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[bookmark: _75pcecp23yai]The Narrow Passageway
The narrow passageway stretched onwards, and backwards; lightless and ancient and unending beneath the ground. The old stones of its walls had been left cold from centuries hidden from the sun. But they were dry beneath his hand, when the old man reached out to touch, when he dragged his fingertips across their grainy faces, traced the worn edges where mortar had crumbled away, when he stumbled in the dark and caught himself, hissing at the scratches it left on his palms.

He squinted into the shadows, the darkness beyond the circle of torchlight spilled at his feet. The flame wavered uncertainly in the unmoving air, but the old man knew this place, and trudged onwards. It hadn’t seemed such a long passageway, before, but ‘before’ had been so very long ago.

A sword hung heavy on his belt, almost as old as he was, and he ran his palm across its round pommel, pressed his thumb to the worn edges of its hilt's leather wrap. Fondness pulled at the corner of his bearded mouth. There was no danger here he needed it for, but his sword was a nice thing to carry all the same. He'd carried it most of his life, after all, and it had been a friend who'd been with him through more than most.

Its cold gnawed at the old man’s hands, the passageway’s - hungry for living warmth, chewing stubbornly inwards from his chilled skin to fragile bones. His joints creaked as he walked, seized tight, spine aching with years of an old man’s hunch, and he pulled his ragged robes tightly around himself, wrapped himself up in the folds of old, dark wool and the older armour beneath that. His quiet chuckle echoed down the passage, as harsh as a raven’s croak - odd, he thought, that after all he’d seen in service to his home it was the cold to bother him now, and certainly more keenly than it had as that younger man who had first walked through the hallowed dark to the graves beneath the mountain.

He supposed he'd had more on his mind, then, entombing his friend and king.


[bookmark: _ethjpzfwjywt]The Jasmine Tree
A silver fox, lean and sleek, slunk between the silver, slender birches of the forest, the dark eyes of their trunks watching the tail he held high over his back as he passed by. The sun’s bright light, warm on the fox’s back where it broke through the branches, glowed softly through the leaves that rustled with whispers from the gentle breeze, and the fox turned his large ears to them but didn’t stop and look; the trees would quiet if they knew he was listening, and it wasn’t as if he was hearing more than a word or two. They would share their wisdom, if it was anything worth knowing.

Deer had worn tracks into the earth, though their scent had long been scoured clean, and the fox followed them deeper into the forest’s heart, loping tirelessly across the bare earth. A few birds chattered alarm at him, startled into the air, but they were tree birds, sparrows and blackbirds, not ground-nesters. He pulled back his lips and laughed, shrill chuckling that startled a few more birds into the air; foxes couldn’t climb trees.

At a shallow brook that wound silvery across its stony bed a blackbird fluttered down and perched on a fallen branch, little claws digging into the wood worn smooth and grey as he ruffled his feathers. The blackbird tilted his head, chirping curiously, and the fox smiled, wide flat stones rising up out of the water for him to cross.

Satisfied, the blackbird flew up into the trees and began to sing, clear and loud for all birds to hear. The silver fox with the black face was not here for hunting, and the fox laughed again.

The heart of the forest rose up into a hill bare of trees, whose crest was level with the forest canopy; a badger watched with dark eyes from the shelter of its base as the fox stepped out onto its dense, short grass and began to climb, claws digging into the rich, dark earth beneath.

At its top grew a foreign shrub, jasmine crawling upwards with reaching, spidery fingers all knotted and woven together into a large, hollow ball grown around a frame rising from inside a flat cap set down on the crown of the grassy hill, a large hole leading inside. The sun glowed gold against its branches, and the scent of its flowers lined soft and downy on its inside curled through the air, slow and languid and sweet. Leaves rustled softly on its top, pointed down like roof shingles. A few of its branches and trailing vines drifting close to the ground, by the side of the hollow ball, had been shaped into a delicate little table.

The fox trotted up to the hat, and sat down, studying it with his catlike yellow eyes. The long brush of his tail wagged back and forth through the grass, and he squeaked, pleased. It was a perfectly ordinary flat cap, grey and woolen, if it wasn’t for the jasmine growing out of it, or the frame it grew onto that rose from its depths. Or if it wasn’t for the fox reaching inside, narrow paw slipping in beside the jasmine trunk all the way up to his elbow, to take out dinner knives and dinner forks, carving knives and carving forks, and dinner plates, and a roast rabbit on a platter, trussed up like a chicken.

