vision cleared the Crimson Knight was standing over them both, mud sheeting off the ruined armor, waiting for orders.
    

    
      
    

    
      Petra crossed herself with the wrong hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sally door," Minerva said. "West side. Behind the buttress."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Here, let me help you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He shrugged Rebecca's arm off. "I'm fine." He rose on shaky legs. "Becca. Tell this oaf to open it. I need a second."
    

    
      
    

    
      The knight's corpse stomped through the mud while the group watched. It tore the old oak bar out of its brackets from within, and the gates of the cathedral compound swung open.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram Vesper walked into the house of his god with fifteen dead soldiers at his back, a dead sorcerer, a dead knight, and a very priestly hat.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 38: Whispers
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The doors of the great church stood twice the height of a man, and they were not barred.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram climbed the steps with his dead around him and believed that the worst was behind them.
    

    
      
    

    
      He counted as he went. Fifteen soldiers. One burned sorcerer. The Crimson Knight at his shoulder, mud still dripping from the ruin of its plate, and nothing left in Carlin that could put it down a second time. He'd left the archer on the rooftops with her empty quiver, as she was no use to anyone indoors, and he was glad he hadn't drained himself raising every corpse on the field. He wouldn't need them.
    

    
      
    

    
      One old man in a white robe. Then it's done
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca walked at his side with her thumb working over the little carved bird. She caught him looking and put it away.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We finish this," she said, "and we go home to our church."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Cathedral!” He smirked “And yes. I can't wait to feel the warmth of Nockport again. It's been far too long."
    

    
      
    

    
      She sent a soft smile his direction and they went up the last steps with their jaws set.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind them, Petra helped Minerva. Harl came last, axe loose in one hand, watching the dark between the pillars.
    

    
      
    

    
      They went in.
    

    
      
    

    
      Warmth met them at the threshold. The city was burning outside, and here the air was thick with incense and the steady glow of countless candles. Gold leaf climbed the pillars. The marble floor shone like it had never known blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      On the dais before the altar stood a single figure in white and gold, ringed by men in polished plate with one red robe among them. A black tome lay open on the lectern beside him. One hand was raised, and it caught the light of every candle in the room at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crystal.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There he is." The Magistrate's voice rolled down the nave. "The graverobber. Do come in, Azram Vesper. Bring your congregation."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stopped halfway up the aisle. His dead spread out behind him in a silent wall.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's over. Your knight is mine. Your men are dead or scattered. I can put the horde in this town to rest." He held out one blackened hand. "Give me the crystal. Walk out of Carlin alive. Let me end this."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Magistrate turned the purple shard in his fingers, watching the candlelight move through it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You see my guards," he said mildly. "My mage. My walls." He gestured at the warm, golden nave around them. "What makes you think I care to save this town? Everything I need is in this room. The shard. The book. And the fool the balance brought me to throw his life away."
    

    
      
    

    
      He came forward to the edge of the dais.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You did this, Azram Vesper. Every gate your horde broke. Every soul it took. You brought the dead to Carlin the same way you brought the fire to Thornwick, and when the histories are written, every corpse in this city will be laid at your feet. Not mine."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram felt Rebecca's eyes on him. He didn't look at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lies." It came out too fast. "I had nothing to do with Thornwick."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," the Magistrate agreed pleasantly. "Of course not."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Last chance." Azram sent the Crimson Knight forward one heavy step, and a rank of dead men with it, blades rising. "Hand it over and I won't harm you."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Magistrate laughed. It was a short, genuine sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is that meant to frighten me?" He held the crystal up to the light and looked at Azram through it, one eye swimming purple. "I've had your Relic for a few days, graverobber. I am a quicker study than you think. Shall I show you what I've learned?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He pointed the shard at the advancing dead and turned it, slight as a key in a lock.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rest."
    

    
      
    

    
      Six of them folded mid-stride. A sword rang away across the marble and spun to a stop. The release slammed back through Azram's skull hard enough to make him bite his cheek and taste blood. He stayed on his feet.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then he turned, fast, with his eyes wide, because there was only one thing in the room he needed to see.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca had not fallen.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood at his side, upright, whole, watching him with her hand half-raised toward him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The relief went through him so hard it nearly took his knees. Then it curdled, all at once, into something worse.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca." It came out of him before he could shape it into anything but what it was. "Run! Get out, now—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't move. Of course she didn't move. She looked at him the way she'd looked at him in the pit, and she did not take one single step toward the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      On the dais, the Magistrate went very still.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he smiled, and Azram understood that he had just handed the man the only thing he'd come here to learn.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh," the Magistrate said softly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I had wondered." He came down the dais steps, unhurried, turning the shard in his hand. "She walks. She speaks. She weeps. And you told me exactly what she is, graverobber, with one word, and you did it before I even thought to ask."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Take me." Azram's voice cracked open. "I'm the one you want. Take me and let her—"
    

    
      
    

    
      A wry smile broke across the Magistrate's face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rest."
    

    
      
    

    
      The crystal flashed purple. Once. The light went through the whole of the nave.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Crimson Knight dropped where it stood with a crash. The rest of his soldiers fell in one breath, steel ringing against marble in a long, terrible roll that died at the far end of the church. The burned sorcerer crumpled across a pew.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Az—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She had time to say his name. Half of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca folded. Her knees gave, and the light went out of her eyes between one heartbeat and the next, and the little carved bird spilled from her opening hand and struck the marble a half second before she did.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram caught her before her head touched the stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      The hat fell somewhere behind him and rolled. He didn't hear it land.
    

    
      
    

    
      She weighed nothing in his arms. She looked at nothing. Her chest did not move, and it had been moving since..
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca." He shook her, gently, the way you wake someone. "Becca!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The bird rocked to stillness on the marble beside his knee.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Rise
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word that had never failed him went into her and found nothing to hold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rise!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He put both hands on her face. Her cheek was cool. Her cheek was always cool. That meant nothing. That had never meant anything.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached inside himself and pulled, and the pain flared hot along his ruined arms, and he did not care, and he pulled harder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Rise
      . Dammit, Rebecca, 
      rise."
    

    
      
    

    
      The black split fresh across three knuckles. Blood ran thin between his fingers and into her hair. He gave the word everything left in him and then everything under that, the dregs and the silt and the stone at the bottom of the well.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Azram." Minerva's hand found his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      He threw it off.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      RISE
      !"
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing rose.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind his eyes the whole city still howled. A thousand ruined voices, the horde at the temple, the dead in the lanes, every whisper in Carlin clawing at him the way they had all day.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not one of them was hers.
    

    
      
    

    
      Somewhere very far away, in a candlelit church, the Magistrate flicked two fingers, and his guards came down off the dais with drawn steel.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram laid her down on the marble.
    

    
      
    

    
      He did it carefully. He straightened her arm where it had fallen wrong, and he moved the hair off her face, and then he stood up, and something came off him like heat off a forge.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You." He was walking. He didn't remember starting. "You—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The first guard put a blade across his throat to stop him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram walked into it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The edge bit and he felt it and kept coming, and the guard actually gave ground, actually stepped back with a look on his face, because there was nothing in front of him that could be threatened with a sword.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Draw it, then." Blood ran down into his collar. He was screaming and he did not know it. "Draw it and do it clean! You think I give a single fuck for my life with her on that floor? You think there is anything left in this world you can take from me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Archbishop—" Petra, somewhere.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She was it! She was the whole of it!" He hit the flat of the blade with his open hand and the guard flinched. "Fuck your city. Fuck the Balance and every god that let this happen and every day I've got left in it. 
      Kill me then
      . Kill me and be quick, because I swear to you, if you don't, I will find something in me you cannot put down—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The Magistrate watched him with his head tilted. Patient and Interested.
    

    
      
    

    
      The rage went out of him. He eyed the Magistrate for a long silent moment. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood there in front of a sword with his throat bleeding, and he did not have anywhere to go, and he did not want to go anywhere.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned and knelt down beside the only thing he could focus on.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rise," he whispered, but he felt no power in it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Harl was still fighting somewhere behind him. He heard the sounds, the clash and the grunts, but he couldn't care enough to turn his head. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Harl stepped over him when he wouldn't get up. “
      We hold for his holiness
      .” The axe took the first man in the neck. Harl put a boot on the body, tore the blade free, broke a second man's arm with the flat and opened him with the edge, and Petra fought at his back, faster and uglier, and for a moment they were winning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the crimson mage stepped out from behind the dais.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva heard the fire before anyone saw it. She dragged herself up a pillar with both hands, turned her bound face toward the sound, and clenched her fist. The air of the nave went suddenly damp. Candles guttered by the hundred. The flame died between the mage's fingers with a hiss.
    

    
      
    

    
      White light flashed beneath her bandage and fresh blood sheeted from her nose. She reached for the second fire and there was nothing left in her to reach with.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mage backhanded her off the pillar with a gauntleted fist and let the third fire go.
    

    
      
    

    
      It took Harl across the side while his axe was buried in a guard's shield. He roared, and burned, and did not stop. He killed the man whose shield held his axe. He killed the man behind him with his hands. He was reaching for a third when two spears went in under his arms, and he stood there a moment, looking up at the ceiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sorry, lass," he said, and coughed blood down his beard, and the spears came out, and Harl of Nockport went down among the men he'd finished.
    

    
      
    

    
      Petra screamed.
    

    
      
    

    
      She killed the spearman on her left and was turning for the other when a sword opened her thigh and a second beat her blade out of her hands. Then there were three of them on her, and it was done. They put her on her knees with a blade at her neck.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram heard all of it the way sound reaches a man underwater.
    

    
      
    

    
      He knelt on the marble with Rebecca in his arms and her hair against his mouth, and he said it again, quieter, because his voice was going.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rise."
    

    
      
    

    
      Boots stopped in front of him. White robes. Gold thread.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now," the Magistrate said, "perhaps there's some sense left in you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva was crawling toward the sound of him, one arm dragging. "Vesper. You must 
      fight
      , the tem—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The Magistrate stepped over her and kicked her in the stomach without breaking stride. She folded around it and cried out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You will tell me the truth about the crystal this time." He crouched, robes pooling white on the bloody marble, and looked into Azram's face with real curiosity. "How you found it. Who trained you in the raising. How I make the dead walk with it, and not merely sleep. You will tell me now. Or the blind girl loses her tongue, and your last rider loses her head."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram lifted his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your threats mean nothing to me. You've already killed her." It came out quiet. It had nothing left to come out with. "She was the one good soul in this fucking world. If you mean to kill me, get it over with."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No—" Minerva, from the floor, blood on her teeth. "Azram. 
      Please
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Magistrate smiled and stood.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh, no. Not death. Not for you." He turned the crystal in the candlelight, watching it. "That would be a mercy, and you have not earned one. You'll live a long while yet, graverobber. You'll live right up until I've learned everything you know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then you'll learn nothing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You think I'm bluffing." The Magistrate sighed, and there was disappointment in it. He turned to the guards holding Petra. "The rider first. Take her head. Let it be on his conscience with the rest of the city."
    

    
      
    

    
      Petra didn't beg. She looked at him, kneeling there in the wreckage of everything, and what was in her face was worse than begging.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram closed his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed his face into Rebecca's hair and held her the way he should have held her that morning, and every morning, and let the whispers of a dying city roar through the darkness behind his wet eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was done. Done raising. Done holding. Done paying.
    