Birds wheeled overhead, crowing and croaking, wheedling, but the fox pressed flat his ears to his head and screeched a warning at them, lips pulled back from his gleaming teeth. The crows were wise enough to stay high in the air, feathers spread against the gentle evening wind. Carrion birds weren’t good eating (stringy and tasteless, and the fox sneezed and shook away the memory of their bones against his teeth) but he wasn’t above lining his jasmine den with their feathers, and they knew that well enough.

He set the table, neatly and precisely, rabbit in the middle and the plates all circling it, dinner knives and dinner forks all carefully aligned, though he didn’t bother with more than a plate for himself - his paws weren’t so nimble as that. Steam curled faintly from the rabbit’s skin crisped gold, and the fox’s pointed nose twitched at the rich smell.

Wind whispered through the grass, a laugh and a reminder all at once. The fox tipped his head in thanks, and looked up at the jasmine tree he had grown into his home and table. Obligingly, it grew chairs, wide and flat, and the fox sat down at the head of the table, paws neatly tucked beneath him as he waited.


[bookmark: _pl1qf214r5nv]Abandoned
Ivy crawled up the pillars and stonework with clawing vines as the building loomed out of the pine trees. Ornate; faded beauty, with the dark stains dripped down from the empty windows like tears,  Gravel reached outwards from the stone steps of its entrance, crunching underfoot; the heavy wooden doors had fallen from their frame, great claw marks gouged deep. It had been a fine thing, once. Maybe.

Or maybe it was an old relic, Demyan thought, following the overgrown path towards it, arrows softly clacking against each other in the quiver on his back. Just an old relic, a ruin from the old world for the new, forgotten in the heart of the rolling hills and forests and far from the new cities built onto the bones of the old. The Old Ones had tended towards metal and glass, tamed stone rolling out like rivers between their great, looming spires, many-armed lattice figures in the hills carrying veins from coast to coast. Maybe there had been people who were Old Ones to the Old Ones.

Though he supposed it didn’t matter anymore.

Bear passed by his hip, Demyan’s fingers dragging against the broad crown of her head as she butted into his hand. She bounded across the gravel in little sideways hops, tongue lolling out of the side of her mouth, tail curled over her back wagging. A smile pulled at the corner of Demyan’s mouth, and he leaned down, coaxed her close; she woofed at him, and let Demyan catch her by the dense fur of her cheeks.

“Idiot dog,” He said, and wrapped his arms around her head. Her fur prickled against his lips as he pressed a kiss between her ears.

Clouds rolled across the sky, dark grey light bleeding colour from the pines and grass, and the pale stone of the building’s walls and the wood rotted dark of its floors where the walls had fallen away. Deep in the forests, echoing off the hills and tree trunks, something screamed.

Demyan yanked the bow from his shoulder and nocked an arrow, whistling sharp and short for Bear to come to heel. “Easy,” He murmured, as his dog pressed flat her ears, lips wrinkling back from her teeth, growl rolling through her throat. The broad wedge of her head hung low between her shoulders, level with Demyan’s hip, shaggy coat bristling as she clung fast to his side. “Easy.”

He breathed - forced himself to, shaky but deep. The earthy smell of pine mulch pressed its rounded edge into the back of his nose and throat, the cold wind sharper, the deeper note of Bear easing the anxious knot around his heart. The call sounded again, raw and guttural; Demyan’s head snapped to it, Bear’s ears flicking. He pressed his heels into the ground, gravel pricking the underside of his feet even through the leather wraps, tested the tension of his bowstring. A crack! split the air, and another shriek answered.

Two, he thought, and a wash of cold flooded across his skin, the back of his neck prickling uneasily.

The barghests roared, a shrieking howl scraping across the back of their throats that turned shrill with anger and pain. Birds circled, croaking, crowing - carrion birds, waiting to feed on the loser and maybe even the victor if the fight had been a close enough match.

Demyan’s jaw tightened, fingers flexing around the bow’s string. The roars had sounded from far off, and they weren’t the high, screeching wail of hunting howls. It was only a fight, a challenge maybe over territory or maybe just because they were annoying each other.