    
      
    

    
      Let the sword fall. Let all of it fall. The Balance could have him and the whispers could have Carlin, and it would be no less than the truth the man had told him. He brought her here. He could have run away with her and never seen this city at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was no warmth to be found in Nockport. There was nothing at the end of any road he could think of, and he was so tired, so he wanted to put it down.
    

    
      
    

    
      He waited for the sound of steel.
    

    
      
    

    
      And beneath the thousand ruined voices, under all of them, small and frightened and 
      hers
      :
    

    
      
    

    
      Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 39: The Balance
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Az.
    

    
      
    

    
      The world came back one piece at a time. Marble under his knees. Her hair against his mouth. The whispers of a dying city, a thousand ruined voices, and under all of them, small and impossibly there:
    

    
      
    

    
      Az. It's dark. Where am I? I feel floaty.
    

    
      
    

    
      Becca
      . He didn't move. He didn't breathe. 
      Becca, I hear you. I'm here.
    

    
      
    

    
      *I can't see you. I can't feel my hands. I'm scared.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her body lay in his arms. Her voice came from somewhere else, thin and far, one whisper among a city of them. His whole understanding turned over at once. The crystal had put down her body. It had never touched her soul. The Magistrate had turned his key on a lock it did not fit, and the man had no idea, and neither had Azram until this exact moment, kneeling in her blood-streaked hair with a sword being drawn behind him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hold on,
       he told her. 
      I'll fix you. Just like before.
    

    
      
    

    
      He lifted his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wait."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word came out cracked and small, and it stopped the nave. The guard behind Petra held his sword at the top of its arc. The Magistrate turned back, eyebrows up, politely surprised.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll tell you," Azram said. "Everything. Leave her head where it sits and I'll tell you all of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Magistrate studied him for a long moment. Then he made a small gesture, and the sword came down to rest against Petra's neck instead of through it, and he settled onto the dais steps with the ease of a man taking a seat at the theater.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There," he said. "Sense at last. Begin with the crystal, graverobber. How did you come by it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram lowered his face to Rebecca's hair, and to anyone watching, he was a broken man gathering the ruins of himself to speak.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind his eyes, he went somewhere else.
    

    
      
    

    
      The rooftop across the square. The archer stood where he'd left her, motionless in the rain, on an empty string of a spent quiver. Through her eyes he saw the battlefield below, the mud and the sprawled dead and the fletching that stood up from them where she'd emptied her quiver into the mage and his neighbors.
    

    
      
    

    
      Down
      , he told her. 
      The arrows. Take them back.
    

    
      
    

    
      She began to climb.
    

    
      
    

    
      "A man came through my town," Azram said, out loud, to the marble and the white robes. "Years ago. A wanderer. He was a necromancer, though I didn't know the word then. He'd robbed the shard from a grave in the south. A king's grave, he said, or a thing buried the way kings are buried."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A grave." The Magistrate leaned forward. "Whose?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He never gave it a name. He was dying when I met him. The shard was killing him the way it's killing me." Azram held up one blackened hand and let it shake, and it needed no help shaking. "He taught me what he knew before the end. The words. The costs. Then he died, and it passed to me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Passed." The Magistrate turned the shard against the candlelight. "Explain that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Blood magic. It bonds. That's why it turns for you and doesn't sing." Azram let his voice drag. "You've felt it. You said so yourself. You hold the key and it turns, but it doesn't answer you. It won't. Not while the bond holds."
    

    
      
    

    
      Out in the mud, dead fingers closed around a shaft and drew it out of a guardsman's chest. One. She moved to the next body and kept moving forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      He found two more threads while he was out there, fresh dead by the gate that the flash had never touched, and he pulled them upright behind the doors, quiet, and left them standing in the rain. The raising went through his arms in a long line of fire. He shuddered, and did not have to pretend it was grief, because everything in him was grief, and the pain just moved in with it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az?
       Small. Smaller than before.
       There are voices. There are so many voices in here with me.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand closed in her hair.
    

    
      
    

    
      I know, love. I'm coming. Stay strong for me
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the raising," the Magistrate said. "The walking dead. The shard rests them, that much I've mastered. How do I make them rise?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Magistrate's face cooled by one degree.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You can't," Azram said. "Not you. The raising isn't in the shard. The shard is a key. The strength comes from the holder, and the bond decides who holds." He nodded at his own ruined arms. "This is what the strength costs. You want this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I want," the Magistrate said pleasantly, "what I paid for." He rose from the steps and walked to where Minerva lay curled on the marble, and looked down at her, considering. "You're slowing, graverobber. Dressing your answers. I did warn you what that would cost." He gestured, and a guard hauled Minerva up by the hair and forced her jaw. "The tongue first, I think. She uses it too freely regardless."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She can read it."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words came out fast and flat, and the Magistrate stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your book." Azram lifted his chin at the black tome on the lectern. "The old pages. The ones you can't make sense of, or you'd have never needed me alive. She was raised in this cathedral. She reads the dead tongues with her hands. Take her tongue if you like, but take it knowing you've spent the only translator in Carlin to make a point."
    

    
      
    

    
      The nave went quiet. Then the Magistrate began to laugh, low and genuinely delighted, and waved the guard off.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva hung in the man's grip with blood on her teeth, and her bound face turned toward Azram's voice, and what came off her was colder than the marble.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You 
      dog
      ," she said. "You faithless dog, Azram Vesper. She is not an hour dead and you sell what's left of us for your own skin. There is a town beyond those doors. There are children behind my brothers' gates, and you kneel there trading me to the man who—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Enough," the Magistrate said mildly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "—who took my eyes, you coward, you grave-dirt coward—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I said enough." The guard shook her silent. The Magistrate smiled at Azram, warm and confiding, a man sharing a joke. "She's spirited. I do see why you kept her."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram said nothing. He looked at Minerva's bound and furious face and put the next piece down with great care.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The bond can pass," he said. "There's a rite. Consent, spoken aloud, holder to holder. That's how the dead man gave it to me and that's how I'll give it to you. But the rite is in the old tongue, and I only ever learned it by sound. She can find it in your book and read it true." He paused. "Kill her, and the shard stays a key without a lock until the day you die."
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva had gone very still in the guard's grip.
    

    
      
    

    
      He watched the anger drain out of her face, slow, and something else arrive behind the bandages, and she said not one word more, and Azram loved her for it.
    

    
      
    

    
      She knew he was lying. Azram hadn't a clue what was written in that book.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
      . Barely there now. 
      I feel like I am floating away somewhere..
    

    
      
    

    
      No.
       His thumb moved in her hair, small, where no one could see it. 
      You're right here. Talk to me. Tell me about the cathedral. Tell me what color we'll paint the doors.
    

    
      
    

    
      ...
      blue
      , she said, from very far off. 
      You would say blue was ridiculous though.
    

    
      
    

    
      It is. We'll do it anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      On the rooftops, the archer slid down a drainpipe with six arrows in her dead fist and started across the square through the rain.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The rite." The Magistrate had come close now. Close enough that his shadow lay over Rebecca's face, and Azram made himself not look at that. "Speak it, then. Have your blind woman find the page and speak your words, and I'll be generous. Quick deaths for the women. You I'll keep, until I'm sure it took."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Terms first." Azram raised his head and let the man see everything hollowed out of him, which took no craft at all. "The rider goes free. Out the doors, on a horse, before I say one word. Call it good faith. Call it whatever you like. She's nothing to you and she fought for me across this city, and I won't say your rite with her blood on the floor."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Magistrate looked at Petra, kneeling with a sword at her neck and her thigh dark to the boot with blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sentiment," he said, "from a man who trades so well." He flicked two fingers. "Stand her up. Move her to the doors."
    

    
      
    

    
      The guards pulled Petra to her feet. She could barely take her own weight. They walked her, one on each arm, down the aisle toward the great doors, and her eyes found Azram's on the way, and he gave her nothing, not a flicker, because the Magistrate was watching his face the whole time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az, it's crowded. They're so loud. I can't—
    

    
      
    

    
      Almost, darling. Hang on.
    

    
      
    

    
      The archer reached the sally door.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva was set before the lectern. Her hands moved onto the open book, over the pages, reading, and her ruined face gave the room nothing at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The page will be old," Azram said. "Older than the rest. The rite of ..err..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have it," Minerva lied quietly, after a moment. "I have the page."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we come to it." The Magistrate crouched before Azram one last time, the shard loose in his fingers, hungry all the way through his patience now, and it made him careless, and Azram had been waiting the whole conversation for careless. "Speak your rite, graverobber."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Closer." Azram's voice fell to nothing. "The words pass holder to holder. They aren't said to a room."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Magistrate leaned in.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked into his face, close enough to share breath, close enough to see the purple light swimming in his eyes, and said, clearly:
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Loose
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      The window above the west aisle came apart.
    

    
      
    

    
      The arrow took the crimson mage through the throat as he turned toward the sound. He went down across the dais steps with his fire dying in his hand, and in the half second of every head in the nave turning to follow him, Azram's hand came out of his belt with the knife he'd carried since Thornwick and put it into the Magistrate's neck to the grip.
    

    
      
    

    
      The man's mouth opened. Nothing came out of it that mattered.
    

    
      
    

    
      He groped at the knife, at Azram's wrist, at the air. The shard fell from his fingers and rang on the marble like a dropped coin, and the Magistrate of Carlin sat down slowly in his white and gold with his eyes very wide, looking at Azram with a question he no longer had the means to ask.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram did not answer it. He was already reaching.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rise."
    

    
      
    

    
      The crimson mage came up off the dais steps with the arrow still through its throat, and turned its ruined hands on the guards, and gave them everything. Fire swept the front of the nave. Men in polished plate went down burning, and the great doors burst inward, and two dead guardsmen from the battlefield came through them into the backs of the rest. Petra tore her arm free of a stumbling captor, took his sword out of his hand, and opened him with it from her knees.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was over in less time than the telling of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The last guard died against a pillar with the archer's second arrow in him, and the nave went quiet, the candles that survived the fire burned on in their hundreds over the dead of both houses, even.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram crawled to the shard.
    

    
      
    

    
      It lay in a spreading line of the Magistrate's blood, purple and patient. He picked it up with his ruined hand, and the moment his skin closed on it, the whispers changed.
    

    
      
    

    
      They did not quiet. They came clear. A thousand voices resolved out of the roar into a thousand separate threads, each one distinct, each one a small guttering candle he could feel in his palm exactly as the dead man had described, and among them, thin and fraying at the edges:
    

    
      
    

    
      Az? Az, what happened, are you oka—
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca." He was already moving, dragging himself back across the marble to her body, the shard hot in his fist. "Hold on. Hold on, my sweet. He's dead. I've got it. I've got it now."
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed the shard to her sternum and reached through it, down into her, with everything the crystal opened in him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rise."
    