He let go of a breath, rolled loose his shoulders, and gently tugged on Bear’s velvety ear.  “Enough,” He told Bear, who stepped away. “The Barghests are not here for us.” He glanced up at the trees all the same, the dark woven between their trunks; the Barghest wouldn’t follow if he left its territory now, and he had the daylight to do it, maybe, only…

Demyan rubbed his mouth, stubble scratching his fingers. There was no telling if he was close enough to its border to make it in time, and if it caught him just over its edge the barghest wouldn’t care too much about boundaries anyway. He jerked his head up the path when Bear glanced at him. “This way,” He said, and Bear murmured uneasily in the back of her mouth, an anxious whine as she raised her snout to scent the air. She growled at something that skittered through the tree’s swaying boughs.

Fair enough, Demyan thought - he wasn’t willing to shoulder his bow either.

The trees pulled back as he crept across the ground, a shadow for Bear who was a shadow for him, eyes trained on the dark between the thick trunks. Half of the building’s roof had fallen, timbers bared like a carcass’ ribs. The rest was not so badly off, and he squeezed himself through the gap between the fallen doors.

He shuddered as his fingers dragged across the deep gouges carved into the wood, his wince more of a grimace as the old scars ripped across his chest and jaw pulled tight. The claws were spaced wide, dwarfing the spread of his hand before he moved it away. The Barghest had been a big one and, viciously, Demyan hoped it was a dead one, too.

“Stay close,” He told Bear, and didn’t let his voice shake. It sounded very small in the hollow, musty dark reaching out from the entrance.


[bookmark: _l8i0v8nl6uj6]The City of Katras
A seagull wheeled through the sky. Only the one, a pale blur against the endless blue; far from the others where they swarmed the docks, and the hunted whale thrown up from the water. It shrieked into the sunshine, piercing and harsh, and flung itself past the white faces of the apartment blocks, scanning the narrow streets far below.

The city of Katras sloped down to the sea from the mountain who cast its long shadow across the districts stretching out from its base, the highest reaches well below Silver Peak and its lowest the docks stretching along the shallow bay that sheltered it all. It had grown up close and crowded, tangled together, apartment buildings intertwined with the fisheries intertwined with the textiles intertwined with whale processing intertwined with apartments. Except for the upper districts, and their large manors and wide streets, the church and its tower that looked down on all.

The web of railcar tracks rose above it, and above that the rustling of the mountain foothill’s dense forests carried far, as constant as the beat of waves and sharp scent of salt on the wind. Almost enough to hide the smell of blood, bitter and sharp at the back of the throat.

Betyar lifted a cigarette to his mouth, took a drag, smoke curling from his mouth and nose as he breathed out. The roof of an apartment building was easy enough to get to, or at least for him to get to, and a good place from which to keep watch. He turned his face to the noon sun, eyes closed against its glare; the short brick wall bordering the roof bled warmth from his hip where he leaned on it.

He listened to the hum of electricity in the wires strung like spider’s silk between the pylons and homes - the tamed power of the leviathans and their blood. Listened to the crowds in the dark below, and their murmuring, heads down, passing glances and greetings as the Churchguard watched from street corners. Herded into that dark by the guard and their jabbing swords, with the writs and possession seizures passed down from the priesthood on high, all sneering mouths and insults spat like rattler venom, eyes bright with the pride duty gave them-!

His fingers shook as Betyar lifted the cigarette back to his mouth, but he let the weight of the smoke in his chest still them. There were scars slashed across his back, thick bands heavy around his wrists and ankles, burns along his jaw prickling with the lingering heat from the burning poker; they ached with the reminder of what anger had got him before. A little to the south, at Katras’ heart, was the Divine square; there was soot and ash stained there as a reminder of what anger had got others.

“Don’t go,” Said a little boy, in an apartment across the street. Quiet, to not carry far, but plaintive all the same. His mother hushed him.

“I have to,” She said, though it was closer to a sigh. “Mother has to. The church got your father and I a job in the whale refinery, and we wouldn’t want to be ungrateful, would we?” The little boy sniffed miserably. After a moment the mother said brightly, “I have a half-day every week - we can go to the sermons together then, alright?”

The little boy was quiet a moment. “It’s not the same,” He said. “I don’t get to see you until dark, and you’re always tired on sermon days.”

Betyar scratched the burn on his jaw, the beard grown in around it. He hissed at the sharp pull of his nails in his dark skin, enjoyed the rasp of the short, dense hairs. Kept scratching the burn, up to the back of his head, through the matted mess of his hair hanging around his face. His other hand trembled, and he pressed it flat to the top of the roof’s wall. The cigarette burned the tops of his knuckles.