    
      
    

    
      The shard flared. He felt it take hold of her body the way a hand takes hold of an empty glove, felt every cold quiet inch of her, and felt, with terrible precision, exactly what was not inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing rose.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rise. Rise. Becca, I have the crystal, I have it, RISE—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Vesper." Minerva's voice from the lectern.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why won't it work?" He rounded on her with the shard in his fist and his voice tearing. "You. You know things. You've known things that you've never once said. Why won't it take? Tell me the truth of it. Was she—" The word stuck in him. He forced it. "Was she still just a ghoul? All this time?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva came down from the lectern, one hand on the wood, feeling her way. She knelt across Rebecca's body from him, and her hands found Rebecca's face and read it, gentle, the way she read the pages.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Wanderer touched her," she said. "In Nockport. You told me this yourself. And after, she breathed."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She was healing. She was coming back—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "She was only half here." Minerva's hands stilled. "A soul stitched loose to a body that had already died, Vesper. Held. Not restored. The breath, the warmth, the color in her, all of it borrowed against a vessel that has been failing since the day she first fell." She turned her bound face up to him, and there was nothing in it he wanted. "The shard rests the dead. Her body is dead. It has been dead since Nockport. There is nothing in it for the crystal to raise, because what you loved was never in the flesh at all. It was only ever visiting."
    

    
      
    

    
      The nave was very quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," Azram said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Vesper—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "She ate at my table. She slept—" His voice went. He got it back. "She breathed. I watched her chest, every morning, I watched—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Az..
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know," Minerva said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then she can come back. She came back once. If the Wanderer put more of her in, then something can put her in, there's a rite, a way, something—" He seized the shard tighter and the cracks in his knuckles opened and he did not feel them. "Search. The book. There has to be more in it. Search all of it. Please, I beg of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva knelt in Rebecca's blood with her ruined face lifted, and for a moment she said nothing, and he thought she would refuse.
    

    
      
    

    
      "First," she said, "you keep your word."
    

    
      
    

    
      "My word—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You stood in a burning street and swore you would put this city's dead to rest." She rose, one hand finding the lectern. "My brothers are dying on the temple doors while we speak. There are children behind them. You hold the key you crossed Carlin to take, and there is a horde upon the only walls still standing." Her voice did not rise and did not bend. "Rest them, Azram Vesper. Rest them, and I will read this book until my hands bleed, and we will find what there is to find. But the living first. Or her death buys nothing, and neither did his."
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned back to the pages.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
        So faint now. 
      The other voices. They're scaring me.
    

    
      
    

    
      He went still.
    

    
      
    

    
      The voices
      , he said. 
      Becca. If there were fewer of them—
    

    
      
    

    
      It's too much,
       she whispered.
       I cant..
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked down at the shard in his ruined fist, and understood what the work was, and what it would cost, and that he would have done it for the temple alone, and that he was not doing it for the temple.
    

    
      
    

    
      Every one of them he put to rest was one voice fewer in the dark where she was drowning.
    

    
      
    

    
      He closed his eyes and turned the key wide.
    

    
      
    

    
      Or he tried. The shard opened the city to him, every guttering candle at once, more than he could hold a number for, and he reached to snuff them all in one breath the way the Magistrate had promised it could be done. The strength for it came out of him, out of the well, and the well was silt and stone. The reach collapsed. He caught what he could hold.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten candles went out. Ten of the dead, somewhere in the eastern lanes, lay down in the rain and did not get up, and the release came back through the shard and through his skull, and blood ran from his nose freely.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten.
    

    
      
    

    
      He could still feel the rest of them. He could not have counted them if he tried.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Again," he said, to no one, and reached.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten more. The black moved up his throat. He felt it climb, a cold stiffness spreading under his jaw, and he heard, very small, very far:
    

    
      
    

    
      ...it's a little quieter, Az. Was that you?
    

    
      
    

    
      He laughed, once, horribly, coughing with blood on his lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      That was me, love.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached again.
    

    
      
    

    
      The whispers pulled him out through the shard on the fourth reach, and for a moment he stood in the horde at the temple, thirty of the dead at once, hands on the black doors. The oak had split down its middle. Through the crack he saw torchlight and monks' robes and the green and grey of Nockport, Vance's men in the breach with their shields up, holding, dying. A rider went down under three ghouls while Azram watched through the eyes of the things killing him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He came back to the nave on his hands, retching.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Vesper." Minerva, from the lectern, her hands still moving. "Your breathing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The doors are open." He spat blood and reached again. "They're inside the temple. Vance's men are dying on the gap."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten more. Twelve. He was finding a rhythm now, the way a man finds a rhythm bailing a sinking boat, and the black crossed his jaw, and his left hand had stopped being a hand at all around the shard, and Petra limped over and stood looking down at him with her sword still bare.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Begging your pardon, your holiness," she said quietly. "But you look.."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wait an hour." It came out a rasp. He reached again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your holiness—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not done."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten more. The release put him on his elbow. He got up. Ten more. His vision went to a gray tunnel and came back wrong at the edges. Somewhere beyond the doors, the rain fell on a city where the screaming had begun, in one district and then another, to stop.
    

    
      
    

    
      It's a little quieter,
       Rebecca said. Her voice had gone thin as thread. 
      Az, it's quieter, but I'm— I feel smaller. Az, please. I just want to hold you.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was holding her hand. He had been holding it the whole time, her cold fingers folded inside his ruined ones, and she could not feel it, and that was the thing that finally broke him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm holding it," he cried out loud, voice cracking to the empty air. 
      Becca, I've got your hand, I have you, I'm right here—
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm scared.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hold on. Hold on. I'm trying my hardest—
    

    
      
    

    
      "Vesper, stop." Minerva had turned from the book. "Listen to yourself breathe. You will die on this floor before you rest a tenth of them. The shard is a key, not a well. It turns, and you pay, but it seems.. you are paid out—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then what was it for?" The scream tore something in his throat. He knelt in the wreck of the nave with the shard held up in his black and bleeding fist. "If I have the damned thing and I can't put them down, and I can't bring her back, then what was any of it for? What good is it? What good am I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The great doors opened.
    

    
      
    

    
      No hand touched them. They swung together, silent on iron hinges that had screamed all night, and the rain came in with the cold. A figure in a gray traveling cloak walked out of the burning city into the house of the Third House, unhurried, leaving no footprints in the ash on the marble.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva's hands stopped on the page.
    

    
      
    

    
      She went rigid at the lectern. Her face turned toward the doors, bound eyes and all, and Azram watched her composure leave her body in a single breath. She stepped back. Her hip struck the lectern and she kept going, back, until her shoulders met the pillar, and her lips moved twice before sound came out of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Death."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word fell into the nave and the candles bowed, all of them, in a wind that did not exist.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Wanderer stood in the aisle in the same worn cloak, road-dust boots, with the same face he had worn in Nockport. No part of him had changed, yet every part of him was different, because Azram knew now what he was looking at, and the knowing changed the shape of the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Death," Azram said. His voice had nothing left, so it came out plain. "You. It was you. You're—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked up the aisle past the dead without looking at any of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram stood.
    

    
      
    

    
      His knees went. He caught himself on the pew and stood again, and stumbled, and stood, and no one helped him, and he would not have let them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then why." He came forward. "Why won't it work. If you're truly him. If you're truly my Lord, then you know what I've—" His breath tore. "I have given you everything. My town. My hands. My life." He was close now, close enough to see that the Wanderer's eyes had no bottom to them. "I built your church back from a ruin. I carried your dead. I wore the hat. I have given you my everything, my Becca, and I am asking you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He took hold of the gray cloak with both ruined hands and shook, and it was nothing. It moved nothing. It was a man shaking a mountainside, and the Wanderer looked down at the blackened fingers twisted in his cloak with a mild and patient interest, as if he found them worth remembering.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Vesper," Minerva breathed, from the pillar. "Don't."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram let go. He stepped back, and held his hands up between them instead, both of them, cracked and black and bleeding, into the candlelight.
    

    
      
    

    
      "LOOK AT MY HANDS."
    

    
      
    

    
      The scream rang up into the vault and died there.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell me why it isn't enough. What more do you want? What more is there? Tell me why the crystal won't bring her back. Please." His voice came down out of the scream and landed somewhere low and ruined. "Please. I'm begging you. Why won't it work."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Wanderer looked at the hands for a long moment. Then he looked past them, into Azram's face, and answered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So it is written."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What does that mean—" Azram's legs finally quit and he went down onto the marble at the Wanderer's feet, and his fists caught the hem of the gray cloak, and he knelt there in the ash and the blood at the boots of his own Lord. "Save her. Whatever you are. Whatever it costs. You put her back once, you touched her in Nockport and she breathed, so do it again, take the rest of me, take the hands, take all of it. Save her."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      The rain came through the open doors. The candles burned. Somewhere out in the dark, ten more of the dead lay down and did not get up, and Rebecca's voice had gone so small he had to hold his whole mind still to hear it at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      "WHY WON'T YOU ANSWER ME."
    

    
      
    

    
      At the lectern, Minerva made a sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      She had come back to the book. Azram had not seen her move, but she was there, both hands flat on the old pages, and she was reading, and she was weeping, tears running out from under the bandage and down through the dried blood on her chin, her fingers moving slower and slower across the vellum until they stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It is here," she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram's head turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There is a way." Her voice shook and held. Her hands pressed flat on the page as if she could hold the words down. "It is written, Azram Vesper. It has perhaps always been written."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then read it. What do I do? Tell me what it says, tell me now, before she fades—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva lifted her bound face from the book, and the Wanderer watched her do it, patient as stone, and she wept silently for a moment, and she told him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You must die."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 40: Lord Death
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "Die?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The word came out of Azram small and stupid. He knelt on the marble with the shard in his ruined fist and Rebecca's body against his knees. Azram looked at Minerva, she did not take it back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence. The rain came through the open doors as the candles flickered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Will she—" He stopped. Started again. "If I die... Will she be okay?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva's hands stayed flat on the old pages. Tears ran out from under the bandage, steady now, and her voice came quiet and slow.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It is a rite, Vesper. A rite of succession. Not resurrection." She swallowed. "You should understand what it is you hold before you answer anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      She came down from the lectern, one hand tracing the wood, and crossed to him. She knelt and turned her bound face to his as if she could meet his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That is no crystal in your hand. It is not a shard of stone, and it never was." Her voice dropped. "It is a soul. The soul of Lord Death himself."
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind her, in the aisle, the Wanderer laughed dryly.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood among the dead with the rain at his back and his hands empty, he did not move, he just stared back with a blank expression.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Succession." Azram's mouth was dry. "I don't understand. What does that have to do with—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You. Azram Vesper." Minerva steadied her voice. "There are dead walking this land from the northern mountains to the southern waters. There is a horde on my temple and a soul fading in your keeping. There is no power in a mortal hand that mends any of it." Her hands found the book again and drew it into her lap. "Let me speak as it is written."
    

    
      
    

    
      She read:
    

    
      
    

    
      "Give unto thee, mortal, my soul,
    

    
      and cast thine own asunder.
    

    
      The one shall be made whole,
    

    
      and the Lord of Death shall be born anew.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The nave held still. Even the rain seemed to come down quieter.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're telling me," Azram said slowly, "that this 
      thing
       is 
      his
       soul. And I must die."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And you shall ascend." Minerva's voice cracked but she continued anyway. "You were chosen, Vesper. Or you were shaped, or you were just a man who kept walking when every step cost him. I do not claim to know which, and I suspect the difference matters to no one but you. If you do this, every walking corpse from here to Frosthelm lies down at your word." She stopped. Her jaw clenched for a moment. "If you refuse, the ghouls keep the earth. And your priestess fades into the dark with all the rest you carry."
    