The stone was cold but dry beneath his hand, against his hip, and there was the sun on his face, the smell of the sea when he breathed. There was sound in ears, the market down the road and the shouts that came with it and the shriek of the lone seagull overhead, the people in the tiny apartments cramped outside the airy upper districts. The guard swarming thick in the streets wouldn’t think to look up - the rooftops were for the desperate, and the Churchguard only cared about the desperate when they made a mess.

Betyar took a drag on his cigarette, and tried to remember that the guards in the streets below thought he was dead. Bones at the bottom of the sea, because no one survived the waterlock drop.

The railcar tracks gleamed silver above the clean, white main square, empty except for a few aristocrats milling about, and rich factory owners who wished they were aristocrats. A few at a cafe sipped tea that cost more than a working man earned in a year. A few others eyed the shiny new statue of Divine Campbell, an appropriately large brass monstrosity of him in the flowing velvet vestments of command, staring sternly out across the city from his marble platform at the square’s centre, his foot planted on a whale’s broad head. It glowed in the sunlight beating down.

Flattering, for sure, and Betyar chuckled, humourless - the real Campbell was a long man, all bone and gristle and shrunken skin, hunched over from decades bowed in prayer; like someone had folded him into a cupboard and forgotten him for twenty years. And a workman beneath his bootheel would have been more apt, but Betyar supposed that was too on the nose for Campbell.

He sighed to himself, and dropped his cigarette over the wall, folding his arms on its top to watch it fall. It landed on a balcony below, the glow of its lit end fading, and Betyar turned his gaze back to the square. If he stared long enough at the pale stone bricks laid down over the dirt, Betyar wondered, would he see a chunk left behind from where someone’s home had stood? A piece out of place, a change in the colour of the stone?

Betyar ran his palm over the pommel of his sword, fingers curling around the leather wrap of its hilt. The church tower’s clock rang, great booms rolling down the mountain to mark the hour; two o’ clock, and he stood up from the wall, cracked his knuckles and rolled loose his shoulders, pulled back the sleeve of his long, dark coat and clenched his right hand into a fist until blood and bone burned, until he tasted the bite of sea storms behind his teeth.

The black runes he had carved into his skin glowed blue and gold, bright as the noon sunshine glancing off the distant sea. Spells and spells and spells written when the whale blood could be spared, spiralling down from elbow to nails, thrumming with the groaning endless drone of their stolen power.

The church, in that tower looking down on Katras, would kill him if they found out he remembered the old ways.

Betyar pushed off from his heels, vaulted over the wall at the roof’s edge and reached; the world blurred, Betyar burned like the stretch of over-reaching but the magic he cast out like a grappling hook caught on a balcony railing across the square and pulled taut, yanked him across the gap as trailing smoke and fog.

He grunted as his feet hit the railing, ducked his chin to his chest as he wavered, unsteady - the railing lurched beneath his boots, squealed as he tipped forward and off and rolled on his shoulder, caught himself on hands and knees on the balcony floor. Froze, eyes squeezed shut, heart hammering in his throat. Pressed his fist to his mouth against anxious puffs of breaths.

The balcony was low over the square, only a storey up from the ground, and Betyar mouthed a curse at himself.

“What was that?” Asked a woman, idle and flat.

Paper rustled. “How would I know?” Said a man, clipped. He sniffed, and the paper rustled again. “It’s probably one of those feral cats strayed from the whale refineries. The church really ought to do something about them, my gardener tells me they keep leaving messes in the orchids. Tsk, they were imported too.”

“They’ve been very popular since Lady Margret bought one,” Said the woman, over the man’s disgusted scoff. “I should ask Quincey to fetch me a kitten.”

Hands slapped down on a tabletop in a rustle of paper. “A kitten?” The man spat, aghast. “They’re so inbred they’re shrunken and crooked on one side, Lady Margtet’s cat looks in two different directions at once, and most go bald from the refinery fumes.” He tutted. “Your Quincey would sooner catch diseases than a kitten if you asked him to get you one.”

“You just love your awful, slobbering warhounds,” The woman told him. “And they’re just as inbred as the whale refinery cats. All those wrinkles and that wide head and the snoring. They look like they’ve been squashed.” Primly, she added, “And they smell.”

“They do not!”