    
      
    

    
      Petra had come up the aisle. She stood over them with her sword still bare and her leg dark with blood, she looked at the Wanderer and her voice came out flat and furious.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is there no other way." She stared at him. "Ask him. He's standing right there. Ask your God if there is any other way."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Wanderer looked at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Petra held his gaze for a long moment, and then her eyes went wet and she looked away. Her sword arm hung down at her side.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram sat back on his heels.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There was never really a choice, was there." He laughed once, and it broke in the middle. "I don't get to go back. To our cathedral. To our bed. I don't want it. I just want her whole, and to be at her side."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know," Minerva whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      He went still.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az, what's going on? Something's wrong. You're hurt, I can feel it, you feel— you feel far away and hurt—
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's okay, my sweet." He said it out loud. His voice did the best it could. "You'll be fine. I'll bring you back. Just hold on a moment more."
    

    
      
    

    
      I feel you. Are you okay? What's going on?
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      He gathered her body up against him instead, one arm under her shoulders, and pressed his lips to her forehead.
    

    
      
    

    
      Az
      . Her voice was small. 
      Please. Tell me what's wrong—
    

    
      
    

    
      "Listen to me." His thumb moved against her cold shoulder. "When this is done, you go back to the cathedral. You go with Vance, and Candle, and you let them fuss over you, and you live your life, Becca. You live it long, and you let it be happy—"
    

    
      
    

    
      No.
    

    
      
    

    
      The word came through the dark harder than anything she'd said since she fell.
    

    
      
    

    
      No. No, Az, that sounds like goodbye, that sounds like— WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO—
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca—"
    

    
      
    

    
      You are NOT.
       Her voice tore, thin as it was, fraying and distant. 
      Do you hear me? Whatever it is. No. Let me go. Let me fade, Az. It was enough. It was so much more than I ever— just let me go and live—
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can't."
    

    
      
    

    
      You can. You put things to rest, it's what you do, it's what you've always done, so rest me. Rest me and go home. Live your.. live your life.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca." He held her body tighter as he told her the truth, it was the only thing he had left to give her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm dying."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was silent as she listened. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "The black is past my jaw now. My hands are gone. My throat's going. I likely have days, love. Maybe less." He breathed and his chest rattled. "I'm dead already. I have been since the gate. Maybe since Nockport. Same as you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Az—
    

    
      
    

    
      "You can come back." His voice broke and he let it. "You can come back. That's all. That's all that's left. Please. Please, Becca. Don't ask me to watch you go."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence held as the candles burned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Who paints the doors then?
       she said at last, and her voice had gone from fury to something almost too small to bear. 
      You promised me blue doors. You said we'd do it together.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You'll paint them." His eyes were running now and he made no effort about it. "Blue as anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark between them held very still.
    

    
      
    

    
      Okay..
       she whispered, finally, and the word came apart as she said it. 
      Okay, Az. Yes.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram knelt at Rebecca's left side with the shard in his ruined hand. The Wanderer came up the aisle and stood at her right. Azram could feel the cold that came off him, patient and enormous, the cold of every winter that had ever ended anything.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva carried the book over and knelt at Rebecca's head with the pages open across her knees. Petra stood back a pace with her sword finally sheathed and her hands at her sides. For a moment nobody said anything at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at Rebecca's face. He moved a strand of hair off her cheek with the back of one blackened finger, careful of the cracks, and he looked at the little carved bird on the marble. Azram picked it up and folded it into her cold hand and closed her fingers over it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right," he said. "Right, then."
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva's hands found the page.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Speak the words after me, Azram Vesper. Speak them true, and hold nothing back, for the rite will know." Her voice shook and held. "Give unto thee, mortal, my soul.”
    

    
      
    

    
      "Give unto thee, mortal, my soul
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      The shard woke in his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Light ran up his arm along the cracks in his skin, purple going green, and the whispers rose, every voice in Carlin and then every voice beyond it, louder than they had ever been. It was a tide coming in from the whole of the dark land at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And cast thine own asunder."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And cast thine own asunder."
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes flooded with power. He felt it happen, the ghoul-sight took him and spread him out across the earth. He was the horde at the temple and the dead in the lanes. He was the corpses standing in far fields he had never seen, in drowned villages, on cold roads under the northern ice—thousands upon thousands. Every ruined thing that walked turned its head at once toward a cathedral in Carlin as something began to happen there.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The one shall be made whole."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The one shall be made whole."
       His voice came out doubled, his own and something under it, deep as ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the Lord of Death shall be born anew."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the lord of death—"
       He looked down at her face. "
      —shall be born anew."
    

    
      
    

    
      The book said what came next, and Minerva read it, weeping openly now, her voice down to almost nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Take out your core, Azram Vesper. Your soul, and with it, hers. And the two shall become one."
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram put his free hand to his own chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      His fingers went in. There was no wound, no blood. He closed his hand around something warm and bright. Folded up inside it, small and sheltered right against his heart, where her voice had been coming from since the moment she fell—was her.
    

    
      
    

    
      She had been fading in there next to him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He drew out their souls together.
    

    
      
    

    
      The light of it filled the nave. Two flames in one fist. One guttering small and one burning itself to nothing. The shock hit him then, every nerve at once. A tide of white fire up his spine and out through his ruined arms. Enough to drop a horse, enough to stop a heart.
    

    
      
    

    
      He did not falter.
    

    
      
    

    
      His arm shook. The light shook with it. He held on with his teeth locked and breath gone. Above his hand his own soul came apart gently. It wound itself around hers. Into hers. Through her. Filling every small and faded place until the two flames were one flame. Whole, and burning steady.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Place it in her," Minerva whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached down.
    

    
      
    

    
      He did it tenderly. He lowered the light to her chest the way he'd once watched her lower bread into an oven, both hands, careful, and pressed it home.
    

    
      
    

    
      A beat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca gasped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her back arched off the marble and air went into her in a great tearing rush, and her heart started — he heard it. Azram 
      felt
       it through the shard and the floor and throughout his own failing body. One beat and then another, a living human rhythm, colour flooded up her throat and into her face. Rebecca's eyes opened, and they were her eyes, all the way through.
    

    
      
    

    
      She sat up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram collapsed to his knees beside her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You—" He coughed. There was more blood in it than voice. He was smiling so hard it hurt. "You got your colour back."
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned and saw him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Whatever she had been about to say died in her mouth. Her hands came up and cupped his face, both of them, warm, 
      warm
      , the first warm thing to touch him in longer than he could remember. He leaned into them with the last of everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You—" Her voice worked. Her breath worked. She was breathing to speak and speaking to him and it was the finest thing he had ever seen. "What did you do. Az. Az, what did you 
      do
       — Minerva! Minerva, he's dying, look at him, his face, his — what did you 
      DO
      —"
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva knelt in the wreckage with the book sliding from her lap and she was crying, ugly and heaving, one hand pressed over her mouth. Petra stood behind her with tears cutting clean lines down the soot on her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca."
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands came up over hers, the blackened wrecks of them over her living fingers. He held them against his face, and he grinned at her. It was the grin from the shop counter, from the road, the grin of the most ridiculous Archbishop the Third House had ever suffered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kiss me, you fool."
    

    
      
    

    
      She kissed him.
    

    
      
    

    
      She kissed him with both hands on his face and the rain coming through the doors and the candles burning down. He kissed her back with everything that was left, which was not much, and somewhere in the middle of it, quietly, between one heartbeat and the next, Azram Vesper died.
    

    
      
    

    
      #
    

    
      
    

    
      She felt it happen.
    

    
      
    

    
      His weight came forward into her hands. His mouth went still against hers. Rebecca held his face and did not stop holding it. She lowered him down into her lap as his body folded, the nave was silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Wanderer moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      He crossed to where the shard lay glowing beside Azram's open hand. He picked it up, and for one moment the old god stood in the candlelight holding the last piece of his own soul, he looked down at the dead man in the priestess's lap with an expression that no one living was ever meant to see.
    

    
      
    

    
      Light broke from the shard.
    

    
      
    

    
      It made no sound. It swallowed the aisle, the candles, the rain, everything, one silent white blast of it, and when it faded the shard was gone and the gray cloak stood empty for half a breath before it folded down onto the marble. Then, the Wanderer was gone and something in the world had changed hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Out in the city, the whispers stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not one district and then another. All at once. Every walking corpse in Carlin lay down where it stood. The horde at the temple sank into the rain. In the breach, men of Nockport stood with their shields still raised against enemies that were suddenly at rest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Petra limped to the cathedral doors and looked out at the dark and put a hand over her mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're lying down," she said. "All of them. The whole city. They're just.. falling down."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca did not look up.
    

    
      
    

    
      She sat on the marble in her own dried blood with Azram's head in her lap, and she smoothed his hair back from his gray face, and she rocked, slowly, and the sound that came out of her started small.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." She bent over him. Her tears fell into his face and she wiped them off his cheeks with her thumbs, both sides, gently, and more fell. "No, no, no. You don't get to. You don't 
      get
       to die on me. Wake up. Az. 
      Wake up
      . I take it back, I take my yes back, do you hear me, I take it back—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The nave gave her nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't want it like this." Her voice climbed and broke and climbed again. "I never wanted it like this, you stupid— you stupid, stupid, stupid man— I don't want to be alive if you're dead! Do you hear me? What good is it? What good is breathing—" She pressed her forehead down against his. Her whole body shook. "You promised me blue doors. You promised. Who stands on the road with me now. Who complains about the cold. Who wears the stupid, stupid hat—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Petra moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      She limped back up the aisle and bent, wincing, picking something up from where it had rolled against a pew a lifetime ago. She carried it over and knelt slowly, her opened leg making her clumsy about it, she set the tall ridiculous beautiful hat of the Archbishop of the Third House down on the marble beside him, within reach of his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Candle said—" Petra's voice failed. She got it back, roughened. "Candle said an Archbishop ought to look the part. When he comes home."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca made a sound over him that had no words in it at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      Minerva knelt across from her, and did not offer wisdom or kind words. She put one hand flat on Azram's still chest and one hand on Rebecca's shaking shoulder, and she bowed her bound and ruined face. The three women kept vigil in the candlelight over the body of the man who had bought the world back. The rain fell as Carlin lay quiet for the first time since the dead began to walk. Rebecca wept until there was nothing left in her to weep with, and then wept anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      The candles burned down and the rain thinned. Beyond the open doors, over the eastern wall, the black of the sky had begun to very faintly lighten.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Becca."
    

    
      
    

    
      She went still.
    

    
      
    

    
      The voice came from the aisle behind her. It was quiet, and it was warm, it was his.
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      A man stood among the resting dead in a gray traveling cloak with the first pale light of morning behind him. His hands were whole. His skin was clean of any black. The lines the shard had carved into him were gone, all of them, and he stood the way he'd stood the first day she ever saw him. He looked like the apothecary with flour on his sleeve and no idea what was coming, he was smiling at her like she was the only thing in the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebecca looked at Azram.
    

    
      
    

    
      Azram looked at Rebecca.
    

    
      
    

    
      He smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I love you."
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