Betyar breathed out, sagged against the cool floor, eyes closed. The apartment blocks bordering the square below were empty, windows and glass doors all dark, and the balcony was cast in shadow, and he’d known he could reach this far. It should have been a safe leap to make, maybe even the safest considering some of the things he’d done, only-

Carefully, Betyar eased himself back, unbending slowly as he bared his teeth in a hiss at the pull of scars and skin and protesting shoulder, and sat against the wall, foot planted flat on the floor and elbow resting on his raised knee, to watch the railcar tracks and wait. He had been lucky, very lucky, and he murmured a prayer of thanks to the whales whose power settled back into his skin, waiting; it was by their grace that he had made the leap at all. Betyar should have scoped out the square more carefully, rather than trust a building whose face had been prettied up by people who could never afford to own it.

The domed glass roof of the railcar station glinted in the sunlight, panes bright against the sky like a second sun - Betyar squinted against the glare, rubbing his eyes of the spots burned there. It rose high over the other buildings that bordered the square, a beacon beckoning to the others scattered across the nicer parts of Katras. A bell chimed inside, cheery against the scrape of a railcar’s wheels against its tracks as it screeched to a stop.

The murmur of the thin crowd died; Betyar straightened, stood, shoulders stiff beneath his coat, and grabbed a hold of the sword on his hip but didn’t unsheathe, not yet.

He shuddered, mouth pulling back into a grimace, as the sunlight glanced off the Churchguard’s half-mask helmets, the steel domed skull and the bronze eyepiece forged into a permanent disapproving frown, as they filed out through the open doors and lined up around the outside of the square, backs straight, drawing their swords from the scabbards on their hips, planting the tip between their feet and folding their hands over the pommels. The single edge of the blades gleamed coldly, and a few factory owners scurried out of the way.

The Churchguard stared out over the square as Betyar stared past it, and watched Divine Campbell and High Councilman Thompson escort the Duke Calvert over to the statue, heads tipped close. Their voices carried on the still air. “The High Council,” Wheezed Thompson, drifting across the ground with a faint rustle of his robes as red as blood, bobbing his greying head in a bow, “Is pleased to report that unemployment is down over twenty percent because of His Most Holy’s newest edict already, and with increased, cheaper labour whale yield has increased fifteen percent. I oversaw the implementation myself. Your Grace.”

“And yet,” Sighed Duke Calvert, “Lowering the tax on grain didn’t seem the easier solution to anyone else on the council.”

“The decrease in revenue,” Said Campbell, hands folded behind his back, bald head shining like a beetle’s carapace, “Would have done more harm than good, as Councilman Wilson had rightfully pointed out, your Grace.” He rubbed his mouth with long, skeletal fingers, shaking his head. “The march of progress is as unstoppable as it is expensive,” He said, “And the University of Trivos is asking for more and more funding for research into more efficient blood refining. We haven’t the resources to spare.”

“And yet,” Said the Duke again, as the shadow of Campbell’s statue fell over him. His lip curled. “And yet, you’ve the resources for this.”

Campbell’s eyes narrowed, jerking as upright as his stoop would allow. “The people need to have faith in their Divine servant,” He said tightly. “And they cannot have faith if they don’t believe he is watching over them.”

Betyar drew his sword, eyes closed against the faint hiss of the blade edge against the scabbard’s leather. It shone bluish, patterned steel from flat spine to edge like the waves of the sea in a storm, balanced and light in his hand. Technically stolen, but it had been his before it was the church’s, and the leather wrap of the hilt warmed under his palm.

Thompson stepped back a little from Duke Calvert and Campbell, hands clasped together as he tipped his head and murmured agreements with the Divine. Betyar cast his magic out and pulled it taut, followed its line; reforming from smoke and fog blade first, and reached around Thompson’s head to slash open his throat the moment his feet touched the ground.

Duke Calvert lurched back with a shout, Churchguard hefting up their swords but looking for orders that weren’t there, but it was to Campbell who Betyar turned his head to, Campbell who Betyar bared teeth in a grin to, as Thompson stumbled, a spurt of blood splattering between the statue’s feet, and fell. Campbell, whose watery eyes bulged, face falling slack, mouth open in a shout strangled stillborn behind his teeth.

“You’re dead,” Said Campbell faintly, stepping back, reaching for the Churchguard starting to reach for him.

A question more than anything else, and Betyar’s smile was as cruel as the bloodied edge of his blade when he answered, “Not while you aren’t.”

A seagull wheeled through the sky, far from the others where they swarmed the docks and the carrion whale, as Betyar drew on the magic in his skin and flung himself across the rooftops to Campbell’s reedy, panicked shouts, melting back into the tangle of apartment buildings and whale refineries.
